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			Dedicated to Buddy... forever in our hearts.
Until we meet again on the Rainbow Bridge.
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			​Chapter One 
Escape

			He watched the canopy door jump and then pop open with every jolt and bump. Despite the cold, it was stuffy inside the canopy, and the truck bed smacked his thin backside with every twist and turn. The man had forgotten to lock the door when he closed it, distracted by some conversation about nothing. Now, as he watched it pop slightly open with every bounce, he knew this was his only chance to escape the horrible man’s abuse.

			He had been gnawing on the rope that was tied around his neck and knotted to a ring in the truck bed, imprisoning him with little hope of escape. But, seeing his opening, with one final pull, the rope snapped and dangled free below his neck. He took one last furtive look around. At that moment, his heart told him he must try to find freedom once and for all.

			So, as the truck careened around the next corner, forcing the canopy door to jump open, he took one big gulp of air and, closing his eyes tightly, threw himself out the bobbing door into space.

			In the next instant he smacked onto the road, thudding first onto the asphalt, then rolling over and over into the gravel beyond the edge of the pavement. He felt a crack in his shoulder and the burn of pavement and rocks grinding into his back. It felt as if he would never stop rolling - end over end he went, thudding and scraping along the rough ground, with the rush of the wind in his ears and grime choking his parched throat.

			Abruptly, he stopped. Enveloped in nothing but silence and dust, he lay in agony, his shoulder throbbing, his tongue lacerated by the momentum, and his back askew. Gingerly, Buddy lifted his head and tried to clear his eyes, his mind and senses muddled by the leap from the truck.

			Suddenly, he was compelled to run. Fear stuck in his throat, overcoming the gagging grunge and mustering new strength in his battered legs. Pulling himself up, he staggered only a second, then holding up his leg to protect his aching and useless shoulder, he ran as if the devil himself drove the pickup truck, fearing that at any instant it would turn around, tires squealing and gears grinding as his captor made a desperate attempt to capture him again.

			Frantic and panicked, he ran up the rocky hills, unaware that the truck had simply lumbered on through the countryside, its driver oblivious to all but the blaring rock band screaming from the radio and the cold soda he clutched between his knees. It would be miles before the man knew he had lost his live cargo. Even then, he would care little about the lost dog, except for the fact he would not collect his shipping fee that night. With a shrug and a curse, he would concoct a story about the loss and go on about another day.

			Finally, when Buddy’s sore and beat-up legs could carry him no farther, he dropped behind a rock. Tongue lolling and dripping, one ear trickling blood, he lay on his side panting, trying desperately to catch his breath. The ache in his shoulder was now a screaming pain calling for attention, but there was none to be had. The wind had picked up, carrying the scent of snow. Wearily, he pulled himself up and crawled behind a huge mound of rocks, the only real sign of shelter he could find among the steep hillside.

			He was dreadfully thirsty. Despite the cold, the leap from the truck and his long run had left him dehydrated and hungry. Warily, he looked around. Winter’s dusk blanketed the land, and he knew the night was not far behind.

			Finally, the cry of his tired and aching muscles overcame the pangs of hunger and thirst. Curling as tightly in a ball as his aches would allow, he pushed himself deeper into the rocks, burying his bruised and bloody nose beneath his nub of a tail.

			There he fitfully dozed, shivering while the night winds of November howled over his makeshift hovel, nightmares of his cruel captor plaguing his rest, the unearthly howls of coyotes startling him awake every few hours, each time seemingly closer and closer. Fear gripped his heart - would he make it until dawn, he wondered? All he could do was scrunch down tighter into the meager shelter of the rocks and hope that morning light would come to his rescue.
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			​Chapter Two
Risky Refuge

			The night crept by as the winds relentlessly poked and prodded at Buddy’s pitiful shelter as if laughing at his plight and delighting in his pain. At last, he gave up on sleep. He knew it must be approaching dawn, yet the inky darkness of autumn refused to give way to light, and he repeatedly blinked, trying to bring the landscape into focus in the dark.

			Relief washed over him as he realized he had escaped. Despite his nightmares during the night, apparently, the man was not going to follow him or had given up searching for him – at least, he hoped that was the case. But Buddy’s relief gave way to worry as his bruised body and throbbing shoulder demanded his attention.

			“I must find some sort of cover,” he thought. “This wind is not going to let me rest. I must find a real shelter if I am to survive.”

			Pulling himself up gingerly from the rocks, he gently shook, careful not to disturb his tender shoulder. Just as dawn peaked over the horizon and bathed the valley below in light, Buddy headed down the hillside toward what he hoped was a new life.

			“Somewhere I must find shelter,” he told himself as he picked his way carefully down the rocky hillside. The sky, initially bright and clear, was blurring into a gray mass as clouds moved in from the horizon. “It’s going to snow, and I don’t have much time to find protection before the storm begins.”

