The Celestial Pack V

King Jafar and Duke Osis were barely started on the morning rounds of the kennel when the Horn sounded the Retraite for the second time in as many weeks. 

“ANOTHER special hound?” asked Jafar. “I…..” His next words were drowned out as the Horn sounded the Retraite again, and again, and yet again—so many times that it seemed as though the sound would never end. 

At the sound of the Horn, the entire Celestial Pack had stood, trembling. As the final note finally echoed away into the distance, first Muskrat, then Colt, then all of the former Meridian hounds, raced through the gates towards the Rainbow Bridge. The other hounds stood, patiently watching the two men. 

Osis chuckled, “I would hazard a guess that our newest arrival is Meridian,” he said. “Shall we go see what has caused such a furor amongst the Pack?”

Osis and Jafar started towards the Bridge, followed by a phalanx of the remaining Celestial Hounds. As they neared the Bridge, Jafar halted and grasped Osis’ arm. “PLEASE tell me I’m imagining THIS!” he pleaded.

“If you are, I’m having the same hallucination,” muttered Osis.

Approaching the Bridge was an exceptionally thin man, mounted on a fire-red Arabian stallion. He had a black greyhound slung across the front of his saddle, and more than a score of greyhounds followed after. He had a hunting bow slung across his back, and carried a boar spear in his free hand. He reined the stallion to a halt just before it set hoof upon the Bridge.

“What ho!” he cried. “Can you tell me who it is that calls MY hound to this place?”

“YOUR hound?” challenged Jafar.  “It is only the hounds of the Celestial Pack, those who have run for The Dream on Earth, who are called to this place! Who are you, then, that you claim one of Ours?”

The thin man seemed taken aback for a moment. “I am Johannes the Black!” he answered. “Together with HE Master Gordon, I STARTED hounds in the SCA!” He gestured at the hound on his saddlebow. “This was my hound, Carl-Ten, until I became too ill to care for him. I have waited long to welcome him at the Rainbow Bridge, but he would not join me! He was called here! I ask you again, WHY?” he thundered. “And why have all the rest of the hounds of my pack followed us here?” he added.

“I don’t know,” answered Jafar, his mouth agape. “Just a moment. Duncan?” he queried. The leader of the Celestial Pack approached and laid his chin in Jafar’s hand. Jafar closed his eyes and concentrated. After a few very long moments, Osis laid his hand on Duncan’s head and closed his eyes as well. After several seconds, the two men opened their eyes and looked at each other.

“Good Master Johannes,” said Jafar, “would you deign to dismount your steed and have discourse with Us? There seems to be much that must be explained between us.”

Johannes dismounted in a fluid motion, lifting down Carl-Ten in one arm. He started across the Bridge, but the stallion balked, rearing high. He laid one hand between the horse’s broad-set eyes for a moment, then nodded. 

“All right, my friend,” he said. “Off you go, then, and thank you.” As the stallion galloped back down the road, Johannes laid Carl-Ten upon the ground and strode alone across the Bridge.

“That was Jatar,” he answered in response to Jafar’s unspoken question. “He was Samira’s on earth. I have been keeping him exercised whilst he awaits her arrival. He will not cross without her, however. Now,” he added ominously, “about MY pack?”

Jafar sighed. “There seems to have been a mix-up,” he said. “When I crossed, and then Osis, We were found by Duncan. He led the others that you see here to Us. We did not know there was another Pack here.”

Now it was Johannes’ turn to be taken aback. “Nor I!” he cried. “I have long wondered why some of my old friends were with me, and some not. Now I know. But how to resolve this?” he asked.

Jafar exchanged a long look with Osis. “Why not join Us here, good Master?” asked Osis. We have fat rabbits for the hounds, a snug castle for Ourselves….what more could one ask?” 

“A fine steed,” sniffed Johannes, “but I suppose that will come in time.” He knelt at Jafar’s feet. “Your Majesty, You were not my Liege on earth, but will You allow me to serve You here as Your Huntsman?”

Jafar raised a quizzical eyebrow at Osis.

“I always rather thought it was rather silly to have a Duke as a Huntsman,” Osis answered. “Besides, Johannes has forgotten more about hounds than I ever did know—or You, come to that. I say We bid him welcome twice over, and ask Our hounds to do the same to his.”

