The Celestial Pack III

King Osis wandered into the throne room to find Duke Jafar, His 
Huntsman, staring moodily out the window. 

"What ho, my friend?" He asked. "What cause have you to be so 
perplexed on such a fine day?"

"All the days here are fine", Jafar answered absently, "and I'm 
worried about Belle. She isn't running with the other hounds. She 
just lies there, staring off into the distance. Why, she didn't even 
move when General brought her a rabbit!! Can hounds sicken at the 
Bridge?"

"I don't think so," answered Osis, "but let's go check on her anyway…
I can see that you'll not settle until you figure this out."

Together, they descended the steps into the courtyard, where Belle 
lay unmoving, staring out the gate.

"What's up, girl?" asked Jafar, stroking her head.

Belle whined softly, then stood up and walked out the gate. She 
paused and looked back at the two men. When they made no move to 
follow her, she returned to them and gently took the sleeve of 
Jafar's tunic in her mouth, tugging him towards the gate.

Osis chuckled at the sight. "If she were Lassie, I'd swear Timmy had 
fallen down that blasted well again," he said. "Well, come on…it's 
obvious she wants to show Us something."

Belle led them to the Rainbow Bridge. Far back on the other side, 
beyond a fork in the road, they could see the figure of a greyhound 
standing motionless, holding up one hind leg. Belle dropped Jafar's 
sleeve and barked once, sharply. The waiting hound pricked its ears 
and started to limp down the road towards her, but then stopped and 
retreated beyond the fork again. 

"That's odd," Jafar mused. "The horn hasn't sounded, either. It 
always blows to announce a new arrival." He then jumped as the horn 
blatted a single, rather uncertain, note.

"Hmm," said Osis, "it appears no one is certain where this hound 
belongs. The other fork in the road leads to the main Rainbow Bridge, 
where most dogs go to await their owners. The hunting horn only 
sounds when one of Our hounds approaches down this fork, to join Us." 
He laughed as Belle went into a positive frenzy of barking. "It 
appears that Belle has no such doubts, however! Do You want to go 
greet this hound?"

"No," said Jafar. "She's not one of Mine, and I have done this sad 
duty far too often of late. You go this time."

"Well, all right, then," said Osis, removing his crown and setting it 
on Jafar's head. "You be King for a while, and I'll be Huntsman, eh? 
It's almost time for Your shift, anyway. Come on, Belle! You brought 
Us here. You may as well help greet Our new arrival."

As Osis and Belle approached the fork in the road, the waiting 
greyhound at first started to turn away, but at Belle's preemptory 
bark, she turned and attempted a clumsy bow.

"Here, now! No need for that," Osis said gently. He patted his bare 
head. "See, no crown." He took the blue brindle's head in his large 
hands and stared into her eyes for a few moments. "Ah…. now I 
understand," He murmured. "Come, Dixie, your place is here with Us."

With Belle steadying her stride, Dixie walked next to Osis down the 
road and over the Bridge. They came to a halt in front of Jafar and 
the rest of the Celestial Pack, who had gathered behind Him.

"This is Dixie, of Meridies," Osis said. "She was not certain she 
belonged here, since she seldom graced the Society with her presence 
on earth. Her person was Catrin's son. She has graced the Meridies 
Court, however, and I have assured her that her place is here."

"Welcome, Dixie," said Jafar. "All hounds who have known the Dream 
are welcome here with Us. Will you come and greet the rest of the 
Pack?"

Belle nudged Dixie forward until she stood close by Jafar, and then 
took her place with the rest of the Pack.

One by one, King Jafar called forth the hounds of the Celestial Pack:

"Aces High, of Midrealm"
"A-Me-Go, of Midrealm"
"Ariel, of Meridies"
"Belle, of Midrealm"
"Colt, of Meridies"
"Cutie, of An Tir"
"Digger, of Trimaris"
"Duncan, of Midrealm"
"Erromani, of AEthelmearc"
"Frankie, of Midrealm"
"General, of Midrealm"
"Lookin, of Trimaris"
"Madeline, of Artemesia"
"Magic, of Meridies"
"Muskrat"
"Pest, of Artemesia"
"Sheba, of AEthelmearc"
"Streaker, of Ansteorra"
"Stumah, of AEthelmearc"
"Sunni, of An Tir"
"Swift, of Midrealm"
"Velvet, of Midrealm"

One by one, as their names were called, the hounds came forward and 
touched noses with Dixie. At each greeting, her body relaxed and grew 
stronger, until she stood straight and tall once again. After the 
final greeting, she arched her neck, shook her head, and swept down 
into a graceful posture that was half obeisance and half play bow at 
Jafar's feet.

Jafar threw His head back and laughed. "That's better," he 
said. "Now, Belle hasn't had her run today, and you'll want to give 
that hip a good stretching. Go chase some rabbits—there's one out 
there that Belle let get away this morning, and he'll be getting far 
too uppity as a result."

Dixie woofed joyfully, and ran to take her place in the Pack, as 
Duncan led them all out into the green fields.

Jafar turned to Osis, who had come to stand next to Him. "You know, 
my friend," He said quietly, "You were right: it IS a fine day."

And HOWL, O hounds!! Howl mightily unto the heavens, for Dixie hath 
found her way to the Rainbow Bridge. Her spirit may have left the 
earth, but she, and the rest of the Celestial Pack, are with us 
always.
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