			The pain in his shoulder and the hunger pangs in his tummy were slowing his pace, but knowing the storm was not far off, he forced himself to pick up the pace. “Another night among the coyotes might finish me off, and I’ve not come this far to be coyote bait,” he told himself. “I’ve got to keep going no matter how bad I feel.”

			Cresting a hill, suddenly, the entire valley was fully revealed. The sight was puzzling. To the south, there was nothing but farmland, and to the north, nothing but a neighborhood. He sat for a moment, getting his bearings and trying to pick out features from a scene that was fast becoming obscured by the gray of a winter storm.

			Shivering against the biting wind, he strained to see the details along the edge of the neighborhood. Then he saw it. Yes, it was an old barn. And there, huddled against the barn with their rumps to the wind, were horses! While his experiences with these large, mostly arrogant, creatures were limited, he knew that their presence most assuredly meant a warm pile of hay and much-needed water. So just as the first stray flakes of snow began swirling down around him, with new strength he set off limping his way determinedly toward the barn below.

			By the time Buddy reached the barn, the storm was in full force, enveloping the valley in the whites and grays of churning snow and high winds. Pushing ahead, head bowed, eyes half-closed against the sleet, ears pinned backward in the gusts, he cautiously approached the barn area.

			The barn was not large, not even big enough to accommodate the three horses who stood outside, huddled against the worn wood, trying to find shelter from the pelting snow and buffeting winds. Snow was already plastered over their coats, and they looked at him across the corral through eyes caked in slush.

			Buddy stopped outside the fence and contemplated his options. He didn’t have many. He could go back to the rocky hillside and try to find shelter among the cold rocks, fending off coyotes, and heaven only knows what else. Or risk holing up in the barn and encountering humans who could try to capture and possibly hurt him. He was parched and incredibly hungry. Unconsciously, he licked his lips, but not even a drop of moisture remained, and his tongue felt swollen and huge in his mouth. His shoulder ached, and now that he had stopped, he began to shiver. Buddy could see a large gray steel tank near the horses, and he could smell the water. The thought of a cozy nest in the hay, away from the nasty wind, beckoned him. Still, it was a big risk. What if a human arrived and captured him in his sleep? And what about those horses? They might mistake him for a coyote and stomp him to death. His shivering intensified as he played out the risks in his mind.

			A big blast of wind and snow resolved his predicament quickly – a day and night in this storm, especially with his injuries, might well spell the end for him. He’d come too far to die now. He decided it would be better to risk capture rather than fruitlessly battle the storm.

			The corral was enclosed with several strands of electric fence – smooth wire charged with electricity that zapped whatever it encountered. He’d experienced it before as a young pup on the hunt. He’d been with his mother, hunting with humans. He’d been chasing a bird and run headlong into a similar fence. Unfortunately, he’d touched the fence first with his cold, wet nose – he remembered being so surprised, and it hurt so badly! He’d gone crying back to his mother, his tail between his legs, yelping uncontrollably, seeking explanation and consolation. He could hear the humans laughing, but his mom comforted him and licked his face, patiently explaining how to avoid being shocked in the future.

			Now he knew the truth. The shock of the fence just surprised you more than hurt you and didn’t really do serious damage. But it was enough to keep big animals like horses and cattle contained and shocked young hunting dogs enough to make them very wary. So now he knew to respect the fence. Buddy padded around the perimeter until he found a high space between the fence and the ground. Then, taking no chances, he dropped down on his belly and carefully, oh so carefully, edged underneath the fence, grimacing and struggling as his sore muscles and aching shoulder protested the cramped movements.

			“Whew, I made it,” he thought and turned to face the horses. They stood between him, a warm shelter, and most importantly, water! He couldn’t tell what they thought of him. Huddling together against the storm, the horses weren’t moving a muscle, only watching him curiously.

			What to do? He knew horses could be a finicky bunch. Sometimes they could be very grumpy and cross, kicking and biting at him if he came too close. But other times, they could be quite fun. He liked to play with them at his first home, especially the young ones. His mom had taught him to never bite, not even nip (even though it was tempting). She said nipping at the horses, even in play, was wrong. She scolded him that nipping should be saved for brothers and sisters who could bite back if the play was too rough. Buddy remembered wistfully that playing with horses meant running and leaping, jumping and barking to coax them to run. And then, when they did take off, oh, what a time! Racing down the green fields together, they would buck and snort, stopping to rear high into the air, then go again. He would run with them, shouting with joy, ears flapping in the wind, racing in and out among the herd, dodging flying hooves and clods of dirt.

			For a moment, the memories of those happy times with his family and the friendly horses made him forget his precarious situation. And for a moment, just a moment, Buddy would have given anything to have his mom there helping him decide what to do.

