The Celestial Pack--VIII

Duke Jafar was cleaning the Celestial Kennels when Osis wandered in. 

“Have you seen Master Johannes, lately?” Osis asked, watching Jafar shake fresh straw into the kennels.

“Not for a few days,” Jafar answered. “He said he was going hunting, I believe. He went back over the Bridge, whistled up Samira’s Jatar, and went off. Why?”

“Oh, no reason, really,” Osis answered, idly tousling General’s ears. “It just seems awfully quiet without him racketing around. Funny how it never seemed quiet when it was just the two of us…now that Johannes is here, it leaves an awful gap when he’s not, eh?”

“I assume there’s some sense in that sentence, somewhere,” Jafar replied tartly, “but you’re right…it DOES seem strange not to have him complaining about this and that. I wonder what he’s doing…..?”

Master Johannes expertly reined Jatar between rivulets of water, bearing in mind the Arabian’s creed of “Drink water, but never, never set foot in it”. The chestnut stallion daintily lifted each white-stockinged foot as if loathe to touch even the damp ground between the pools. Johannes’ saddle was festooned with several fat hares, whose spirit-bodies had not been quick enough to elude the Master’s bow.

Suddenly, Jatar raised his head, pricked his ears, and voiced a bugling call. Again and again he whinnied, prancing in place with his neck arched proudly.

As Johannes tried to soothe him with a stroking hand on his neck, Jatar rounded a clump of tall grass and came to a stop, nostrils flared, staring at a tall Belgian gelding. The Belgian lowered his head and champed his teeth at Jatar, showing submission to the much smaller stallion.

“And who is this?” mused Johannes. The gelding was hunch-backed, and kicked sporadically at his stomach.

With a fluid movement, Johannes dismounted, dropping the reins to indicate that Jatar should stand. He walked over to the Belgian and placed his hand between the broad eyes.

“Beaux, are you?” he asked. “We have no wee girls here to ride you,” he continued, “but I have need of a steed that is up to my weight.” He paused and looked apologetically at Jatar. “No offense, Dear One,” he said, “but even the tallest Arabian leaves me feeling that my feet are dragging the ground. I ken that you wait for Samira….wouldst thou mind if I traveled with this steed, instead?”

Jatar shook his mane in denial. “Fine then,” said Johannes, as he transferred his tack to Beaux, “I’ll leave you to wait for her.” He ran a hand over the silky forelock.  “You carried me nobly,” he said. “I’ll miss you. May there be many lovely mares in your harem until Samira arrives for you.”

Tossing his head, Jatar cantered off as Johannes mounted Beaux.

Suddenly, Beaux spooked to one side. As Johannes struggled to keep his seat, he spied a pair of greyhound ears in the brush.

As he regained his seat, Johannes recognized Bo.

“Bored, were you old boy?” he asked. “Very well, come with us on our hunt. I have hopes of putting up a fine hart before we’re done!”

With a wag of his tail, Bo fell in at Beaux’s heels. They continued on through the wetlands, across a broad meadow and into a wood. Suddenly, both horse and hound stopped stock-still, staring at a thicket. Master Johannes carefully nocked an arrow and took aim at the brush.

With a defiant look, Bo leapt between Johannes and the thicket, as if daring the Huntsman to loose his arrow. As Johannes lowered his bow by a degree, Bo turned and burrowed into the brush until only his wagging tail was visible.

“Hmmm….NOT a hart, then,” Johannes mused. “Nor a hare nor a rabbit nor a boar, from the looks of it.” He swung down off Beaux’s back. “What have you found then, Bo?” he asked, delving into the thicket.

As he parted the brush, Johannes beheld a small brown brindle greyhound bitch laying on the ground. When she spied him, she attempted to rise, but her left hind leg gave way under her. Bo whined and looked piteously at Master Johannes.

“A friend of yours, is it?” he asked, stroking the little gyp gently. “Ahh….Sissy-B,” he said. “Tis a long time you’ve been lost, isn’t it? Never mind, your brother Bo’s found you now. Will you come join us?”

Sissy-B tried to gain her feet again, but sank down with a forlorn look. Johannes tenderly gathered her into his arms and laid her across his saddlebow. 

“Ah, Little One…..I’ve carried many another hound home before,” he said. “You’re a small enough weight for this new destrier of mine.”

As darkness fell that night, Johannes made camp in a snug glade ringed all around with young willows. He built a tidy fire, and piled pine boughs thick for a bed for Bo and Sissy-B. Soon the smell of roasting rabbit filled the air. Bo whined and strained towards the fire, and even Sissy-B licked her lips, smelling the delicious aroma. Johannes kept one rabbit for himself, and tossed the rest to the hounds once the carcasses had cooled.

“They say we don’t need to eat, here,” he muttered, “but there’s still something about sharing a bit of well-earned meat with one’s friends that satisfies one’s soul,” he said. 

Not caring about such philosophical matters, Bo and Sissy-B licked up the last drippings of grease from the roasted rabbit.

