By their Fru

(OOt CorT Ul e
2/ s\ XKL

By Lynona Gordon Chaffart

No longer are the Great Shéeghildren the only creatures wearing sheepsgkingact, it is
now dangerous to NOT wear orldie problem is, thenly acceptablesheepskiaaretheremovable
kinds andonly in Hayels meadows it now safe fordogs who have chosen to be covered by the
Great Sheeap ewn skin. Nonetheless, the Gre8heep has calldgitro, Shaack and their offspringp
goout into the land and bririgst dogs to Hiré . But how can they obewhen even one step out of
Hayals Meadow puts their lives in dangeHbw can theyconvincethedogsof the landthat their
removablesheepskins amneot good enoughHow can they continue to bring dag®©ut of the Pack
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dYou will know them by their fruits.
Do men gather grapes from thornbushes
or figs from thistles? Even so, every
good tree bears good fruit, but abad tree
bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear
bad fruit, nor can a bad tree bear good
fruit. Every tree that does not bear good
fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.
Therefore by their fruits you will know
themo
(Matt 7:1620 NKJY
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The rown-spotted sheep lifted his head from the hole he had pawed in the ice. Water
trickled from his muzzle as his nose twitched; but the still, cold air told him nothing. He breathed
in a long draught of the mor niatmaddhimeshivere and s
however; rather, it was the butterflies that continued to twist and turn in his gut.

This strange feeling of unease had already
late winter sun finally peeked into the valley, he had beem tian happy to exit his lair; but
once outside, his restlessness had doubled. Something was up!

He haltturned to jump over a patci remaining snow before trotting westward. His
path followed the creek bank downstream, taking him steadily away frosettiement and the
noise of the creatures already gathering around the stone altar for the sunrise service. He felt a
twingeofgui 't about thi s, f oaselniteatvhe stonédltayitf t en t ha
seemed of late that these serviceswee changing. He couldné6t pinpoi
seemed to be less about the Great Sheep and more about whoever was leading the service.
Overall, what once had been the most peaceful part of every day now seemed to contribute to his
sense of ill ease.

He hadndét gone far when his nose picked up
dog, and, of utmost interest, a foreigner. Scrambling to the top of a nearby rise, he caught a
glimpse of the creature moving eastward through the long vatibgwing the creek upstream.
The sheep turned in excitement, and sliding down the embankment, he jogged westward, towards
the newcomer.

Where not still frozen, the creek was beginning to fill with winteratinlts banks were
a muddy, sticky mess, andetfast approaching visitdmoked like a gray streak through a
cascade of brown water. There was no doubt in
no other creature could move so quickly. Excitement bublgefdom his gut. Visitors tthe
valleyin the foothills of the great mountains were raned a greyhound would probably be a
messenger of some kind. Any news from outside the valley was always avidly wel€fmed.
course there was always the possibility that this was an ambassador fromkiHaupgeough
the creatures of his quiet settlement paid homage to the pack, no pack members had been this far

east in years.

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit® 4



And this was just the problem, wasnodt it?
much of the settlement had lost their feathe pack. In fact, many of the younger dogs even
doubted its existence, and the more they doubted, the less need they saw of the Good Shepherd.
Already many were beginning to say that there was nothing special about the Great Sheep or His
sacrifice. Sora even denied the accuracy of the ancient stories that foretold His coming, while
others c¢claimed that the Great Sheep actually
was the cause of the butterflies that continued to dive and churn inthis gu

The greyhound now rounded a bend in the creek and dashed down the straight bank. Her
eyes were on the settlement in the distance,

Wel come! 0 he called as she came abreast.

1]

The dog skidded to a sudden haitlaspun around, spraying a thick layer of wet ooze

o

ver the sheepbs coat. Nonet heless, his stump
greyhound sported a thin | ayer of gray wool o

AWhere did yougrewbotndomBbi nked the water

(7))

ee you standing there. o Her excitement mount

(@]

oat and trotted over. AWhy, youdre a sheep! o

The butterflies in the sheespitéthefeelingohach f | u
di smay, he put on his most cordial tone. HAYes
messenger; but more i mportantly, youbre a fol
surprised to see me here?bo0

In her astonished excitant , t he greyhound didndét hear t
Are you from the settlement in the | ong valle

Puzzl ed, he nodded his head. #AThis is the
the only one around here. Mynamsei Nor u, by the way. Whatodés youl
from?o

The greyhound again appeared to n®&utithear t

doesndét matter now. Whatodés i mportant is that

Another chord of anxiety struékn t he sheepbs gut, but befor
Greyhound continued: Al &m Chani k. |l 6m from th
west of here. |l 6ve traveled fast and far, hop

succeeded. 0O
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Nor ués ears |l ay back in puzzlement: HAAre th

Chani k sobered. fAHave you not heard?o

AHeard what ?0

AWhat happened at al lvertoh €l hset an e beell ti eerfs i ma C
escal ated. AYou mean you dondét know?0o

Noru shook his woolly head. fAWe get very |

Chani ks voice dropped to a whisper: AThen

the pack and the Dogs of the Golden Sheep. o

Noru shook his head again. &atWe haveedtshea
never heard of the Dogs of the Golden Sheep. 0

Chani k pushed her muzzle into t-¢iven sheepds
sheepskins that they wear strapped around the
pack. mirdengdthesheep, as well as the dogs with real sheepskins. | only escaped
because of my speed. o

Noru gul ped, and the butterflies in his gu
way ta...0

Aégive you a warning, 0 \wdckos beehaenchestaide do g.
licked her jowls.

Noru couldno6ét register what he was hearing
the way. o

The greyhound dropped her front end into t
thought | might have pickedousheegscent when | passed through the area of my birth, about
200 miles west of here; but the scent was ol d
stick around to see. 0 Suddenly she was on her

the settl ement . We have to warn them!o
But Noru didnot mov e. He now under.8t 0o0md t h
afraid L.tTheyt o llothger beli eve the Great Shee

even believe the pack exigéts 0

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit® 6



~

#EADOAO p

The path twisted and turned through the pale trunks of thdvatiién alder trees,
winding its way eastward, ever higher into the foothills of the great mountains.

The black dog in the group obttheemembeot ha
trail at al | . |l guess we were al/l I n shock wh
Al r e me inkas the smaller af the two golden dogko spoke, and his jeering
tone coul didbubeumit swedendt p.aie onthg otlenhand,dh at t
remember every step we took. o He arrogantly t
resembled their mother, the beautiful golden retriever, Sharack. Though his father, Pitro, was a
crossbreed Teelu, with his long goldeieathers and soft fur, could easily pass for a{meed
of his motherds golden | ineage.

Little Pitro, known by his family as Pit, whined and shook his head. He kagwwvell
that none of them rememberadything about the trail; but becauBeeluwas tle firstborn of
the litter, he always took every opportunity to try to set himself up as superior to the others.

Al remember the path, too. o

It was the larger of the golden dogs who spoke this time, but the words were barely out of

his mouth before Teeluppped i n: AShut wup, Marb. When we <ca

were always whining about the burrs between vy

1]

Did not! That was you, Tee, or were you t

1]

Hey! o0 Little Pitro moved betedasiden hi s t wo
immediately, for Teelu was already leaping into the air. He landed on top of Marbo, sending him
sprawling across thierest floor,thehe t urned to growl at Little P
sheepbs pet! o

Of the eight puppies in the litter, tl Pitro most resembled his father, Pitro, a black
lab/golden retriever mix, with long, flowing black fur. Or at least Pitro had once sported long,
flowing black fur before it began changing into the curly, soft wool of a sheep; but the fact that
Pi t furdhédshangeddin 6t bot her Leistlltesembled hig fathgior Bisgback | | . H
was also covered in sopfilack wool.

What did bother him was the teasing he took from his two brothers

Marbo scrambled to his feet, snarling at Little Ritroi Come on, dog. Thi s
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be the valley, and we may al most be there!o
Teelu scampered ahead, the fight seemingly
recognize our old cave. That sheepskiup he wea
the trail.
Little Pitro stared after his two brothers, the only two of his litter who had not chosen the

sheepskin. He had hoped that this trip might draw the three of them closer; but now, two weeks

after | eaving the r e sdow,dhk rifttbéivecenrtherh anipseenyedton Hay
grow wi der . He whined, then he, too, broke in
| agginge
__z:z__
AHey, Meeks! 0

The young yellow lab chuckled to himself at the sound of the sweet voice. Though only a
year and a half old, his seemingly endless energy was nothing compared to hers.
AMeeko?o0
The voice took on an urgency that caused M
coming!o He broke into a trot. AWhenokeey Li tt]|
his voice |ight, but for reasons he coul dnét
his stomach. His path rounded a sharp bend, and he found himself screeching to a halt at the top
of an abrupt over hagslyovirik édge?ad hissensepfedeade d c au't
deepened into sudden fear. AAby°k? Where are
A giggle caused him to turn towards the heavy brush behind him. Squinting his eyes, he
could make out the outline of a black face in the shadows. Qrilagdent backwards, while
the other flowed down the side of her head. Her muzzle hung open just a little, and her pink
tongue peeked out in such a comical way that
going to send me to the Emerald Cavernelrefe my t i me . 0
The black dog crawled out from under the brush, twigs and leaves clinging to the long,
fl owing hair that feathered out from her | egs
didndét | 20 She giggledhen¥adgwet dought | had f a
Meeko bl ew out aldlweldagdbudvefgatrtofidlbop sca
Aby°kds comical face sobered as she pushed
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wr ong, Meeks? Dondét you I|li ke to play anymore?

e

Meekods ear s dowak ead nfoamewmar. A That 6s what |
the side of her muzzle. fAYou help me to see |
know whatoés wrong with me. | just canodt seem
everybend in the trail .o

AAnd there is. 0 Aby°kds voice now resounde

of age, this golden retriever/black lab was constantly dancing between the whimsical joviality of

a puppy and the staggering responsibilities oftaduo od . fiWe knew t hi s was
mi ssion when we | eft Hayakés meadow; but | eto
called us to do. We are to go forth and bring
say it would be easy, Hedlin 6t even say it would be fun; but
hearts to do so.0 She moved slightly closer a

Meeks: Moving out of the safety of our meadow, into the dangers of the wild, and mdbe rig
into the jowls of the pack itself. o Aby°k shi
up here, Meeks. Maybe we should climb down this overhang and see if there is less wind at the
bottom. 0

Meeko stared over the edge. For whatever redkerfeeling of anxiety still remained,;
but he nodded slowly and began making his way along the top of the overhang in search of a
trail.

After a long, bitter winter, sprinfike weather was slow in coming. There had been a few
days when it seemed the suouid finally warm up the land; but to date, these had been no more
than a tease. The new spring foliage was slow in sprouting, and even the early spring flowers
remained in bud. There was often frost on the ground when the two travelers awoke in the
mornings, and they usually had to bite a hole in the ice to get a drink from the lakes and ponds
along their path. Even the small animals that comprised their main diet were B8éilice.
sleeping away the coldMeeko suggested.