			But a sudden gust of wind and whoosh of snow slapping him in the face brought him abruptly back to the cold winter’s day. He sighed. He was so thirsty and cold. He was really shivering now, his thin hair coat no match for the vicious wind. He had to try to make friends with the horses or, at least, see if they would leave him alone. Cautiously, Buddy got up and slowly made his way across the corral.

			Buddy was still thinking, “Hmm.” He could bark, bark, bark. Buddy knew that sometimes raising a commotion by barking loudly would startle even the biggest animals into running away. If they ran away from the barn, then he could get a drink and run into the barn before they got cold and came back to the shelter. Buddy could just hear his mom laughing at that idea. “Good grief, young man,” she would say, “Why do you believe that being aggressive and loud is going to get you anywhere in the long run?” Buddy knew she would be lecturing him, “Sure, it might scare people into submission for the moment, but they will only look for ways to scare you back. You scare them, they scare you and kick you, and pretty soon, you’re in a big fight, and everyone gets hurt. No, it’s best to defend yourself by barking and biting only if you must; otherwise, be nice or ignore a bully. You will be a lot better off, and who knows, you might make a new friend who will help you out in a tight spot.”

			No, that mental lecture from his mom told him barking was not a good idea. “I guess that leaves trying to look friendly and nice,” he thought to himself. So, as he approached the horses, he slowed way down, then stopped as he got to within hearing distance.

			There were three of them, standing in a row huddled together against the shelter of the barn wall. On one side, the windiest side stood a great big horse who looked like he was partially blocking the wind from the other two. He had quite a furry hair coat that looked thick and warm. Buddy looked at him enviously and shivered even more. This horse had a big bulky head, a broad chest, and quite big hooves. Even under the growing layer of snow, he could make out some white spots over the horse’s otherwise dark rump. “Odd color for a horse,” he thought. But the big horse looked at Buddy with only mild interest.

			On the other end was a middle-sized horse with very kind eyes. “Gosh, she’s the color of a deer,” he thought. Despite the snow, Buddy could see she had a soft doeskin color over her body, but her mane, tail, and ears were black. Buddy then remembered this color of horse was known as a “buckskin.” She stared at Buddy curiously but didn’t move a muscle.

			The other horse was quite small and pretty fat. His hooves were tiny, and he had a big moppy-looking mane with a fluffy shock of hair on the top of his head that hung low between his eyes and was so thick it spiked wildly up, almost obscuring his ears. “A pony. That’s what this horse is,” Buddy thought. “I remember them from the farm. Uh oh, I also remember how crabby they can be.” The little horse was looking at him suspiciously and was clearly tense; he looked like he might break and run at any instant despite the fact he was nestled safely in between the two big horses.

			Putting on his nicest smile, Buddy got up and took a few steps toward the horses, trying his best to look calm and unthreatening. He was so thirsty, and the ache in his shoulder was almost unbearable. His plan had to work! The pony shuffled his feet nervously, but the big horse and the buckskin mare seemed most unconcerned. Buddy surmised it was because the big horse’s sharp hooves could stomp him easily, and they all knew it.

			“Hello,” Buddy called out, trying to overcome the howl of the wind but also trying not to seem too loud.

			“Hello,” he repeated. “This is quite a storm, and I am without any place to stay. Would you mind sharing your barn?” Nothing, not even a peep. Didn’t they hear him? He took a few steps closer. He was really shivering and shaking now, but all he could really concentrate on was the water tank – he was so thirsty!

			“Gosh, I’m really having a tough time here,” he called out. “Do you think I could share your barn for a few hours until the storm is over?”

			The pony suddenly snorted, his eyes glaring at him under the shock of the forelock. “Who are you? What do you want?” the pony called out in a shrill voice, edgy with fear. The other two horses remained silent.

			“I’m just a dog... all I need is a drink of water and a warm place to wait out the storm. I really won’t be a bother to you, I promise.” Buddy sat down again in the cold snow, trying to look as harmless as possible.

			The pony shuffled again nervously, his chubby body bumping up against the sides of the two horses he stood between. “What happened to you? Where is your owner? All dogs have owners unless they are just a stray – and stray dogs are just big trouble. Besides, you look like you just got run over or something.”

			Suddenly the buckskin mare cut in. “Tiny, stop being so rude!” she said. “You are quite a snoop, and it’s not nice to question strangers like that.”

			“I’ll ask what I want,” the pony shot back at the mare. “That dog could really be just a coyote in disguise and might attack us – or what if he’s just a stray looking to chase us around?” The pony was really going on now. Clearly, he liked to talk and talk a lot. “Besides, who are you to tell me what to say or do?”

