The Celestial Pack X

Jafar lounged on the throne in the main hall of the castle, idly throwing tennis balls for Graham and watching Osis pace back and forth bad-temperedly. Finally he bounced a ball off the back of Osis’ head.

“WHAT has you in such a temper?” he asked as Osis swung around with a mighty scowl. “There hasn’t been a hound pass to join us in six months or more, we haven’t seen a single apparition, and Johannes has gone off a-hunting again, so isn’t constantly niggling at you to pick up your armor! What IS your problem?”

Osis hefted the tennis ball in his hand, looked speculatively at Jafar, sighed, and then dropped the ball to the floor, where Graham gleefully retrieved it. 

“I don’t like it when Johannes goes hunting across on the other side of the Bridge,” he said. “I worry about him.”

“What could happen to him?” Jafar asked. “He’s already dead.”

Osis moodily kicked aside a pile of tennis ball fuzz. “I don’t know,” he admitted, “but none of us really know what can happen to someone in the Shadowlands. We know the creatures there still feel pain until they cross….and we know Johannes can ‘kill’ animals there—kill and eat them! What if something decides to kill and eat HIM?”

Jafar sat up straighter on the throne and a shadow passed over his face. “I never thought of that!” he cried. “Do you suppose he’d have to cross again?”

“He might,” said Osis slowly, “or perhaps….perhaps his soul would die forever. This is what I truly fear.”

Jafar looked sick. “Do you truly think that might happen?” he demanded. 

“I don’t know,” Osis said gravely. “All I know is, I wish he’d get himself back here.”

Johannes, meanwhile, was far from happy. A cold rain was sluicing down, and although his cloak kept the worst of it off him, an occasional cold trickle still found its way down the back of his neck. Beaux liked the weather no better than his rider, and kept his head down as he trudged through the mud. One skinny rabbit was hanging from the saddle.

“What a day…everything’s holed up,” Johannes muttered to himself. “Rabbits, deer, boar…nothing wants to be out in this stuff. At least I don’t have to share my supper, since none of the hounds wanted to come along this trip. They had better sense than I did, I suppose.” Beaux shook his sodden mane in agreement and Johannes patted him on the neck. “All right, old son,” he said. “I promise, the very next bit of shelter we find that’s big enough for the both of us, we’ll stop.”

Shelter was not easily to be had, however, and Johannes rode on until full dark before a lightning flash revealed a cave high up on a nearby hillside.

“That’ll have to do, Beaux my lad,” he said. “I only hope it’s big enough for you to shelter in, as well.”

Beaux eyed the steep, muddy hillside dubiously, then sighed and began to climb. He had reached a point about 30 yards below the cave when suddenly a greyhound leapt out of the bushes, barking joyously and wagging the almost non-existent stump of his tail. Beaux shied wildly and lost his footing in the mud. He slipped, half regained his feet, and slipped again, this time toppling over backwards. Johannes heard a clear “snap” as Beaux landed on his left leg, then the pain hit and he let out a gasp before clenching his lower lip between his teeth.

“Colt, you idiot!” Johannes grated, as the greyhound cavorted around him and tried to lick the mud off his face. “You never did have a brain in your head, in life or after!” Colt sat back on his haunches and grinned as if in agreement. Johannes turned his head slowly, trying to see Beaux. The Belgian gelding was standing twenty yards down the hill, shaking and with heaving sides, but at least with all four legs steadily on the ground. The saddle was twisted over to one side and covered in mud. Johannes could see his boar spear laying on the ground halfway between them.

“Beaux! Come here, boy,” Johannes called softly, thinking that if he could get Beaux close enough, he could steady himself against him. “Come now, Beaux…that’s a lad,” he wheedled.

Beaux took a tentative step towards Johannes, then another, then another. He was a mere three yards away when Colt spied the rabbit dangling from the saddle. With a loud bark he launched himself at the rabbit, ripping it from the saddle. This was too much for Beaux, who whirled and galloped all the way to the base of the hill before he stopped.

Johannes groaned and wondered if he could reach the boar spear, and if he really would use it to dispatch Colt if he could. Colt, meanwhile, was happily gulping down the last of the rabbit. “Worthless hound,” Johannes cursed, beginning to shiver as the cold seeped into his bones.