The mixed forestthey hadtravess ed ever since | eaving the c
two weeks earlier seemed endless, and had it not been that the two were still reveling in their
recentmathhood, there might have been many a thoug
rare,onnighs when they couldnét find a dry over han

of the pair to remember aloud how waré. and dr
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't didndét take |l ong today for t heclifilvwo dogs
was nothing more than a ribbon of black mud that trailed its way through tHeratilh
underbrush, and the spring rains had left it slick in some areas. Nevertheless, Abyok scampered
down without a second thought.

Meeko cringed atthe sightf her reckl essness, but he nee:
overgrown puppy slipped and slid her way to the bottom, and other than the mud that clung to
the feathers of her legs and belly, the slide went without incident. His own descent was much
slower, and whe he arrived at the bottom, the only signs of the muddy trail were his blackened
paws. He took a deep breath as he watched Abytk scoot under the overhang and out of the wind.

He sniffed the air carefully before joining her, but his keen nose told hinngothi

Despite inclement weather, the pair had covered nearly a hundred miles since the day of
their mate hood, the day that had marked the
meadow. While Aby°kds t hr ee baceoofthee birth, Meekal head
and Abyok had decided to make their destination the dog settlement to the west, by the big river
where Sharack, Aby°kds mot her , -tumedgolderosheep Thi s
had often told them about the Creaturéthe Stone Altar, a place where sheep and sheep
skinned dogs gathered to celebrate the Great Sheep and the Good Shepherd. Sharack had also
describedtherstone altars in the region, and although the area was known as the summer
hunting groundsf the pak, dogs and sheep had alwaysexasted there in relative peace. This
fact made it the perfectstartp si t e for Aby°k and Meekobds miss
the Great Sheep and aid them in coming out of the pack.

The anxi ous k n otightened & ¢hese tha@aughts gasged tlirough his
mind. He could feel Aby°kdéds eyes on him, and

some of his uneasiness. He forced his tail to swish from side to side as he raised his ears a little.

AThi 8« waood idea, Abby. It is a bit warmer her
Aby°k turned to sniff the yellow curls tha
sheepskibbut she only said, AHow much farther do vy

mama was bormf?
Meekobs ears flattened against his head. i

way who could tell wus.,O0Obut there hasndt been
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Aby°k shook the black, woolly curls that c

you, Meek® Yout agseme i f wedre on the right path?0o

AwWell , .not really

The puzzl ement deepened. #AWhat i1s it, Meek

ANot hing. O

But the response was too quick. Aby°k whin
Meeko, and maybe | 0ve o0 nwesks, buel&now yowwelt enoughttoe f or
know when something is bothering you. |l 0ve be

imagining things; but somethingbothering you. And and maybe it would make you feel
better to talk about it.o
Meeko&stphnhgue swished across the side of A
under her ear flap: AMaybe you know me too we
AfBe serious, Meeko. o
He sobered. Yes, this was another reason he loved her so much: She was mature beyond

her mont hs. hiat 6dso nbdatt hkenroiwn gwv me . Maybe itds not

feeling that all is not well in the I and, tha
Aby°k | aughed aloud at this. ATherebs al wa
Meeks! You know that as well as | do. o
Al kovewcrwazy, but the fact that we havenot
me. Where are all the sheep Hayak said |lived

Aby°k shivered. Had Meekobdés glum spirit ta
of dogin the air? She swallowed. Even if it was the scent of another dog, why should that make
her nervous? Forcing a |lightness she didnot f
now, you ask? Why, we dondét eveomihmayet d oug.oo |
She had barely finished speaking when a large, powerful dog appeared around a bend in
the overhang. To Abyok, he looked like a mastiff of some kind, though she had never seen a

black one before. Meeko growled softly, but she moved forwaliat@ed cheerfulness:

AWel come, friend. o

The black dog cocked his head in a superio
This is my territory. But sinceyouareherée Hi s eyes | ock ardithemnt o Aby?°
shifted sl owly weaingMe eHkio® sv. o ificYeo utérrei | ed of f, bt
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vol ume: ASince you are in my territory, and s

run on down to the pond and catch me some fis
Meeko stiffened and Abyok shot him a glanide. must have noticed the dirty gray

sheepskin strapped around the big dogdés middl

AWe didndédt catch the scent mar kingdthis as
A We 61 | be g, aidf ttoh amodvse wmat you wi sh. o0

AWhat | wiskti snefsomgotditsth,® the dog snar|l
Sshoul der and tugged at the sheepskin. AGo on,

Abyok cast a puzzled glance at her mate. Why would a dog wearing a lofig&dll
sheepskin be threatening to dak Shamru, the head dog of the pack? She had to find out, and

breathing a quick prayer for courage, she sau
sheepskin, 0o she stated. Al havendét seen one o
get it?o0

The angry |l ook on the black dogbés face bri
isnot i1it? It was a special gift from the Sham
from the back of a greyhourtdrnedsheep aboutayearag | bel i eve the fool

namewa8 Mai t o? Maybe youbve heard of him?060 His e
going! o

A chill ran down Aby°kds spine. She knew t
coul dnot toknbw sbewadafrawl however, and she swall owed

know the pond is still covered with ice, friend. My mate and | will be happy to catch you a rat or

asquirrelbut only i f you tell me where | can find
She could feelthemai st i r as Meeko moved forward: ACO
fish.o

Abyok turned to stare at her mate, but she could read nothing in his hardened gaze.

AWhich way to the pond?o

A wicked | ook came over the biguchmigdbs face
Now go on, and be back in 30 minutes or your black and yellow sheepskins will be up for grabs
among the worthiest pack puppies. o

Abyo6k opened her mouth to protest, but Meeko growled as he jerked his muzzle towards

the northern trail, then he @ into a run.
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The brown and white sheep lumbered to a stop and turned around. Four St. Bernard
puppies scrambled towards him, followed closely by their mother, a gray sheep of the same body

build as her mate.

ATheydre tiredch@uraand.he Shé | |aacr atr ound he
my keg is al most empty. o

Al know. o0 Churano sighed. fAThey are just g
My keg is empty, too. 0 He watched as the four
instantly asl eep. Hi s tone softened. AAnd you

Sha2al uk shifted her gaze to the forest flo

really miss Annack. 0
Her words only brought a | ook of sadness t
Al &m sorry.alll guedd ‘he@utdernog over Nickuos
Churano dropped to the valley floor. AThe
known?o

The cloud cover shifted slightly, allowing just one warm beam of spring sunshine to pass
through to the damp, cold trathen it was gone, and Shaéluk shivered. Where had it all gone

wrong?

Teelu slid to a halt. His energy of the early morning had lasted only a couple of hours;
then his pace gradually slowed to a jog and then to a walk. As the day progressed, a thick layer
of cloud moved in, promising an upcoming storm. It was also becoming more and more apparent
that this was not the valley of their birth, and these two facts took the spring completely out of
his step.

The terrain had gradually been changing these past fgsv @he forest had thinned, and
as their path continued to climb, it became more rugged. Just as twilight settled upon the three
travelers, however, the trees gave way to a clearing of sorts.

AWebd better find cover f Dhefarthérimtothe ght , 0 L
foothills we get, the faster night falls. Bes
of f. 0

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit® 13



AAw, the valley has to be just over that r
them with his nose. ALetds keep moving. o

Teelu was unusually silentas$mffed Al t hink youdre right, M
finally. AThe valley has to be right up ahead

AWait!o Little Pitro ¢ pupgies.dmd ahdskeeejgai r exci t
Without waiting for his brothers, he ttet forward.

ANo, Pit,o Teelu shouted. fAWe dondt know i

Little Pitro | ooked back over his Behoul der
Sheep are ad ways oO0friendo!

Teelu just shook his head.

ACome on, TeedohiMarbootpheh gently with his
for when he has trouble. 0

A hard glint appeared in Teelubs eyes. fAYo
behind. 0

"You sure?" Marbo's tone reflected his insecurity, but when Teelu nodideldyger
yellow dog slowly made his way after his black brother.

Teelu watched for a moment, then he slunk under the spreading branches of a spruce tree

and flattened himself into the bed of needles that carpeted the bare soil.

Littl e Pi tthnosaikngaqundialarge bsudder; but here he ran headlong into
a gray and white St. Bernard puppy, and both went sprawling heatle®lsacross the new
grass.
It was a full two minutes before Little Pi
now surrounded by St. Bernards, all sporting thick coats of puppy fur. There were four of them
in all. Two were brown and white, one was gray and white, and the fourth was all black.
AWho are you?0 yapped the blackepBppyoas &
in a friendly greeting.
ANoO, Rexl oke! 0 cried the gray puppy as he
what papa said. We never know who our enemies
At his words, the two brown and while puppies stopped in their trackbacked up a

step or two; but the one they called Reéloke descended upon Little Pitro, her pink tongue
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vigorously working up his ear and over his ey

Il i cks. AHe wears a sheepskin. o
Little Pitro pushed himsetf o hi s f eet, gently dislodging
worry. |l 6m a friend; but whoever has taught vy

APiIi tro?o

With Little Pitrods attention so taken up
parents. ¢ glanced over the bunch to the source of the deep, guttural voice, a huge brown and
white sheep. It was a friendly voice, even a
it; but from the excited recognition on the face of the speaker, he wathatithe sheep must
have known his father. A warm feeling filled his gut and spread through his limbs. He moved
forward to touch noses with the sheep. ndltos

AWell, welcome son ofs Patfroiemlayoff rinieme. @ f"
sheep pulled back a little tospectt he newc omer . AYou were quite vy
Little Pitro. Do you remember me?0

Little Pitro shook his ears. fAThe puppies
Bemards who was close friends with my mother a

AChurano, at your -wreedshéep dippad hiFhead in@gesturdaér nar

humility; then he turned his snout towards th
Sha2al uk. o

Little Pitrobs tail beat against his sides.
Sha2l uk! She said to hunt you out and tell yo

Sha2l uk stepped forward and extended her s
survive the attack?0o

AYes, and sheb6és more than al/l right now. S
real sheepskin!o

Sha2al ukbébs eyes raised to the sky: AThank vy

glance.
AWe are headed back t o ntfindinggoe tohfimswaint i n t
webve been suspecting: Webre al most there. o
Sha@al uk turned suddenly serious: AYoubre o
hundred miles east of here. o
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AA hundred miles?0 Littl ea®di t mnov@sAtegammug ht el
sure?o

Churanods chuckled response emanated from

t wo weeks ago, if that helps. 0 He became ser.i
the trail ?0

ANo. Should | have?o0

Al  waerned, what with you travelling alone and.ad

ABut | 6m not travelling alone. Two of my b

a cave or something for the night. o He.0l ooked
Churanocockedhisead to the side. AWedd better fin
Little Pitro stared quizzically at the <cre

said.0 But hi s voiicselemnexpressiend of f at t he
Al 6 m af r aoisade pladmenryemoirse f or anyone who wears

Sha2l uk shook her head sadly. fAGo now and fin

you everything we know. 0

—_——

The sun was just beginning its westward decent when Meeko finally stoppedgu
The two retrievers stood for a moment at the edge of a small meadow, their sides heaving and
their tongues dragging in a futile attempt to catch their breath as they desperately tried to make
sense of it all. They had long ago passed the pond leyaevere supposed to fish, and by
Meekods best c¢al cu bondatleastthreermides sintedleainy thé hee a d
skinned dog behind.