Jafar took both of Johannes’ hands in his own. 

“Good twice-Master Johannes,” he said, “too long have Our packs been divided. If you would honor Us by serving here, how could I refuse? Will you call your hounds forth to be greeted by Ours?”

Duncan moved forward to stand by the side of Streaker and the other Meridian hounds as Johannes called his pack forth.

“From Meridies,” he intoned:

“Bernie”

“Browning”

“By Choice”

“Chris”

“Damon Fox”

 “Et Cetera”

“Harmony”

 “John Moore”

“Missy”

“Ross”

“Scooter”

“Seeger Rock”

“Splash”

“Storm”

“Sugar Sweety”

“Tucker”

“From Meridies and Atlantia,” he added:

“Blackout”

“Brodie”

“Emily” 

“Pattycake”.

“From Ansteorra”, he continued:

“Belle”

“Myra”

“Sha-Kar”

“Zima”…..”Zima?”  he queried, as the second-to-last hound hesitated before crossing the Bridge. “Is Zima welcome here?” he demanded. “For although she is not a pure greyhound, she coursed well, both on earth and in the afterlife. We would not go where she is not welcome.”

Jafar exchanged a look with Osis. “Although all the other hounds here are of the pure ancient strain”, he replied, “which of us humans can say that we are descended only from Royalty? Zima,” he called, “you are a true and faithful greyhound in your soul…that is what counts. Cross and be welcome.”

After Zima had crossed, Johannes turned to Jafar and Osis. “My Lords,” he said, “there is still one hound that is too weak to cross alone. Have I Your leave to bring him to You?”

“Of course,” said Jafar, “for is he not the cause of your reunion with Us?”

Master Johannes re-crossed the Bridge, picked Carl-Ten up tenderly, and carried him to the green grass on the other side. After he laid him gently at Jafar’s feet, Jafar addressed the hounds:

“O hounds of the Celestial Pack, both old and new,” he said, “wilt thou come forth and greet your newest packmate, the First Hound of Meridies?”

As He called its name, each hound came forth to greet Carl-Ten as he lay upon the ground:

“Aces High, of Midrealm”

“A-Me-Go, of Midrealm”

“Ariel, of Meridies”

“Belle, of Ansteorra”

“Belle, of Midrealm”

“Bernie, of Meridies”

“Blackout, of Atlantia”

“Brodie, of Atlantia”

“Browning, of Meridies”

“By Choice, 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” 

“Harmony, of Meridies”

“John Moore, of Meridies”

“Lookin, of Trimaris”

“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”

“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 Midralm”

“Zima, of Ansteorra”.

As each hound touched noses in greeting to Carl-Ten, the old hound slowly grew stronger. His black coat, long flecked with white, grew darker and sleeker as his legs strengthened and his stance grew proud. As Zima, the newest member of the Celestial Pack, greeted him, he stood, stretched, and walked to Master Johannes, looking at him searchingly.

Johannes rested a frail hand on Carl-Ten’s head. “I know, my friend,” he said softly. “I brought you here, but your heart belongs to Catrin. I know this, and I accept it, for if she had not taken you in when I became ill, you would not have achieved all that you did. Run with your friends until she comes for you. But,” he added wistfully, “will you spare a few moments for your old master, once in a while?”

Carl-Ten butted Johannes’ hand with his head, then wriggled his whole body past his leg in a caress. Johannes’ face lit up in a wonderful smile as tears coursed down his cheeks. Jafar laid an arm gently around his shoulders.

“Of course he will,” he affirmed. “All the hounds here await the day that their heart-humans arrive, yet they are gracious enough to keep Us company until that day may come. I am glad,” he continued softly, “that you brought the rest of the Pack home to join Us.”

Carl-Ten gave Johannes a last, long look before he turned and barked imperiously at Duncan. Duncan bristled for a moment, then laid his ears back against his neck, dipped into a deep play-bow, and led the entire Celestial Pack, together again at last, out into the open fields before the castle.

And HOWL, O Hounds!! Howl in sorrow, and in joy, and in wonder, for a greyhound hath died this day. Carl-Ten has left this mortal plane, and we grieve mightily, yet his passing has brought hounds long lost to the Celestial Pack together once again. They run together once more, and serve The Dream in a realm beyond our ken.
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