As if reading his thoughts, Colt suddenly whimpered and cowered, slinking away from Johannes on his belly. “Oh, come back, you fool,” Johannes said. “I wouldn’t really kill you.” But Colt bolted and ran for the cave. 

Johannes heard a low growl, then another and another. With an effort, he raised his head and looked to his left. What he saw chilled him even further: Three wolves, one a half-grown pup, were slowly and steadily stalking towards him. They had paused for a moment at Colt’s sudden flight, but had resumed their pace, yellow eyes fixed on Johannes as he lay there helplessly.

“Goddess, protect me,” he whispered as the wolves approached so closely that he could hear them panting.

Suddenly, a large form charged out of the bushes to Johannes’ right. Johannes barely had time to make out the form of a huge canine—much larger than the greyhounds to which he was accustomed—before the dog flung itself at the female wolf. The dog broke the wolf’s right front leg with one snap of its powerful jaws, then whirled and opened a foot-long gash down the male’s side. The pup tucked its tail and whined, half-turning away in a gesture of submission.

As the dog backed up and stood between Johannes and the wolves, snarling, Johannes could see that it was a magnificent Borzoi. The male wolf gave one last token rush, then turned and followed his limping mate and their pup as they retreated into the trees. The Borzoi turned and nuzzled Johannes’ face, then looked up the hill and gave a single short, sharp bark. At the sound, Colt shot to the mouth of the cave, hesitated for a moment, then, seeing no sign of the wolves, slipped and slid full tilt down the hill. When he reached them, he cavorted around the Borzoi, giving glad yips and licking his face hysterically.

With a groan, Johannes grasped the Borzoi’s neck and pulled himself to a sitting position. He rested there for a few moments, his face buried in the large hound’s silky fur.

“Misha,” he murmured. “Misha Moose. Never have I been so glad to see a hound, in life or after, except perhaps for my own dear Carl-Ten.” He gave a wry chuckle. “It would seem that Colt has his uses, after all, if he led you here to me.”

Suddenly, Misha pulled loose from Johannes’ embrace and whirled to look off to the right, his hackles raised. Johannes was beginning to try to edge towards his spear when out of the bushes crawled a heavy-set brown dog. She inched up to Misha, her wet fur the same colour as the mud. When she lifted her head, Johannes could see that she was a lovely chocolate Labrador Retriever. When Misha had sniffed her, she crawled to Johannes and laid her head in his lap. He gently caressed her ears and sighed. 

“Coco—this is a fine thing. I’m supposed to be helping our hounds to cross the Bridge, and here you and Misha are, saving me instead. Osis keeps telling me I shouldn’t come to the Shadowlands….perhaps he has a point. Don’t you tell him I said that, though!” He laughed shakily. “Now, my dear friends—you were both service dogs in life. Would one of you be kind enough to bring me my boar spear?”

Misha went to where the spear lay on the ground and picked it up near the head. He carried his head carefully to one side to avoid tangling his legs in the trailing shaft. “Thank you, dear one,” Johannes said, as he took the spear from Misha and looked at it with regret. “This was a fine spear, but….” He pulled his knife from his belt and began to cut at the shaft. Finally, he had the shaft cut in two. He removed the point and tucked it into his pouch. Cutting strips of cloth from the hem of his cloak, he tied the two halves of the shaft to his leg in a rough splint. By the time he was finished, he was pale and trembling. He lay back on the ground for a moment, and the two dogs crowded close, one on each side.

Johannes awoke with a start as a twinge in his splinted leg recalled him to consciousness. The rain had stopped, and the growing gray light told him that dawn had arrived. He was amazingly warm, with Misha close by his left side, and Coco on his right.

Using the two dogs for support, he sat up. Far down at the base of the hill, he could see Beaux grazing unconcernedly. He looked around for Colt, who was nowhere in sight.

Just then, Colt appeared out of the brush, carrying a huge hare in his jaws. He laid the hare next to Johannes, wagging his nonexistent tail as if in apology.

Johannes stretched out his hand and ruffled Colt’s ears. “Making up for stealing my supper last night, are you?” Johannes asked. “Well, I’ve not much taste for raw hare, so you three might as well take it,” he said, dividing the hare into three portions, one for each dog. Colt and Misha gulped theirs, while Coco ate more daintily, but with obvious relish.

When she had finished, Johannes looked at them. “All right, now,” he said, placing a hand on Misha and Coco’s heads. I need you to bring Beaux to me, if he’ll let you. And you, Colt,” he said sternly, “stay the hell out of the way and don’t spook him again, do you hear me?”