AY@&@al | right?0

Aby°k nodded. fABut neither of wus wil!/ be i

Meeko pantedashesquie d back the way they had c¢come.
we didnodét stop at the | ake. Heds probably alr
help us get away from him. o0 He stared gooff 1int

his gaze to the surrounding forest.
ADo you have a plan?bd

The whispered plea was desperate, and it m
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AWhat we need is somethingdoto hide our tracks
A clap of thunder rolled through the eastsky, cutting him off. He turned to stare at a

clump of trees across a bog to the south as he sniffed the breeze.
AWhat is it?o0
AFoll ow me, Abby, and be quick. Be careful

the air, coming down on a boulder aboutthfeet to the left. He looked back over his shoulder.

ACan you make it?0
Aby©°k crouched to spring. ADondét worry abo
—— ——

Teelu shivered as a cold wind blew down fr
that made him shivehowever; rather, it was the strange feeling that had lodged itself in his
heart at the scent of sheep.

It wasné6t fear he felt. After all st he had
often associated with the woolly creatures was disdain. Heeftatié sheep behind for a reason.

He didndét | i ke the pull on his hvatlathemithaddat al w
grown so strong of | ate that Hayakds meadow h
reason he had left; and the otilyng that now marred his potential liberty was the presence of

his woolly-backed brothér Pit, the sheejoving weakling!

Teelu knew his other siblings had struggled with the same strange feelings; but to their
disgrace, they had all been pulled in. Excepf or Mar bo; but Marb was we
what Teelu did and nothing else. Sometimes Teelu appreciated this about his brother. After all,
he was the only one left who still had sense enough to resist the sheepskin thing; but other times
he despisedlis brother for his lack of backbone.

An idea occurred to Teelu then. 't wasnot
subconsciously contemplating it ever since |e
allowed himself to overtly consider.it He could simply part company with his brothers and
continuet o t he settl ement al one! He didnét have t«

didndét have to tell anyone Little Pitro was h
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was a cossbreed!

There were just two potential barriers to his plan: Marbo and Little Pitro.

Marbo would insist on following him, but Teelu knew that he could easily convince this
little shadow to say nothing about them being brothers. Unfortunately, thégfstitle bigger
problem: Annoyingly honest Little Pitro.

But then, it would be Pitébés word against h
infuriating sheepwannabe. Maybe he could ditch him for good. Maybe

ANTee! Mar b! | 6 vse oguort oglodo df rnieewnsd!s ,I t@hur ano a

The voice came from behind the boulder, and Teelu could see Marbo out in the open,
|l ooking around, |l ooking for...him? Didnoét Mar
through his veins. Maybe his luck had finallyned. Maybe now was the time! He pressed his
body deeper into the spruce needles as Little Pitro appeared from behind the boulder; and when
the sudden movement distracted Marbo, Teelu crept further under the tree.

API t I candt fiaadmiTrewt. e Heg ov,a sb thterhee § su.s.t. di

Little Pitro had no ti me,brownheas sppearedd bef or e
around the rock and his cheery,.0guttural voic

AThis i s my brother, Marbo. o

Teelu slunk out from thether side of the spreading tree, and with his belly dragging the
ground, he hitched his way through the lengthening grass and into the woods. Only when he was
well out of sight did he spring forward, down the trail, racing for the creek he remembered
crossing moments earlier.

He plunged into the water then and began w
the first drops of rain began to fall. These quickly increased in intensity until the rain was beating
down so hard t hat hfewfeebirufford of Birh. It was an anmoyanee, ttue an a
enough, but Teelu rejoiced. It would quickly wash away any scented trail!

He | et instinct take over, and it wasno6t |
island in the stream. Here he quickbyund shelter at the base of a boulder. Looking up at the
sky, which was now dropping hailstones the size of pine cones, he found himself whispering:
AGood Shepherd, if you really exist, thank yo
headindibel i ef at the thought of actually saying

|l ife convincing himself wasnoét real. #AOf cour
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entity, so | guess | O06mojust saying O0thankso
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It was at least 30 minutes of slow going for Meeko and Abyok before the fopesdn
began to fall. The endless plodding through the sticky mire was exhausting, and the rain quickly
soaked through to their skin, making them shiver with cold. It wdsssgibhg, nonetheless, for as
hoped, it erased every trace of their path.

Meeko glanced back at his mate. Aby6k had always been the smallest and the most

delicate of her litter, giving everyone the impression that she was weakoMeew betterShe

hadas ol id core of inner strength that al ways se
okay?09o

Aby6k nodded her head.

He watched her for a moment, then he I|ifte

find shelter.o

Again Abyok nodded as she shadriops of water from her fur; then she cocked her ears
forward and shook herself again, purposefully aiming the drops in the direction of her anxious
mate before nodding again and turning her attention back to plodding through the mud.

Her playfulnesshelpd r el i eve some of Meeko's anxiety
of Aby°kbés optimistic spirit. AWhat if weobdre
back into danger ?0

Aby°k was abreast him now. fANondgemwsag, OMSdle
|l icked at the water in one of his ears. MfAReme
would never have accepted a sheepskin. Now st

The gentle reprimand stung. fAThatos differ
oi ent to the skyline. o

ASo orient to the trees. o Aby°k tossed her
more heavily covered in moss on one side than
through this bog, yowdve hbkeedamnm ereesa dvind floers st hmeo

in circles at all . o
Meekocockedanear A Real | y 2.0l had no i dea
Aby°k giggl ed. nSee? | can teach you somet
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miles in front of you, then just look to the next step
Meekods tail swished. AOkay, Mi ss Aby°k, s
Aby©°k nodded her head smartly. AOver there
Meeko looked in the direction she indicated, and sure enough, there wapiadepf
stlkexposed ground. A cedar tree was growing 1in
sweeping branches creating a dryer spot.
Abyok licked the water from Meeko's other ear, then with her tail beating against her
sides, she turndaer st@s slightly to the left, andi wasndét | ong before both
together against the trunk of the cedar.
The branches did little to shield them from the biting wind, but the thick foliage overhead
blocked most of the rain, and most importantly, thest were once again on dry ground.
AGood thinking, Abby. o6 Meeko |iked the sid
smart ?o0
Aby°k giggled as she snuggled her wet body
femal e. 0 Then al |l t heo,Whywas thdpack dpg Wearihgtthattsibyr v oi ¢
skin strapped around his middl e?0
Meekobs ears dropped back. Al damhet know.
foothills, wherewe were born, who wore sheepskins strapped across their backs; but from
everyhing | know about the pack, the Shamru would never give out a sheemstkéven one of
those removable ones. Somethingb6s wrong. O
Aby°k shivered, but not from the col d. @ Wh
Meeko took a few moments beforerespgomdg. A Do you remember whe
Abby? Back before your mother grew her sheeps
Aby°k nodded her head slightly. AShe did h
forgotten. And papa was upset bkechusemsmeedi d
Meeko sobered. fil used to wear one of thos

doing certain things, like giving your Kills to other dogs, or promising to go to the stone altar

every week, or by being nice to everyone. o

AButsheheepskin must be afFrgntietGredt Shedpitngelf.i nt er r
|l téds His skin that grows on my back. You canbd
give. o0

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit®



AUnfortunately there are many who efesol i eve
hesitant to accept the Great Sheepbs skin?bo
Aby°k nodded slowly. Al was afraid. I knew
asking Him to take charge of my | ife. Il was a
AAnd you arehéar al ¥oer i mothat di dndt accep
the same reason, and thatdéds why many dogs tak
removable skin is an acceptable compromise: T
to surender control. | suspect that fear of surrender, and perhaps pride at being in control, is
what keeps Teelu from acocepting the Great She
At the thought of her brother, Aby°k whine
refused because Teeddf and now they are out in the world
on their backs. But what kind of world have they gone out into? What kind of worldvsave
gone out into?0 A clap of thunder diraercttly ov
dogs to jump, and then the rain began to pour in earnest. Abyok pulled her ears even tighter
against her head: Al guess we have a | ot of w
The rain further intensified then. The drops beat upon the swampy land so hard that it
looked like itwas coming down imopes and the ground the two had walked through now
resembled a shallow lake. A lightning bolt slashed the dark sky, and then another clap of thunder
crashed overhead as hail began to drop from the heavens.
Abyok squeezed herselfastars s he coul d between her matedo
his warm belly. fildve never seen hailstones t
Meeko noted the slight shake in her voice, one that could only be caused by cold. He laid

his head across her neck and whimpered.

As suddenly as it had started, the rain stc¢
however, for without the noise of the storm, they could clearly hear the mournful howling of a
dog in the distance. The lonely sound made the pair shiver even maaagpvhen each
ensuing howl grew louder. Aby6k curled herself even closer to her mate and buried her ears
under her paws.

~

Meeko sniffed the breeze uneasily. Al f 1 6m

>

catch him some fish.o
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Al sO nbaeherePidhedf ol | ow us?0

Meeko shook his head. Al think maybe the w
closer than it is.0 Then he nodded his head d
must be back t her e wh e rpmbablejustdrustrated he€ause hetlost t hi s
our scent trail .o

His forced cheerfulness did nothing to calm the unsettled feeling that the sound had
pl anted in Aby°koés heart; but another crack o
poured forthane, dr owni ng out everything el se. Al t hi
t hough she had her muzzle al most to Meekobs e
nose under her mated6s ear flap. nAHBe&&s hlowrti ,ngM

She moved away, pushing out from under the branches.

Meeko sprang forward, barking frantically:

storm!o

ABut hedés hurt. We have to do something. o
AHeb6s the one chasing ube eememébep@&ckKebach
Alf he did, then he wouldnét be howling. o

could see nothing in the torrential rain, however, and she instinctively knew that heading out
now would result in her becoming disorientadd quite possibly, even cause her to get lost.
Frustrated, she retreated to the tree trunk and sat down; but then she reared up her front legs,
scrambling with the lower branches of the cedar before pushing herself up against her mate. Her
anguishpourel or t h wi th her words: AWe have to do so
him out there.o

AShhh. Thereds nothing we can do now excep

Abyok knew he was right, but the apprehension in her heart only deepened.
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ANPit,swhee 20

The obvious anxiety in Marbobs stance fuel
had just discovered Teelubs original hiding p
when the storm hit. fAWeol | sdlackedthercertaintythe e mut t

hoped to portrag .

It also did nothing to dissipate Marbods o
away all traces of his scent! o

Churano pulled his nose back under the sweeping branches of the tree, and though it was
too dark to make out the sheepbbs expression, t
not good, not good at all . o

Little Pitro swallowed. His own worry was even morerfiédae | t t han Chur anob
the obvious fact that Teelu was missinguGhanodés presence here, so fa
early in the spring, traveling with his mate and a litter of young puppies, could only mean that
there was far more trouble than he could even imagine; and whatever it was that Churano feared
coudonyput Teelu in even more potential danger.
got to find Teelu. o

It was an hour before the rains calmed enough for the small group of dogs to leave the
shelter of the tree. They all recognized that it would be ftditey to track Teelu in the storm,
especially now that it was dark. Nonetheless, it was with trepidation that Little Pitro and Marbo
followed Churano around the boulder and back up the trail for a quarter of a mile. Here they
turned towards astandofgn i t € rock to the south and huddl e
this when we passed this afternoondry Cdhiumrta.n ofil
had hoped we could press on farther before th
Al't doesnodt plpgetd heemate boseSte aléepyplppids into the hollow he
had dug, then she calmly began | icking the fo
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stopped then, we would likely have missed Little Pitro and Marbo, and then they would be facing
therbobt her ' s di sappearance alone. 0

AYoudbre right, of course. o Churano whined
then he turned to Little Pitro. fAWe need to t
happening back at the settlement before youicont e on your journey. o

Little Pitro swallowed hard and nodded.