			The buckskin mare glared at the pony and pinned her ears. “You are so sassy, Tiny, and such a know-it-all – why can’t you just be courteous and nice?” The pony pinned his ears back at the mare and started in again. The two horses began arguing in earnest, paying no attention to Buddy at all. The big horse said nothing and stood bracing against the wind.

			Buddy was getting quite cold now. He was sitting in the snow, afraid to stand up again for fear of sending the pony into a bigger tizzy, yet the wind was biting at his backside. Why couldn’t they stop arguing and give him an answer? He couldn’t take his eyes off the tank of water – just one drink, that’s all he wanted!

			The mare and the pony were really going at it now. Buddy thought they might start kicking at each other any time. Then, without warning, the big horse stomped his foot and shouted over the din of the other horses’ arguing.

			“Stop it!!” he yelled. Instantly, the pony and mare fell silent. “Stop that arguing – the storm is bad enough without having to listen to you two bicker.” For a moment, the corral went quiet, with nothing but the silent howl of the wind as it rushed through the corral rails and raced up the hillside.

			The big horse looked at Buddy, shivering and shaking. “I don’t know where you came from or why you don’t have a person who cares for you, but we will share our shelter,” he offered kindly.

			Immediately, the pony shook his head fiercely and scowled, growling, “What? We don’t know...” but the big horse cut him off, pinning his ears and glaring at the pony.

			“Oh, hush,” he said. “This dog is no threat to us. One kick, and he would be a goner.”

			“I sure would be,” Buddy thought, “I’ll have to be very careful.” So even though he was so thirsty he would have preferred to race to the water tank, instead, he slowly got up and proceeded cautiously across the corral.

			The horses moved out of his path, and Buddy gave them a wide circle. “At last!” he cried to himself. “I don’t think I have ever been so thirsty!” Putting his paws over the edge of the tank and gingerly protecting his aching shoulder, he plunged his face into the icy water, now close to icing over in the cold.

			“Oh, this is heaven!” he thought as he lapped furiously. The icy water tasted so good, and he drank and drank. When finished, he turned to see the horses watching him inquisitively.

			“You must have been parched,” the buckskin mare said kindly. She looked him over. There he sat - floppy ears, kind brown eyes, liver-colored spots, the white ones smeared here and there with traces of blood. She knew he was no threat.

			“How long has it been since you had a drink?” she asked Buddy.

			Buddy cocked his head to the side as he thought for a minute. “Hmm, well, I guess it’s been a couple of days.” Then he remembered his manners. “I am so grateful that you shared. Thank you so much!” he said to the horses.

			At this expression of such thankfulness, even the pony relaxed. The pony thought to himself, “Maybe this dog isn’t so bad after all. I guess I should maybe reserve judgment about him.”

			The mare continued, “Are you hungry?” she asked.

			The wind was really biting at Buddy’s thin coat, and the snow was pelting his face. “I am,” he said, “but what would be really wonderful is if I could get into the barn for a nap and to get warmed up. Would you mind?”

			The horses looked at one another. “Of course not,” the mare replied for all of them. “Be our guest.”

			Relief washed over Buddy, and he immediately headed toward the barn. His growling stomach could wait. Right now, a warm bed of straw would be wonderful.

			The wind slammed against him as he turned toward the barn. Bowing his head, his floppy ears blown back flat against his face as he made his way across the corral, the wind pushed against him as if trying desperately to keep him from the shelter. But the water and the thought of warm straw had revived his energy a bit, and it seemed a lot easier to fight back against the wind’s vengeance. Just a few more steps, and he would make it!

			There was just one problem. As he neared the barn, he could see that it had a door – an old and rickety door, with an equally rickety top half, but a door nonetheless. The humans who owned the barn obviously wanted to keep the horses out. He could hear the pony snickering in the background.

			“That dog thought the humans just left the barn open for everyone, the fool. If we can’t get in there, why should he?” the pony complained to the other two horses.

			“Why do you have to be so petty?” the mare responded. “Have some sympathy for the dog. Look how thin his coat is compared to how thick ours is... Besides, horses are tougher than dogs.”

			Ignoring the horses’ conversation, Buddy puzzled about the door.

			“Hmm, it really isn’t that high,” he thought to himself. Normally he would show that arrogant pony and just leap over the top, but his throbbing shoulder reminded him that jumping, let alone leaping, probably wasn’t in the cards.

			A sudden gust of wind buffeted him again. So close. That’s it. He had to try something. He just couldn’t give up. Protecting his shoulder, he gingerly put his front legs up against the door – much to his surprise, it moved! Buddy pushed harder, and it cracked open a little farther. Just a little more, and he could squeeze through. He had learned that trick a long time ago. Just by working at it and sometimes digging a little to make more room, he could squeeze through the smallest of holes.
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