Misha walked over to Colt and stood next to him, fixing him with a stern gaze. When Colt made as if to rise, Misha put one huge paw on his side and pushed him back to the ground. Meanwhile, Coco walked slowly down the hill towards Beaux. She paused often, and made sure to stay where he could see her. Beaux raised his head and snorted nervously, but Coco lay down until he relaxed, then continued. Eventually she was standing close enough for him to stretch his neck to its fullest extent and sniff her. Smelling Johannes’ scent on her coat, Beaux sighed and lowered his head. Coco very slowly took one trailing rein in her mouth and began backing up the hill. Beaux resisted for a moment, then followed her up the hill towards Johannes.

Coco led Beaux to Johannes, and delivered the rein into his hand. With his free hand, he cupped her chin. “Thank you, my lovely one,” he said. “You have been a vast help, for I fear that Beaux would not have allowed Misha, smelling of wolf as he is, anywhere near. Now, Beaux,” he said, “if you would just lower your head….that’s the way…now, HUP!”

As Beaux raised his head, Johannes, who had grasped him firmly by the cheeks of the bridle, was lifted to his feet. He stood there, pale and shaking from the pain, and Misha and Coco steadied him. Holding onto Beaux’s mane, and hopping on his good leg, he managed to get the saddle back into position and the girth tightened again. Panting, he leaned wearily against Beaux’s side, dearly wishing he could lay down again, but he knew the rest would not be worth the pain of rising again. Sighing, he straightened up and gazed ruefully at Beaux’s tall back.

“Dear Beaux,” he said, “I never thought I would wish to have wee Jatar back again as my mount, but at the moment, your broad back looks like Mount Olympus. I only hope I can get myself mounted.” He broke off as Coco whined. He saw that she had once again picked up Beaux’s rein. “Do you have an idea?” he asked her. 

Slowly, Coco led Beaux a few yards to a low rock outcropping, with Johannes hopping alongside, holding onto the stirrup. At the ledge, she stopped, and Misha positioned himself by Johannes’ side to steady him. Whining anxiously at Beaux, Coco tugged gently on the rein and led him around the outcropping, down the hill and back, so that he stood just below Johannes.

“What a brilliant dog you are!” Johannes exclaimed. “Now Beaux…stand steady, my lad. Steady, now…steady….” Slowly, Johannes managed to swing his good leg over Beaux’s back, gritting his teeth as his broken limb had to take all his weight for a moment. With a sigh, he settled himself in the saddle. Just then Beaux gave a sudden twitch. Johannes looked down and saw Coco, standing with her front paws ever so gently against Beaux’s shoulder. He reached down and took the rein from her soft mouth. “Not a tooth mark on it,” he marveled, “Thank you, dearest. I don’t know that I could have reached that.”  Coco wagged her tail and lolled her tongue at his words. 

Johannes looked around him. “Misha, Coco, Beaux, Colt….Colt?” he called “Colt, you fool hound! NOW where have you gotten to?”

Suddenly Colt reappeared. He stopped, looked back over his shoulder, then disappeared into the trees again. When he once again came into view, he was trailed by a lovely brindle greyhound, which limped slowly along, carrying one hind leg. As they approached, Johannes looked at her in perplexity. 

“You’re not one I knew in life,” he said, “and I’m too crippled to reach you, and you’d never be able to stretch up here with that poorly leg. I guess…” he broke off as Misha touched noses with her, then approached Beaux’s side. Placing one front paw delicately on Johannes’ good foot, he stretched his great head up until it rested on Johannes’ thigh. 

Laying the reins on Beaux’s neck, Johannes took Misha’s head in both his hands. After a moment, he opened his eyes and looked down.

“Tasha,” he said. “A noble hound indeed, from Midrealm, I ken. I don’t recall ever meeting Cynwrig, but he has my sympathy—one’s first hound is the hardest loss of all to bear.” As Tasha hung her head, he said quickly, “Oh, never think I chide thee, dearest! Your time had come…the pain in your leg, if it were anything like unto the pain in my own, must have been unbearable. You have naught to be ashamed of in taking your leave with dignity. If you’ll but follow us now, we’ll take you home to old friends and a snug kennel, where your leg—and mine,” he added under his breath, “will pain you no more. Cynwrig will ken well where to find you when his time comes. I wish,” he added, “that I could offer you the comfort of traveling on good Beaux, here. I’m afraid, however, that your weight on my leg would be more than I could bear. Perhaps my new friends would help you?” he looked quizzically at Misha and Coco.