Churano turned to bite at an itchy spot on
ago. We had been so comfortable in our little settlement. Of course we knew the pack existed,
butbecause it had been years since we had heard anything of them, it became harder and harder
for parents to convict their puppies of the d

Little Pitro ears pinned against his head
were stil so vivid in his mind...

Altdéds understandabl e, 0 Churano continued.
seen. | can only praise the Good Shepherd for bringing your parents to the settlement when He
did. It woke some of wus wup. o

None of them seeed to notice that Marbo curled up beside the sleeping puppies.

AUnfortunately, most of the settl ement sti
your parents throughout that long winter and into the spring and summer, after you were born,

w a s @ndugh to convince them that the pack was, indeed, a formidable enemy. Most in the
settlement were glad when your parents fled, and most of them went back to their daily

existences, without even the tiniest thought of the pack. Even when Meeko arriatl Vagh

the news of his fatherds murder and the attac
turned a deaf ear. o

ABut é Ni ¢ kvasmurderad, dng my motherreallgsa | most ki | | ed! o

Sha2al uk nodded s ad Hajre attifide hukt ouo hvearts tod) lmui threre | ai s s
was nothing we could do when no one would listen. Our own efforts to rouse the dogs from their
stupor only turned the settlement | eaders aga

Churano nosed Little Pitro gerkteleyperiti t, d

Little Pitro nodded. AThe spotted Springer
can take off. o0

Churano chuckl ed. AfYou were so |little when
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0d remember him. o
AHe was kind of enseenkdto like ahyofug ety muckjand n e v
ecially not my parents. o
ANo. Thatds because he was trying to downp
presence of your parents in the settlement contradicted everything he was teaching. He has now
becomg¢ he | eader of the settlement, and his infl
Little Pitro wasno6ét sure why, but his stom
his breath. He made a conscious effort to exhale slowly as he contemplated what he had heard.
AHow ¢tbulhdgs have changed so much?5d
AA | ot has happened since you | eft, Pit.o
ABut what would Daltu care if theisguettl| eme
the paclkdoese x i st . 0
Churano sighed. AYou know t h,dheybelieveittopo; and s

but for them, it i's an inconvenient trut h, on
ABut why? | dono6ét get it.o
Altéds | ike this, o explained Sha?2luk, takin

t he Great SheepdshdrtdheQoad@beephedtiéy wasbef so t
dogs of the settlement believe that it is those who follow the Great Sheep who are responsible for
the bad things that happen. If the dogs knew the truth, that the pack exists and is responsible for
thewong things that happen in this |l and, they v
for Daltu and his followers to deny its existence and put all the blame on the sheep and sheep
skinned dogs. 0
Churano watchedsLittle Pitro laid hisears backit oncent r ati on. @A What
describing here was only an underlying mentality, a hidden current, so to speak, of popular
t hought, when your parents were here. 't didn
we wer enoét e v e existtnod uhtiyrecantlyabuteonce Daltuistarsed teaching his
heresy from the stone altar, we began to understand that these beliefs of theirs had been
increasing in popularity for months, maybe ev
Alt wad8s Meeport of oWwhfaher abhdhyeur npother that seentkd tb
bring the teachings out into the open, 06 Sha?]l

substantiate their claims that dogs whowedre Gr eat aSlee dpwsd t ckierd . 0
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ABewitched?o0

ATheir t eanhi rexplhanvat i on what soever for ho
grow sheepskins and turn into sheep, so they

ABut él dondt understand. o

Alt 6s compl iwhiaed asthstared Gfhintorthe daokness.

AThe Fathing up some, 0 Shaal uk whispered e
thinning a bit. At least it seems a bit lighted

Churano noddéhhlleed Gpoadd Weat her tomorrow to
back to Littl e Pi thrthatithe Good hepheedds,an d@gry, yncating enfity t e a
who wants nothing more than to destroy this land, and who can only be appeased by doing good
things. o

Little Pitroo s ear s f | at t efinBeudt aHyiasi nusltt ihmast eh eaacdt. o f
GreatSheep to taé& the punishment we all deserve!

AYes, and there is nothing we can possibly
that love. | know. But after you left last fall, these dogs, led by Daltu, began to spread their lies.
Becauseitseemsme sui table to a dogdés nature to thin
uncaring, to think that they can control their eternal destination, that they can do something about
their badness, the settlement dogs began to |

ADo they noihobhbper GhebhiteBbeepds sacrifice

AOh, they believe the Great Sheep exists, o
and walked among the dogs of this land, they even teach that He was a good sheep; but they say
He is not the Prophesied One,foh e Pr ophesi ed One coul d never ¢

Little Pitro swall owed. AHow could there b
sheep has done everything necessary to give u

AThat 6s just 1it. They dfwrangibto tobntetitwithgeod.onl y
They do not accept that the Great Sheepbs ski
teach that witchcraft is responsible for the

Little Pitro just shook his head.

Al told you €Chumgsowerehbakll ® was dry. AUnNI
They also teach that the more good things yab things like going to the assembly, as they

now call the meetings at the stone altar, bringing in kills for Daltug eébhe more quickly the
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Prophesid One wil |l come. O

AAnd, o Sha?2l uk added, Ain order to speed H

attend these assemblies. 0
AThe | aw? As in, i1itdos illegal to not go th
Churano nodded. fAiThere are other rules as
sheepskin, for another thing. o
Await. I f they donét believe in thedo power

AThey dondt beli GveaitnSkbeppewenovef their
Sha2al uk corrected hi,m.butl tiotsé < olmpk e ctah iesd:, Th &\
sheepskin will cover your bad deeds. They simply do not believe that it specifically takes the
Gr eat $Sim® dopd o

ABut nothing we doLi st le eac drapped @k veas al sog h

absurd! ASo what happens i f someone breaks on

1]

Anyone who breaks the rules has to take t

3t

Ropes?0

3t

You have to wear a rope for a prescribed
they tie to Daltuds collar. o

Little Pinedobdwi dg eisn opeitéon Heh mevatl | ofvB Wt & ar
must worship th&ood Shephertly choice, not because it's the law. My dad taught me that. The
Good Shepherdever wanted His children to worship Him because theydaHewants them
to spend time with Him because it is their choice to do so. My dad said that if you spend time

with the Great Sheep for any other reason t ha

AYour dad | earned that | etetheGreattSheep,iear d way
l earned it well and taught it to -deepingpups. o0 B
Mar bo. AioOr at | east, to the ones who would he

Little Pitro nodded his head sadly. A Ma ma
aound the sheep would help them | earn the tru
At the sound of the word, O6them,d Churano
mean Teelu doesnét wear the Great Sheepbs ski
Little Pitro shook his head.
AOh dear . o
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A B that should be a good thing, right? | mean, | understand that if he were to die
without a sheepskin, he wouldndét go to the Em
somehow ends up at the settlement, heoll be s

AYou stiyludoedst &ndtdl the situation back at

Churanods serious tone caused the young re

Alf Teelu doesndét know the Truth, he wild/
sheepskin. o

Little Pitro shook iddeassettagaiasianyatygpa ohsheepskiy.. A Te
Hedl | refuse that one the way he refused the

AAnd that is when he will find the need to
the initial punishment for not taking a sheepskin is the rdpésf the ropes do not convince the
infidel to take a sheepskin, the penalty is d

Little Pitro continued to shake his head.

ALIives have already been | ost ovmadean hi s, P
exampleoNor udés br ot lalkthe shegpnodvatéhothrey strippgd him of his
sheepskin. They Iliterally skinned him alive. o

Little Pitrods stomach turned.

AThat 6s the night Noru gathered up all the
fled the settlement. We left justbeforefst | i ght the next morning. o
Little Pitro stared at them for a second:
to run to safety, wouldndédt you run east? Into

ever there was troubl e. o
ShadlukandCharno exchanged knowing glances. fAYou

Sha2al uk whispered. fAThat 6.s0 wheer evotihcee atrhae rl esdh

Churano looked down at Marbo, then over to his progeny. When he spoke, his voice was

alsono louderthaa whi sper: fAWe havendédt seen Noru sinc:
the others are, or even if they are even stil

Little Pitro | ooked as confused as he soun
Getting yourselves to safety? Whyarey going i n the opposite dire

A soft chuckle rose from Sha2al ukdés throat

back down beside the puppies. fiWedre not runn
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warn the other dog settlementsofavh 6 s happened here. We hope to
el sewhere! o
Little Pitro swallowed, then he glanced towards his sleeping brother.
AWhy dondét you come along with us?0 Sha?@alu
Little Pitro just shook his head. He now understood. If he wethietgettlement, he
woul d be killed. I f his brothers went there,
worship. He had to do everything in his power to keep Marbo and Teelu away from the foothills'
settl ement ébut first!, first they had to find

A cold wind blew down the hills from the east, whipping through histsiitk winter
coattohisramsoaked skin. Teelwu shivered, but he did
the icy water. In a way, he was glad for the wind. It succeedadlodding the lowlying cloud
cover enough that he could scan the horizon and judge his position and direction.

The cold, however, he could do without.

During the rainstorm, Teeluds mind had not
wanted more than anytilgn. Al | this sheepskin talk had al wa
good enough; but he was good enough, and he was sure that as long as the settlement dogs knew
nothing about his parents and their sheepskin fascination, they would see him as good enough
just the way he was. If he had to continue traveling with Little Pitro, however, they would
instantly know who his parents were. His only hope lie in getting to the settlement first and in
establishing an element of trust with the settlement dogs befdee Ritito arrived. Then, when
his brothers did come, he would simply deny he knew them.

A wicked snarl curled across his muzzle as he paused to shake the water from his coat,
then he painstakingly pushed one foot in front of the other through the watieessgiollen

creek. Yes, things were working out perfectly
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#EAD®OAO

Abyok carefully raised her head and sniffed the breeze. The rain had finally stopped, and
a sharp, cold windvas chasinghe cloud coveaway Meeko was still asleep, and part of he
didndét want to move. She didnoét feel l i ke unc
especi al |l y wakehdanu@t Sweentwatso pretty sure he would
plan, and it was with great care that she finally pried herself amagrept out from under the
boughs of the tree. Here she paused to get her bearings, then she put a paw intadye now
water and began making her way slowly back the way they had come.

The mud sucked at the pads of her fagg it requiredignificantenergy just to move
forward a single step, but she determinedly refused to turn back. Though there had been times
when the sound of the storm had succeeded in masking the piercing howls, they had not ceased;
and even now, the bloexlrling sounds contingketo ring out in regular intervals. How Meeko
was able to sleep through the noise, she had no idea, for each wail was like a thorn piercing ever
deeper into her heart.