Replete and satisfied, Johannes laid back on his saddle and watched the shadows flit over the full moon.

“This is the life,” he mused. “A fine horse, great hounds, a good meal. One could almost imagine that there was a great hare racing across the face of the moon….”

Johannes sat bolt upright, as the image of a hare running across the face of the moon was followed by that of a coursing greyhound. He would have sunk back down again, but for the mournful howling that both Bo and Sissy-B set up.

In the back of his mind, he heard innumerable voices chanting “NAM MYOHO
RENGE KYO” as the hare and hound chased round and round the moon. Finally, the chanting died away, and he beheld the figure of a brindle greyhound that lay, panting, just outside his fire’s glow.

Softly, slowly, he extended a hand to her, lest he frighten her away. “Softly, Dearest,” he murmured, “You have run hard and long after yon Hare. Wilt thou not rest now here?”

The greyhound eyed him suspiciously, for he was no one that she had known in life. After a space of time, however, she crept closer and closer to the fire, until she laid almost within his hand’s reach.

Johannes reached for her, only to have her start back. He withdrew his hand a finger’s breadth, and spoke again.

“Now, my lovely,” he murmured, “no need for that. You know I love you. See how Bo & Sissy stay here? Won’t you come join them, then? I’ll not try to keep you…..just come join our Pack for a while. Many hounds have we, all waiting for their heart-humans to join them. It’s not for eternity, the Celestial Pack…it’s only for a little time….”

Slowly, ever so slowly, the little gyp crept closer until her head was under Johannes’ hand. “Lucy,” he said, as he fondled her ears. “Lucy. The first hound of Calontir we have found. Welcome, Lucy. Be not afraid….we have hounds from many other Kingdoms at the Bridge to welcome you. You need not wait alone until Mevanwy joins you. We have fat rabbits to chase, snug kennels, and two fine Kings to rejoice in your presence. Won’t you join us there?”

Lucy snuggled closer to Johannes’ side and sighed, long and deep. He hugged her close as they all slipped into sleep.

The next day, the dawn at the Rainbow Bridge was broken by the sound of the Horn sounding the alert. Osis and Jafar stumbled, bleary-eyed, to the bridge, followed by all the members of the Celestial Pack. As the entire pack assembled, the sight of Master Johannes, mounted on a pain-ridden Belgian greeted them. A slight brindle greyhound was slung across his saddle, whilst another limped along behind.

“What ho, My Lords!” he challenged. “I bring You three new members for Your  Stables!”

Jafar and Osis both crossed the Bridge to stand in front of Johannes.

“You have had good hunting, indeed,” said Jafar softly, “to have brought so many home to Us.”

“Your Majesty,” said Johannes, “this was not the quarry I ventured after, but ‘tis a far more welcome result than a few dead bunnies, I think.”

Osis nodded and turned to the assembled members of the Celestial Pack.

“Wilt thou welcome your new Packmates?” he asked, calling forth each hound in turn.:

“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”

“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 Midrealm”

“Zima, of Ansteorra”.

As each hound came forward and touched noses with Sissy-B and Lucy they grew stronger and stronger, until all traces of the cancers that had felled them had disappeared. As Zima, the last hound, greeted them, they leapt into the air and raced out onto the broad green fields of the Rainbow Bridge, in hot pursuit of the hares that Master Johannes had brought in.

Johannes then turned his attention to the two Kings.

“I have brought you yet another friend,” he said. “Beaux was the steed of Kings on earth. Wouldst thee have him as thy mount here at the Bridge?”

Jafar stroked Beaux’ golden shoulder. “Welcome, Beaux,“ he said. “Master Johannes has long yearned for a proper war-horse. Wilt thou serve him thus here until Talitha arrives to claim thee?”

Beaux bobbed his head in enthusiastic assent as Jafar laughed.

“There, Johannes,” he said, “you have your destrier, at last! Let us hear no more complaints about having to ride ‘children’s ponies!’”

Johannes looked alarmed. “Oh, please, Your Majesty,” he begged, “don’t tell Samira I said that about her favorite horse! Jatar was a fine steed…bold and brave. Only a bit…..short.”

Jafar tapped his foot. “I doubt that argument will win her favor,” he said. “Jatar topped 16 hands.”

Johannes wriggled uncomfortably. “Yes, Your Majesty,” he admitted,  “but Samira is a full foot and more shorter than I. Beaux is much more suited to my size.”    

“Very well,” laughed Jafar, “we will have no more talk of ‘ponies’. You however, will have to deal with Samira on the subject of ‘children’…..”

Osis laughed heartily as the three friends made their way back to the castle, followed by the hounds of the Celestial Pack….and the one new member of the Celestial Stables. 

And HOWL, O Hounds!! Howl Mightily unto the Heavens, for Lucy and Sissy-B have found their way to the Rainbow Bridge. They will await us there and prepare a place for us at the Gods’ great table, whilst Beaux patiently waits for us in the Heavenly Stables.

THL Samira Umm’ al Harith
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