The two service dogs proudly took their places on either side of Tasha, to steady her stride. And so, slowly and painfully, the little group made its way home.

Jafar and Osis were in the forecourt, and Jafar had just delivered a mighty blow to Osis’ helm when the Horn sounded, once the Retraite, then the Retraite again, but only half, then the “Ayde” or request for help, then an uncertain note or three.

Osis sat on the ground holding his head. “I always said you hit too hard,” he complained. “My head is ringing!”

Jafar dropped his sword and pulled off his own helm. “That’s not your head,” he retorted. “The Horn is sounding, and we have several hounds to greet, from the sounds of it…and some uncertain. Get up and let’s go, will you?”

Osis groaned, pulled his helm off and got to his feet. “I knew it was too good to last,” he moaned, loosening his gorget. “I only wish Johannes was here, as well. There was one call there that I know not.”

As Osis and Jafar approached the Bridge, trailed by the rest of the Celestial Pack, they beheld Beaux, plodding steadily along, with Johannes slumped over his neck. Coco and Misha brought up the rear, supporting a limping Tasha, whilst a nervous Colt led the way. Upon seeing his friends, Colt ran joyfully over the Bridge and disappeared amongst the rest of the Pack. Beaux stopped on the far side and waited.

With a muttered imprecation, Osis ran over the Bridge, grabbed Beaux’s reins, and led him back over the bridge at a trot. As soon as Beaux’s feet touched the ground on the far side, Johannes regained consciousness. Osis and Jafar tenderly lifted him down and laid him on the grass. He groaned and sat up.

“Goddess!! That feels better!” he said, gingerly flexing his newly healed leg. “And I don’t want to hear one word out of you,” he admonished Osis, who promptly shut his half-open mouth. “This was a learning experience, at the very least—and not one I intend to repeat very soon, you’ll be glad to hear. But, so help me, one ‘I told you so’, and I’ll break YOUR leg! Now…there are hounds to welcome—three of them!”

“Tasha!! She was one of Mine!” Jafar exclaimed, striding over the Bridge. “You stay with Johannes,” he commanded, “I will welcome our new arrivals.” He stopped at the other side of the Bridge and stared, for only one of the waiting hounds was a true greyhound. He laid a hand on Coco’s head for a moment, then smiled. “Coco, we already have Graham here, who is in no wise a hound, himself. I imagine there will be room by the fire for one more hearth-hound. We even have tennis balls!” Jafar laughed as Coco gave an approving bounce. “Siusaidh will know where to find you when she passes over, never fear. Samira will see to that.”

Misha escorted Tasha to Jafar’s side, but shied away when he would place a hand on his head in turn. As Jafar stared at him in perplexity, a red-haired woman appeared over the brow of the hill.

“Misha!!” she cried, gladly. “I’ve found you!”

Misha raced to the woman’s side and buried his head in her skirt. She stroked his soft ears for a moment and then looked at Jafar.

“Hmph,” she said. “SCA or no, I do hope you don’t think you’re taking my Misha Moose over yon Bridge! He already has a comfy cottage with Margie and me. I don’t know why he ran away into the Shadowlands,” she added sorrowfully. “I’ve followed him for a long time, trying to find out where he went, and why.”

Jafar dropped swiftly to one knee and took the woman’s hand. “My dear Lady,” he said, “your Misha has performed a great service this day, by helping to rescue Our good friend, Master Johannes. Our greyhound Colt led him to the scene, Johannes tells Me..”

The woman smiled down at Misha. “Ah, that would explain it,” she said. “Misha always was the one for helping anyone who needed it. He was the greatest comfort to me in my last illness. His face was the last thing I remember seeing before I passed.” She paused. “You say Colt is here? A foolish greyhound with no tail? He was my daughter’s in life. Well, perhaps Misha can come visit him once in a while. Would that be all right?” she asked, anxiously.

“I’m sure no one would object to that,” Jafar smiled. “I’m sure Misha would enjoy hunting with the Pack once in a while, as long as he knows he can return to your fireside afterwards. He knows the way here, now.”