She splashed out a little farther, taking care to watch the trees so that the mossavas m
prevalent on the front of each wet trunk; but with each step away from the cedar tree, her
uneasiness ncr eased. |t wasnot enough to stop her f
her wish her mate was at her 0si de. She finall

She thought she heardstlingint he tree boughs, and it wasnbo
woolly nose peeked out overthewateo ver ed swamp. fAWhere are you

ATo help that dog. Are you coming with me

ANO. ltds too dangtablues.edbheghlyr oQome i Badk !
words |l eft his mout h, Meeko recognized the st
candét you be reasonable, just for once?0 he m

began making higzay through the icy water.

It took the better part of an hour for the two dogs to wade through the muck. By this time,
what little light there had been was gone, and with the cold wind blowing up from behind them,
they could only judge their position addection by orienting to the strange howls.

Once Meeko understood that there was nothing he could do to make his mate turn back,
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he had taken the leadnd he now pulled himself ontioe relatively dry trail they had deserted
hours earlier and shook theater from his fur. In the light of the hatioon that now peaked
through the thinning cloud cover, beuld see his mate pull up tme trail behind him and shake
herself.

AWhere is he?0 she whisper.edd.Shiel jtuanopuegdh ta th

sound of another heatr enchi ng how!l . fAlt seems | ike itds
Altds hard to tell in this wind. o
AMaybe itds not a dog at all . Maybe itods a
by the | ake, by Hayakds meadow. 0
Me e klnrbew pi nched together in thought. Al dc

dog. 0 He turned his head to the I eft and then
AMaybe he really is on top of us. Remember

there. Or wase, maybe he went up there looking for us and then slipped. With all this rain, it

was probably pretty muddyo

Meeko turned his gaze to the forest on the other side of the trail, considering her

suggestion.
AWe should split up.thMet cwauyl.do fi nd him qui
ANo! 0 Meeko was adamant . Aln this wind and
danger of | osing each other. Remember, we sti
itoés all just a ruse to get us to return.o

A series of hous now split the air, but this time the noise formed into a word:

AHeeeeel 'l I I I p! o

AHedés caught our scent. He knows weodre clo
hold on a bit | onger! o

AWait! o But it was too | at e,kdaapmkaratothe Me e k o

trees on the other side of the trail. He shook himself, then he turned to follow her to the foot of
the cliff.

The pair twisted and turned through the woods for another half hour without success.

Though the bloogurdling howls contined to split the air every few minutes, the closer they

came to the source of the sound, the more confusing it was to follow. Sometimes it seemed like it
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came from directly in front of them, sometimes from above, and sometimes it walseas if

source lay dep in the earth. Then Abyok rounded a boulder just as another cry of help split the
air, and she stopped in her tracks, sniffing
the sound was coming from inside. o

NfBetter.oObe care

But Abybkcu him off: AWhere are you?o
Aln here! o The voice was |l ittle more than
Aby°k was puzzled. AWhere? How can you be

AJust get me out of herel! o

AHow did you get in there?o0

The response was Gemesnewetr!: 0o iWho cares?

AComeMerkoO whispered. ANowbdébs our chance to

Aby°k ignored him. Alf we knew how you got

There was silence for a moment, then the sts&@med dog in the rock began to growl.

Meeko nudged his mateodst slhlouyawe.r . HeidHe pm olb:
embarrassed that hebés in this predicament and

AThen what do we do?090

AFol |l ow me. O
ANo Meeko. o0 Aby°k held back. fAWe have to h
Meeko shook his ears. Al was wronWedlol sugg

try to find the opening. o
He led her around the rock, sniffing his way along its base. It was actually three different
boulders that came together to form an enclosure of some kind up against the cliff, but from their

position below the cliff, therwas no way i n. AHe must have fall/l
observed, fibut theredbs no way we can climb th
AThen what do we do? We canodét just | eave h

Meeko sniffed his way back towards the other side of the rduk.side, too, stopped
against the vertical rock surface; but just to the far side was a ledge of dirt and weeds that
appeared to feed its way up the edge, separating it from the cliff to the right. Meeko studied this

for a moment, then he glanced atheme . A Why dondét you try to cli
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to push if you start to slide. o
Abyok had already started the climb before her mate finished his sentence. Once on top,
she cautiously sniffed around until she picked up the scent trail, and lsiveetbthis until she
came to a round opening in the rocky floor, a
She ignored the sound of Meeko scratching and scrambling up the cliff, as well as his

admonition for her to heaalledintbtheopdamningm: @A Are you

AWhat? Do | | ook okay? |1 06ve been stuck in
Hey! o I f anything, the voice became even angr
fish?o

Aby°k couldnét | ie: AYes. O

AThen iftalud tydwrm in here! o He lunged for th
inches. AJust wait wuntil |l get out. Il 611 teac
di sobey me in my territory!o

Something akin to panic ruwshepushaedittadside. pit of
AYou must have noticed when you passed the po

could catch fish, but now wedve come back to
AAre you stupid or what?o0
AWi t hout hel p, you wouladr ee vheenrteu atlol yg edti ey oiun
AYeah, and why would you care?o
AWe care because the Great Sheep | oves you
toss it up here. Maybe we can use it to helop

There was silence from the hole in the rock, but adewonds later, a gray sheepskin
flew into the air.

Aby°k wasndét quick enough: Al didnodot see |

The gray sheepskin flew up again, a bit higher this time, and Abyok caumghtit teeth
and flippeditot he ground bew. dle6memot ASMarn anguoenough &
get my mate. o

She slipped away before he could answer, but she was more than relieved that Meeko
wasnot far. It had taken him extra time to pu
flyingintothe ai r . AHere, 0 he grunted, grabbing a pi
too. 0 Then they dangled the sheepskin back ov
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There was a powerful lunge from the bottom, and then the sheepskin snapped sharply
back, nearlydraggng the two retrievers down; but bracing their full weight against the pull, they
slowly but surely began backing away from the edge. The sheepskin groaned, and there was a
tearing sound; but two black paws soon appeared over the edge, and momertis lalsrkt
dog was scrambling his way out.

As Meeko relaxed his jaw, loosening his hold on the sheepskin, Abyok could see every
muscle in his body poised to run.

AGi ve me my sheepskin!o

Abyok flipped her head and sent the skin flying towards the dog, tegrbtth watched
silently as he scooped it up.

AYour reward for getting me out of that pi
of f instead of catching my fish.dd Lunging for
blow sent Abyok sailing thrggh the opening the dog had just vacated. Her heart lurched as she
catapulted down, and then her body slammed against the rocky ground, knocking the breath out
of her.

Meeko jumped aside to miss the dogbs main
intot he hole as well, and he |l anded beside Aby?°l
of their tormentor appeared in the hole above.

Aby°k fought to get enough air to make her
you know! 06 She angrudrail anheraide, avicchepging  get her message

across before he could speak, her words rushe
what youdre doing, or what vyou wil/l do. He 1| o
AShut wup! | dondét wanteetpa Heardotalh dutenyauwrh
wear this stupid, itchy skin?o
Somet hing akin to excitement bubbled up in

have thrown us in this pit, and in a moment, you will leave us here to die. There is nothing more
youcand t o make me shut up. o0 She could hear Mee!
ignored them. AAnd no, it isnbét enough that vy
have a real sheepskin. His skin. Not one semeivedirom who knows where, not onelybad

to earn. o

I f anything the dogdés jowls pulled back ev
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amazed Aby°k that he even stayed. AWhatods the
Al 6m not totally sure, 0 was Aby?° keérshe honest
kind of sheepskin you have, but | can tell you this: When you receive your sheepskin directly
from the hooves of the Great Sheep Himself, it means that He has forgiven you for all the bad
things youobve d&oodShephetd nawsegnusas deihgaas putte hsehe Great
Sheep Hi mself. 0
The dog growled, but he didnodét speak; and
Aby©°k could feel the tension in her mateods
carried an el ement ydu cvad ar: tillfaetl | s mee p Nhiyn d®

Anot her gr owl resounded from the opening:

3t

No, 0 Meeko argued. #dALast fall pack dogs w
any kind. o

AYeah, but that was before. o

ABef or e wh atcewas denec&lnedrow, ana in her relief, Abydk blew out a
breath she didn6ét know she was hol ding.

ABefore Timru, our Shamru was kill ed. He |
thing to do, but he knew that the right one was the one that coomeshfe back of a sheep.
When he took his sheepskin, the sheep pursued him and killed him. It was when the pack dogs
went to bury the body that they saw the sheep
wear sheepskins. o

Though she heaouyl dArbé/t®° ks eeo utl d i magi ne Meekods
surprise. She did hear him gulpii T e | | me, 0 she asked softly. A WI
wearing sheepskins?o

She wasnét sure her voice would cartry as f
when he answered, she knew it had: ABecause Yy
of f . It was creatures wearing sheepskins |ike

His head now disappeared from the hole overhead, and Meeko and Abyok heard the
scratcling of nails on rock as he trotted off. Neither retriever said anything, but Abydk could
hear Meeko blowing out a chefsil of air.

Then, as suddenly as it had disappeared, the black head reappeared in the hole overhead:

AWhy did you help me?0
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Abyok knewshe needed to rush her words if she wanted to get them out before he left

again: fABecause the Great Sheep |l oves you! Th
that hole, so He sent us to rescue you.oO
AThen wedll see i f HKHeomemines tywyou esrcaileg by otua 0

gone then, for good this time.

AThat 6s gratitude for you. oo
A lump rose in Aby°kds throat at the sound
whi spered. #fAl know he will .o
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Abyok stared at the rectangulpatch of light overhead. She inadvertently shivered at the
sight of clouds chasing each other across the gray sky, then she chomped her teeth together in
resolution. It had been two long days since their imprisonment, and if there was anything
encouragig to say about the rock walls surrounding them, it was that they served to keep out
most of the biting wind. She was also thankful that the rain had not returned; but beyond this,
even her innate optimism coul dnopgedicaméennd anyt hi
She reared up on her back legs for the hundredth time, noting yet again how her ragged
nails only reached halay up the wall, then she let them slide back to the rocky floor as she
crumbled onto her belly. Maybe a little rain would beesbing after all. At least there would be
some moisture to relieve their parched throats
Part of her was angry. Not at the black dog, for she had forgiven him. No, as much as she
hated to admit it, the recipient of her anger was actually Meeko. Simedlat him now, curled
up in a ball of misery against the rock wall
their situation, to get them out of the pit,
left him completely disheartedgbut to Abydk, sullen silence was far worse than the captivity.
If only he would understand that she needed his strength, his encouragement, his comfort!
AWhat do you want from us, Great Sheep?0 s
trying to teach s ? 0
Though it was the thousandth time she had uttered this prayer, her whisper was a bit
|l ouder this time, and Meeko roused: AHebs try
mi ssion for Him. | édve given my twlsolgetltiefne utsa 0O
Aby°kds throat tightened. Me.dlhedasthinaeche sai d t
had spoken.. She already knew argument was futile, but his wrley were sé absurd.
Where was hisfaithPt 6 s not true wislepraybdéleday $ usGreanf Ol e
angry. Please forgive him.
As her prayer exited her | ips, she was ove
confusion and anger that were feeding his sullen silence. She understood then that she needed to

forgive him  t o o . Al 6m sorry for being upset at you,
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There was no response, but as the sound of her words died away, she was left with an
intense feeling of peace and warmth. A love beyond her comprehension had burst forth in her
heart. It was love for Meekgegs, but it was so much more than that. This love moved forward to
envelope atheGood Shepherdds creatur es!