The woman smiled. “Then I’ll take my leave, for I see you have other business to attend to. Come, Misha,” she said, turning away. Misha gave Jafar a grateful look before striding away, his shoulder tight against the red-haired woman’s leg.

Jafar turned to Tasha. “Now, my sweet,” he said. “You’ve had a long walk on your poor leg. I’ll carry you the last few yards, shall I? And Coco, you come along, as well,” he added.

After Jafar had lain Tasha down on the soft grass at the foot of the Bridge, Graham shouldered his way to the front of the waiting group of greyhounds. He dropped a brand-new tennis ball at Coco’s feet and gently touched her nose. As he did so, she seemed to grow, as the illness that had killed her was taken away. With an astonished “woof” she picked up the ball and followed Graham back to the castle and the fire.

Turning to the remaining hounds, Jafar asked. “Hounds of the Celestial Pack! This is Tasha, beloved first hound of Cynwrig of Midrealm. Wilt thee greet her and welcome her into thy midst?

And one, by one, the hounds of the Celestial Pack came forth as Jafar called their names:

“Aces High, of Midrealm”

“A-Me-Go, of Midrealm”

“Ariel, of Meridies”

“Belle, of Ansteorra”

“Belle, of Midrealm”

“Bernie, of Meridies”

“Blackout, of Atlantia”

“Bo, of Midrealm”

“Brodie, of Atlantia”

“Browning, of Meridies”

“By Choice, of Meridies”

“Carl-Ten, of Meridies”

“Chris, of Meridies”

“Colt, of Meridies”

“Cutie, of An Tir”

“Damon Fox, of Meridies”

“Digger, of Trimaris”

“Dixie, of Meridies”

“Duncan, of Midrealm”

“Emily, of Atlantia”

“Erromani, of AEthelmearc”

“Et Cetera, of Meridies”

“Frankie, of Midrealm”

“General, of Midrealm” 

“Gryphon, of Midrealm”

“Harmony, of Meridies”

“John Moore, of Meridies”

“Lookin, of Trimaris”

“Lucy, of Calontir”

“Madeline, of Artemesia”

“Magic, of Meridies”

“Missy, of Meridies” 

“Muskrat, of Meridies”

“Myra, of Ansteorra”

“Pat-C, of Midrealm”

“Pattycake, of Atlantia”

“Pest, of Artemesia”

“Ross, of Meridies”

“Scooter, of Meridies”

“Seeger Rock, of Meridies”

“Sha-Kar, of Ansteorra”

“Sheba, of AEthelmearc”

“Sissy-B, of Midrealm”

“Splash, of Meridies”

“Storm, of Meridies”

“Streaker, of Ansteorra”

“Stumah, of AEthelmearc”

“Sugar Sweety, of Meridies”

“Sunni, of An Tir”

“Swift, of Midrealm”

“Tucker, of Meridies” 

“Velvet, of Midrealm”

“Zima, of Ansteorra”.

As each hound touched Tasha’s nose in greeting, her leg took more and more of her weight, until it was completely healed when Zima had greeted her. Johannes, steadied by Osis, ruffled her silky ears. “There now, my sweet,” he said, “perhaps my accident was meant to delay me in the Shadowlands until you could find me. Never mind—you’re here now, and I’m sure Duncan is ready to show you the best rabbits to chase….OWWW!” he cried, as Tasha sank her teeth into his hand. “What was THAT for?”

Jafar bent over almost double with laughter. “Cynwrig raises rabbits,” he explained. “In her life, Tasha never chased them or did them any harm.” He took her head gently between his hands. “It’s all right, my girl,” he said. “These are none of Cynwrig’s rabbits, and they enjoy the chase as much as the hounds do. I’m sure Cynwrig wouldn’t mind if you chased one of them now and again.”

Tasha apologetically slunk over to Johannes and licked his injured hand. It healed even as she licked it. “Thank you, dearest,” he smiled. “Now, go on and let the rest of them teach you the fine art of rabbit-chasing! I’m going to go back to the castle, pour myself a large drink, and try to keep Osis from gloating over my misfortunes.”

And HOWL, O Hounds!! Howl mightily unto the Heavens, For Tasha, Coco and Misha hath left this Mortal Plane! Each has gone to his own place at the Rainbow Bridge, to prepare a place for us at the gods’ great table. 

THL Samira Umm’ al Harith
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