Abydk pulled herself into a seated position, her emotions seeming to float on this sea of
peace that her heart had become. An hour flew byeaprstyed for more and more of the Great
Sheepbs selfless | ove. TBendusbetpcCeeat®geai n, her ¢

The little cave darkened slightly. It was as if something were blocking the gray light of
the overcast day, and asurge ofexcdelle r gy s hot up Aby°kds chest.
to see a familiar black muzzle reaching down through the openifige mastiff had returned!

She swallowed, trying to gather up enough coherent thought to say something that made
sense; butitwas he Dbl ack dog who spoke first: AWhy di
and calculating. AWhy didndét you run?o

Aby°k stood. Al told you the other day. We
Sheep would have done. 0 Shoen dp, a ussheed ,c obnutti nwheedn:
Why did youreturr? 0

There was silence for a full minute, and when the black dog spoke, his voice generated
fromdeepi n hi s t hr oat : & fhadtefiachoed nibe ablout thid Greau s e
Sheep. | need to know why thi&reat Sheep would care enough about me to send you to rescue
me, even after | treated you with so much hat

Meeko pulled himself to a setting position, and Abydk could feel his melancholy
dissipating They shared a knowing glance as the end of a \@medown from above.

Alt could be a trap, o0 Meeko whispered.

Al dondét think so!o

Meeko stared at the vine for half a minute. There was hope in his eyes, the first Abyok
had seen in days. AThis 1is cr azy,| ooffidsttifgver t hi nk
t hesr eddanger. o Without waiting for a response,
wood. As his nails scrambled to catch microscopic cracks in the sheer rock, he slowly began to
move upward until his head, and then his balilyappeared over the edge.

Abyok waited for the vine tordp back down, and moments later, both retrievers stood

atop the rock. Panting from their exertion, the pair turned to stare at the black dog crouched
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humbly bef odrseortrhyem:l Adiddnt | dyrodut tthewve t o di e. N
Abyok glanced at Meeko. Had he noticed? The Mastiff no longer wore the tattered

sheepskin..
Meeko moved forward to touch his nose. 0iWe

name?o

Al am Roresce;y vleeutneli tdhher your Kkindness nor y
Abyok moved forward then. She noticed the gaunt look about the animal, how his coat

was hanging in shreds in some places, and the

get that ? 0 a&tiotananbwer bdforealnmodirtg invo begin cleaning it.

Ronco didnot seem to notice her. AnTel | me

They spent the next 30 minutes in eager conversation, and in the end, though Ronco still

looked confused, aficer of hope had ignited in his eyes.
all the bad things | 6ve done, and even for |e
i fe?0o

Meeko nodded.

AAnd i f | accept His sheegpskan, it will <co

Abyok nodded this time.

AHow is it different from the one | used t

It was an honest question. Al dondét know m
admitted fAbut | can tell you that when you accept

grow from your back. 0 She nosed Meekods shoul
AOnly the Great Sheepb6s own skin can coorveer th
wearing His sheepskin, the Good Shepherd sees only that you astesisuand pure, just like
the Great Sheep. Perhaps the best part, though, is that you will be able to have the Good
Shepherd as your forever friend, One Who will always be there, Who will always help you, One
Who you can al ways trust. o

The gray sky overhelawas already beginning to darken, a sure sign that the sun had
begun its westward descent, when Ronco final/l
believe you. I reallydo. Botl 6 m afr ai d. o

AYou .doonot
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Ronco interrupted aMede k ofi Whse ni fl Hee fhta dhnebrte heh
somet hing wouldndét | et me put that dirty shee
into a couple of old friends who are now members of the pack. They actually attacked me for not
wearing a sheepskin, anttlar el v escaped with my |ife. o0 He gl
where that nasty cut came from!o He | ooked di
understand why my own friends would turn against me when the ones | had threatened to Kkill

cameback to save me. o0 His gaze now shifted to A

you have; but | dondét want to |ive my | ife on
Aby°kds tail began to swish. AWe know a pl
fromthepack, where you wil/l be with sheep and doc

about two weeks' travel. We can give you directions, but first you must decide if this is what you

really want. o
Ronco |l ooked from one d o @llsbanfusihgebutdhereisrr . il
one thing that is c¢clear: You two are the firs

someone besides yourselves. If this comes from this Great Sheep of yours, then | want to know

more about Hi m. o

AGo on t o tthheen ,mbe aMleoewk,0 ur ged. AFol |l ow t he s
steady marching, youdll find a beautiful gr ee
little inlet for a couple of miles, and youbol

Ronco nodd esy.enoiigB and god o would be better off heading back to

t his magical meadow with me. Youbre in the ou
itdéds very dangerous out there. Theyoll be hea
Meekoéars flattened slightly. AThe river s

to the west of us?0o

Ronco shook his head. Alf youdre headed fo
the wrong path somehow. The settlement you speak of is tmtttevest, about a three or four
weeksd journey. o

Aby°k glanced over at Meeko. At Il east that
anyone on the trail.

ABut dondt go there, o Ronco continued to wu

yourtypeofskeeps ki ns. 0o
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Aby°k thumped her tail on the rocky fl oor.
we ol | be fine; especially now that youdve sho

Ronco grunted. AAre you sure?o

AWedbre sure, 0 Meeko affir masdhpwedinhlsstarlte con f
war med Aby°kdés heart.

Ronco stared at them at length, then he nodded, and turning, he loped up the trail to the

east.
AYou did it, Abby, 0 Meeko nuzzled his mate
pack. o
Aby°k | owerWa ddied Iigtazteog dt her , Meeks. O
ANo. 0 Meeko hung his head in shame. fAl wou
were down there, |l was so mad at him that | f
rotted in the eternal darkness for al/| I care
Aby°k Iicked him gently. fADondédt be so hard

what to expect on this mission. We just have to keep two things in mind: First, our own safety is
secondary; and second, if the Great Sheep loves even the worst memibensack; then so
must we. 0 She | ooked away. AMeeko, it doesnot
dogs wear sheepskins. o

Meeko shook his head. ATheyodove twisted the
their own beliefs. But whethertheywd st and the truth about Ti mru
he was wearing a sheepskin last fall, just after he was attacked for trying to protect me from pack
hunters, must have really confused them. oo

AThen maybe our job will be easier. o

3t

I d o n 0.tSontethingrieks me the fact that pack dogs are now wearing sheepskins

=

only make it harder than ever for them t

~

Aby°k | aid back her ears in puzzlement. @l
Alf they areshleepadky nweahieygwandt see t he

Aby°k thought about this for a moment. 1|1t
something from this encounter with Ronco. I d
need another sheepskin telling them. | think the only way to win pack dogs for the Emerald

Caverns is by showing them the Great Sheepds
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As she turned to go, she noticed the pair of freshly killedsdsilying at the crest of the
rockthathadsered as their prison. fAMeeko?0

Meeko moved forward to sniff at the stiffe
hatred... Hey, Abby, you know what? If we had been on the right trail all along, we would never
have run into Ronca.o

Abyokds taiilnstthuhhmepedialgas i n excitement as
would stildl be one Il ess dog in the Great Shee

good...0
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Teelu put yet one more weary foot in front of another. The night skyustibbeginning
to lighten in the east, finally marking the end of this long night. Though it seemed much longer,
only two weeks had passed since he had parted ways with his brothers. Many times he had
wondered at the wisdom of his plan. The cold nightsdesth much lonelier than he had
expected, for one thing, and the trail had been a lot longer than he had thought. Of course he
didndét dare admit t hidearhedobaen ynogn eo.n Ailils hoiwsn ,| iafn
quite as gloriousashehadagi ned, he di dndét have to acknowl

All doubt had fled, however, just as the sun was setting the previous evening, when he
had finally entered the long valley. He had known instantly that this was the one. In fact, even
from the most westerlgnd he could see the towering granite faces of the cliffs that made up the
sett | e me n tcagsaneocavese Insteadsot finding shelter for the night, he had pressed
on, following the course of the creek through the long hours of darkness, andistoag, jhe
first pink streaks of dawn were glowing over the mountain tops, he saw his destination up ahead.
Filled with renewed energy, he broke into a full run, crossing the remaining mile in mere
minutes, and only slowing his pace at the entrance tsetttiement.

But wait. Though he could hear dog noises in the distance, the settlement itself was quiet.
Where was everyone? As Teelu cocked his head towards the distant noise, his ears flattened back
in surprise. The sounds were all coming from the knbkn the stone altar stood!

Though he would never have chosen this as his first destination, Teelu now found himself
heading for the knoll. He arrived at the edge of the ring of trees surrounding the clearing just as
the sun crested the peaks of the higbéshe mountains and cast its first golden rays on the altar
itself. Teelu did a double take. Try as he mi
been covered with sheepskins the last time he had been.here

A mediumsized brown and white Spger Spaniel stepped up to the base of the altar, a
fresh, clean sheepskin strapped around his middle.

Teelu blinked then clicked his teeth. It had to be Daltu, the innkeeper who would go
nowhere without his woolly coat. A warning bell sounded in histhbat he ignored it. After

all, he had achieved his goal...
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His gaze shifted to the rest of the group as he silengigtforward to join the throng.

The dogs around him represented every breed he had ever heard of, as well as a few he had never
seen bfore; with colors ranging from black to brown to gray to spotted to white to yelldw to
golden!

Thoughts of the brown and white spotted dog and the sheepskéned altar he stood
beside quickly fled Teel ubds mi rewrseateddlitileeto si ght
his left.

But she was wearing a sheepskin, fodact, everyone was wearing a similar woolen
coat... Strange!

There was no time to contemplate this oddity, fordiméll voice of theSpringer Spaniel
by the altafiled the airi My dear sédd tl ement dogs

The golden wonder was looking his way. What an honor! Teelu wagged his tail, and he
couldnét help noting the shy giggle that ensu

AWel come to a new day, another gift from t

Cringing at the reference, Teglulled his eyes away from the golden girl. He was trying
to get away from this Good Shepherd nonsen3eh at 6 s when he noticed th
of 10 |l ong ones | ooped through a piece of rop
the gatlering to loop around the necks of 10 different dogéery strange indeed.

AwWhat will we do with this day wedve been
raised in the air and the silky brown flaps that formed his ears were cocked in full attention

Teelu licked higowls impatiently.

ALet 6s not forget that the Prophesied One
keep our sheepskins on and clean, so that whe

Teel u shifted hipispointig buyydorhethingHrewhat theidoglsaid t
di dn 6 guitesighte.m

But then, he didndédt believe the prophecies
about it differently than his parents?

AToday we have even motrien ued stome tsohrciell le bw @i
day five of the dogs tethered to me have completed their required punishments and can be

all owed to go free. o
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A few barks filled the air as various dogs at the gathering rose to their feet, cheering on
thereleasedf hei r friends and family. ADal tu the gr e
row. fAHow noble and just is our | eader! o She
from the mud.

As other dogs joined i n wdodldseecdhe fureusderahe f Da l
spotted dogds sheepskin bristle in pride. He
five minutes before finally clearing his throat....

AAnd | havenodét even told you the good news

The crowd fell silent, akkars straining in anticipation.

AThe goo.do nDeawst ui spur posef ul | y-upeacilesnend, r el i s
Even the sky seemed to appreciate the serious
rays now shifted to illuminate not just thlkeeepskircovered altar, but also the brown and white
dogatitsbase.i Fi ve of these dtegsph@ave chosen to sta

Near pandemonium broke out around the base of the altar, and Daltu had to rare up on his
hind | egs and bark shdaremlty otha dieltodeaweriysornadl y
cried. ANAToday is the day that | will honor so
oftheseiedup dogs to t hem. Now, will the foll owing

He listed off five namesand as each dog reached the base of the stone alar, Daltu fitted
each with a ring of rope around his neck. He then fastened the ropes of the five dogs who could
have been set free to the rough collars of these dogs.

Teelu quickly scanned the clearing. Aig surprise he noticed that a few other dogs at the
gathering also wore these rope collars, and each one with a collar had at least one other dog tied
to him....

This was just plain weird!

Yet he coul dndét hel p wond e reanoughtorhavevanother wo u |
dog tied up to him..

His eyes found their way back to the lovely golden retriever, and rising to his feet, he
padded over to where she sat. WAHiI!O

The young retriever giggled and shyly looked away.

His muzzle moved towards herearl 6 m Teel u, and | just arriwv

What 6s your name?o0
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Al 6m Bi2mic!o She | ooked around quickly, a
him. AYoudd better get your sheepskin on quic
Teeluds ermawardamiel dd | i ke to! o He was | yi nq
when it won the interest of such a charming girl? Besides, this Daltu interested him, and
somehow, the thought of wearing a sheepskin d
evenas recently as earlier that same mordiragleast not if he could have the lovely Biamic at
hissidéei Wher e can | get one?0o0
Bidmic glanced nervously over the gathering. Teelu could see a pair of older golden
retrievers in front and a little to the leler parents, more than likely. He noted how she stayed
out of their line of sight. She then whispered in the ear of a golden cocker spaniel, and before
|l ong, the cocker sidled up to him: Al hear yo
Teelu glanced at Biamiaoting the pure white color of hers. He wagged his tail at her
again, and his soul thrilled when she shyly d
you have a white one?09
The smaller dog squinted her eyeatreekils t he a
and bring them back to the altar. o Then she s
Teelu sidled up to the goldgirl. A Meet me down by the creek aft

whispered, then he slunk into the trees.

Teelu jogged few hundred yardsown the creek. He paused at a stand of bushes to drag
out the body of an unfortunate squirrel, and then he sat back on his haunchesWwuldishe
come?

His tongue dropped out of his mouth. The day was already warm, and thiskemeeps
made him feel hot all over. He was considering taking it off when he saw the streak of pure gold
racing down the trail from the settlement. His tail thumped the ground in excitement as she

skidded to a halt and stood panting at his side.

Teelu rose tstrutup anddown the creebank A Do you | i ke it?0

Al't fitsloyou perfectly

AThen this is for you.0 Teelu scooped up t
me, whatodéds such a beautiful gi r | doing in a p
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Biamic giggledasshekced at t he squirrel éds blood. dl
emerge from the trees and bring me a squiliretef? o

Teelu |icked the side of her face. fiThen vy

Bi2mic giggled again, bitinglamatidnthatt he t end
having a mate and producing puppies is what b
been hounding me to take a mate; but Daltu also saysrtssbreed ar e wort hl es s,
want to be mated t o aohtyeooyat goldéndineags. Ar@ sincathepeur e b
arenodot any in the settlement anymore, | was s
her | ower jaw. AUnNnt i | now that i1is.0 She strut
she did, all brmer display of shyness vanished.

A pang of guilt momentarily flicker-ed thro
breed; but her touch was already sending shivers up his spine. He began to lick her face, her
back, her underside; and as he curledbby around hers, he determined that this golden

wonder didnét need to .know anything about his

AYoudbre getting my sheepskin all/l muddy, 0 B
AThen | guess [ 6l1 just have to clean you
Biamic wiggled out from under himnd sauntered back to what was left of the squirrel.

As she |icked at the blood, her ears cocked f

al ways bring home such tasty morsel s?0

Teeluds tail whipped from sitdeshe¢pskinwasde as
slidingaround hismid ect i on. He reached around with his
wondbét stay put, o0 he muttered to himself; then

thisd thisthingi s so necessary. o
Bidmic shookher head. Al dondt know. l'tds anot hert
need one to hide the bad things youbve done f
all I ook pure, the Prophesied One will come m
Teelu raised an eyebrow. Nibat he cared even a moment about such stuff, but it
interested him greatly to see how Daltu had t
the entire settlement foll owed hi m. He coul dn

powefidnd you? | donodét really carygus@lgat Dal tu
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She tossed her golden head. Al guess | wea
ASeriously, my parents say Daltu insianys on t
belief that the pack exists and have compl ete

Teelu turned suddenl y. ARenounced that the
wear sheepskins dondét believe the pack exists

Biamic looked at him for a fu | mi nhute, then she bemgan to gi
you actually believe it does!

A warning bell sounded. The reality of the
Bi2mic obviously didndét bel i evenyondetseipthix k e x i s
settlement. This could only mean they had never met any members of the pack, which meant, of
course, that the pack hadndét been this far we
in with the other dogs living hedeand thiswould be necessary if he was going to pursue a
relationship with the lovely Biaméct hen it woul dnét do f.or him to

As these thoughts passed through Teeluds m

bell. He curled hisbodylskak ar ound hers: AOf course | donot
ear. Al was just testing you.o©

AYou had me worried for a moment . I f my pa
woul dndét | et me see you. o

AANnd that woul d b feeluwas alleaa\dtotallywnionidatéchby her i t ? 0
presence.

AHey. 0 She jumped around. fAWhy dondét you ¢

Teelu laughed aloudi Maybe you better wait until you ¢
Turning her head to stare at her wet back, Biamic looked sudéemnlp ar r assed. A Ul
yeah. Papa would be mad i f he knew | | et some

Teelu sprang suddenly forward, flooring her between his fore paws, and though she tried
to squirm away, his pink tongue began washing her underside.
She di dnon Isgqmug.r milf guess we could wait to
Teelu caught the teasing glimmer in her ey
The corner of her mouth twitched comically
Al4. 0 |t was anot herguelicking hinbimireturrg Ise wasesurd el t h
that it really didndét matter.
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In fact, nothing mattered.

Yes, this was definitely going better than he had planned
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A wide, muddy ribbon of water stretched from the southwest towards the northeast,
snakng its way alternately through heavily wooded land and lush, green meadows and fields.
The forestalternated between towering redwoods and pines, and a more mixed vaaielgrof
oak and maple, while boulders of all sizes dotted the meadows. Evendisthnce, the
presence of abundant wild flowers was marked by the hews of yellow, blue and purple over the
meadows, and from their vantage point atop the ridge, the traveling retrievers could make out at
least ten creeks and smaller waterways flowimgubh the meadows to empty into the mighty
river.

Aby°k panted as she and Meeko scrambled to
got to be it.o

Meeko nodded. AWebdbve certainly traveled fa
weeks ago. o

ltwas Ay © k 6 s ntowdr.n fitOu r | i @&st dutaus a leastdwo weeksoff t he e
schedul e. It is just so hard to know i f weore
once, and she was sick at the time. Besides, she claims Papa made hemowgltkwater to
hide their tracks, so they I|likely took a tota
precipice, stopping only just in time to avoid tumblof§, then she turned, her ears cocked
comically as her tail slapped her sides. She expeand received the look of horror that
momentarily washed over her mate.

For some reason, Meeko coul dnét assume any
bel ow with his muzzle: fAWhere do you think th
Abyok shifted her gaze towardsetriver. Until now, the terrain had been primarily level,

with the occasional cliff wall to descend; but here the ground dropped off steadily, descending

some 600 feet over the course of a mile, to the water below. As she scanned its length, from the

souhwest to the northeast, her earlier frivolit
Meekods next words were spat out in frustr
way ta...0
AWe havendt missed the settl ement, Meeko. O
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AThi s has .Mamalsad itwds ¢he only one in the region. We just have to follow it

until we get there. o

Meeko sniffed. AAnd that could take all s
direction for two weeks, only to find out thati was just a couple of mil

Abydk pulled back her jowls slightly, barely stopping her growl of frustration. Meeko
had become more pessimistic with each passing day, and nothing sheotriddighten his
mood.

ABut then, we xtmonihl searclsing dowmivet, tbnky to finel out that the
settl ement i s just a dayodés wal k wupriver. Mea
wil derness puts us one step closer to i mmine

The last words were spat out with a force that shockednev Aby° k. fAMeeko?0

ADoesnodt it scare you, Abby? | mean, afte
what he said is true? What if all pack dogs redtiyvear sheepskins? What if the only dogs who
are persecuted are the ones wearing the true skie @rimat Sheep? What.ifo

AwWwhat i f we | et the Great Sheep worry abo

Meeko whined. Though gentl e, Aby°kds repr

the wisdom in he

r words.

Be s i deesleaving Romao éourh a d n

weeks earlier. Nonetheless, he was completely unable to dislodge the feeling of anxiety that had

rooted itself in the pit of his gut.
AHey. 0 Aby?°k

nosed h

saiditwoulch 6t be dandodusus o

i's ear . fiThe Gr eat

He . jpust

Sh

The gentle breeze clapping through the new leaves of the popular trees below seemed to

bring Meeko out

not you. Maybe. .0

of s ome

kind of r

Abyok staredat him for a moment, then she dropped her gaze.

Meeko i mmedi a
not what | meant. ImeantOh , |

I know what

St

that you regret
ANo. 0 Meeko p

something were to happen to yod, I
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think of the danger I|0ddVaye itavbulddave beendaitérjbect ed vy o
Aby°k turned her head now, | ooking him str

woul d have been better to not have taken a ma
Unable to bear #hpain he read in her eyes, Meeko looked away, then he dropped to his

belly and buried his muzzienderhis paws. He wanted desperately to say something that would

undo the hurt his words had caused, but the solitary thought that came to his mind would onl

hurt her moré .

Al &m sorry, Meeko. 0O Aby°kés voice squeezed
prefer, I 61 | | eave. I care too much for you t
straightened, and raising her muzzle towards the heaveres,sd ec | ar ed: ANO mat t e

not abandon this mission. If you no longer think that we should do this as a team, fine. Go your
own way. As for me? | will seek after the lost puppies of the Great Sheep until the day He calls
me to the Emerald Cavern® She | ooked down at her mate, he
you going to join me, or do you prefer to do
Something snapped in Meeko then. His body began to quiver, and he buried his head
even farther under his paws.
Abyok reachedovea nd began | icking his ears, his ne
crooned. fAltds going to be okay. o
But the quivering only intensified, and Abydk had to strain to understand the words that
babbl ed fdocratntb:t .AButam not c o likeaygdaddid.sHe trustedc a n 6 t
me to carryon,budll ¢ andbltdo.m Itédono afrai d. o
Sudden movement in the brush to the north

whisper was husky, and she hoped her voice would break through whatever visual image he was

rd i ving. fASnap out of it, Meeko! o
He didnét seem to hear, for his tirade of
AMeeko! 06 She stared hard into the brush, s
backed away. AMeeko! o

He seemed to hear her this time, for the voice seldior a few seconds, and he cocked
an ear in her direction. Then the words again
dumped it on me, and now | 6ve dumped it on yo

of the pack, andd Il justcan 6t bear the thought of them gettdi
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Abydk crouched, her eyes fixed on the bushes, readying herself awegshould the
need arise. She wrinkled her nose, wishing for the first ¢éimeethat she had paid more attention
to the sniffing lessons héather had tried to give her; but the wind was coming from the south,
behind them, and any information it might have carried was being blown in the opposite
direction. She took a shaking step towards th
someon®ver there, Meeks! o

To her dismay, Meeko continued his rant.

Staring intently into the shadows of the branches, Abydk was sure she saw a flash of
light. No, two flashes, about a nea@th apart. She sniffed the air as the wind stilled for a brief
momentWas it dog t hat s h eSheshopedretgeiet tbnefivdvild conveey e y o u '’
friendliness and welcome. She moved forward a
words as she spoke them. She was, after all, the stranger here, not this creatuhe imsbes;
but i f this pair of Ilights really belonged to

The two sparks blinkednd then slowly backed away.

Abyo6k carefully skirted the edge of the cliff, rounding the base of the bush, and there,
crouchedon the hard, rocky surface of the cliff, was a small, brown dog. She guessed it was a

Chi huahua, though she had never seen one befo
wonoét hurt you, 0 she whispered, strappedtothemovi ng
tiny back as she did. AAre you hurt? Alone? H
mate and | have just arrived from the east. W
anyone who wil |l hear . o

At the wor do, tifly@ogseemed B heeadittle, and her eyes darted
from Aby°kédés black nose to the tip of her f1lo
from her back. The voice was barely more than

Abyokcac ked her ear to one side. fAYes. | do w:
you wear a kind of sheepskin. o

ANo! obrowndeog6s voice grew stronger. fil have
with a sheepskin like that one, they will kilyou®rur e. Thi s ot her one hid:
dog sl owly dragged herself to her feet and | i
seen a dog wearing nothing but a real sheepsk

Abyok noted the way the dog favored her left backifiey.ou ér e hurt . o
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Al'tdés not hing. | 6m Lionak, and 1 dm from th
and where did you say you were from?0o

Aby°k marveled at the courage of the 1 itt!]l
long way. | was born in theetlementin the foothills of the great mountairtsut | have spent the
winter in a lovely, safe little meadow, with Hayak, a gray sheep. My parents and half of my litter
mates are still there, but Meeko and | have come to try to rescue dogs from thegaekp
them find the Great Sheep. 0

The little dogd6s triangular ears flattened
better go right back to your safe little meadow, Aby6k. You have no idea how dangerous it is out
here. o

Aby°®k shook hesitwduld lzedlangefoMgevhek we set out. The Good
Shepherd wants all dogs to come to know Hi m,
words did nothing to remove thewpit r om Li onakds stance, she cha
APl ease t e larde domgup heneaTell me ovinat happened to your foot, and also, if
there are any more dogs | i ke you. oo

Lionak dropped her bottom back to the rocky surface and allowed her eyes to roam the
vall ey below before turning othdts tyarueg dato Abey°lk

saw me?0o0

Aby°k nodded. Al know I ask too many quest
Why dondét you just | et me |l ook at that | eg? |
waiting for a response and began lickingths wol | en appendage. When Li

away, she took it as a good sign.
As near as she could tell, there wasndét an
and hot to the touch, and a | ong scatbthe an the

Medicine Dog with this? Maybe he would have given you some herbs or something to help this

heal . 0

Lionak pulled back, trembling even more. i
through telling you | wear aideat gbeéepskhe, m
dog?bo

Aby°k shook her head. Al 6m sorry, Li onak.
Hayakds meadow, we had no idea the world had
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didndét know t hat ever sheepskin tbsiag alivepandwe eertainy r e mo v

didndét know that al/l pack members now wear sh
means. Maybe we can help each other. o
Lionak relaxed a |little. AMaybe elbdem |j ust t

l' iving on the run for the past three months.
how I got this cut. Itlimgmy hunting, and to tell you the tr]
can go on. o0 She | ookemdoraevagyg !l @awlda thed: tfoinfe Ib elce
Medicine Dog as you suggest, he would have seen that | wear a real sheepskin. If he were feeling
kind that day, his only response would have been to refuse to treat me; but more than likely, he
would have told Shuala nd my | i fe would have become even
Al éd&m sorry. | had no idea. o0 Aby°k shook he
Hayak was really good with healing herbs, and she taught me some of what she knew. We need

the wound to opehack up so that the puss can drain out, and then maybe we could find some

garlic to put on it to stop the infection. I 6
separating her from her mate. nTel | me , are t

Lionaknoddd shyly. AMany more. 0

AHow many?0o

Lionak shook her head. Al dondt know. Mayb
slaughtered the sheep last fall, most of the sis&gmed dogs from around here tdbkse
removablesheepskins and went into hiding. Li onak swal |l owed. nlt was

to watch while they ripped the skin from thei
choked back the I|Iittle dogbés voice and Aby?®°k
their sheepskis, they attached them and tore them limb from limb. The lucky ones died right
away, but the restwell only after their game of tugf-war lasted a good 30 minutes did they go
for the juggler.o Aby°k coul d b ageenkefortakiagk e ou't

a fake sheepskin. | was so afraid. o
Aby°k tried to swallow, but a | ump had som
sorry, o0 she repeated. dAl didndét know. O

There was a moment of silence, and Lionak seemed to relax slightly.
A My psavere lmete about two years ago. How did things become so bad in so short a

ti me?090
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Why, youdbre from the west. Donét you know
must have been close to where you are from. o
AYes. 0O Aby°k noddetlosBHeowbdaykRkbbkedtheadpw. 0

Lionak swallowed. #dAlt all started because
kill ed. It threw the pack | eaders into confus
searching Aby°kds faceu ifsY,oud odoynbut? ok now who S

Abyok shook her head.

AThere I s a congregation of dogs near the
Sheep, who do not believe that you need to ac
simply wearing a sheepskin, one that theyeh@arned by attending the services at their golden
altar, bringing in a certain number of Kills, attacking dogs with real sheepskins, etc. Their leader
i s Shualu. o

Abyok raised an ear in interest.

ANobody is sure exactl y withathe pacloleatlerspputatc e t h
the end of the day, the entire congregation had been sworn in as pack members, and all pack
dogs wore sheepskins. o Lionak | ooked up sudde
circumstances around Tipmkudsésedeawim, Dheytthalkd

Aby°k sl owly shook her head. ASomething ha
changed somehow. He didndét have a sheepskin t
mateto-be. Pack dogs were pursuing Mees&nd Timru charged in and drew them off; but there
were too many of them, and Timru was killed by his own fighters. My father witnessed the entire
battl e. o

It was Lionakdés turn to |l ook puzzled. AThe

Abyok paused foramo ment as the story solidified in
Timru for dead, but he was still alive. At least for a few minutes. My father urged him to accept
the Great Sheepds skin, and just before he di

Lionak I icked Ihaltobg somethmg likefthat. | khimletive pack dogs
just came up with that other story because they were afraid to admit they had killed their own
Shamru. 0 She | ooked away, then she softy cont
took sheepskmthat they began pursuing dogs without sheepskins with as much hatred as they

once pursued dogs with them. Only dogs with removable sheepskins were safe from the
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fearsome hunters. Dogs like mygelind yod are now in even more danger than befuve.

donéatst have the pack against us, we have al/l
Aby°k shook her head s@dly. fASo you came u
Lionak nodded. ALast year. By the end of t
around here and burned them on top of theirown stotrear s. That 6s when we t

sheepskins and fled. o
AAnd the others? Where are they now? Do th
Lionak nodded. #fAl think so, but | donodot kn
alive. We split up into grougpof about five each to increase the likelihood of some of us
surviving.o A shadow seemed to cross her face
them go on without me. | would have only held
Aby°kodos stomach chatrdhedgetilLtolbmiks Lwouwmradk .c dr e
can make a plan. The meadow | came from is a place where all dogs wearing true sheepskins are
compl etely safe. |l 't 6s backwavenle rjeo uri me y iwratso ktit
Lionakdos eymmaelnitt. uWpArfeoryoas sure itodés compl

Abyok swished hertal A Compl.et el y saf e

AAnd you can tel]l me how to get there?o0
AYes,Butchnrst, | &t bés | ook at your | eg
_cz:z_

When Aby6k rounded the bush to rejoin her mate, she wabyreevery different
Meeko. He was calm for one thing, and he appeared to have regained-bis8dténce for
another, for his ears cocked forward and his tail began to pound against his sides at the sight of
her. fAAbby! 06 He | unspiedde duspd sadmgnidbby! tjustt.d ed t o her

AYou were having a weak moment. We al/l hav
Al saw Him, Abby. o

AYou did?0 She was suddenly excited. AnYou
Meeko | ooked smug. nYes, and ités all goin
Aby°kds earsdcantedefot wal began to wag. A
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The sun, shining from a cloudless sky, illuminated the knoll, highlighting the pale
greenishgray of the popular trees encircling its summittleiPitro stared at the knoll for a
moment, panting in the warmth of the beautiful spring day. He then turned his eyes to the muddy
meadows surrounding him. If he stared hard enough, he thought he saw a lime green haze over
the brownish muck of the mudké maybe the spring grasses and weeds were finally beginning
to sprout for the season. He realized that he should be welcoming these signs of spring; but then,
the settlementds stone altar skheuilndg),alshouband
Instead, he could better describe his feelings as near panic. He stretched his muzzle into the
sunshine for a moment longer, then he swallowed, turned and forced hinvgattion

This sharp pang of anxiety in his gut had been completely unexpectedPltibléried to
explain it away as the thrill of returning to
made him feel edgy. Or was it, perhaps, that he knew he might meet up with Teelu here?

But that shoul dnot s Tealuvesstisibnother shoul d 1t ? A

Teelu was still missing, however, and the wayward dog was the reason he was now on
this quest..

For the past couple of hours, ever since he had spotted the settlement, Little Pitro had
picked up traces aostjunbledeints, assfthe dog often.pasdéd that way. |
It wasno6t anything he could specifically trac
scent grew stronger.

His stomach tightened. It had been four weeks since that fateful rainy nighffedien
had di sappeared. Once morning broke, he and M
hundred yards into the woods, only to lose them in the creek. All evidence pointed to the fact that
Teelu was returning home; but this theory made no senstléoPitro. Teelu had been the
motivating force behind their trek to the settlement in the first place. In fact, the very morning of

his disappearance, he had been so excited

Mar bo, who everyone consi der edagreewithave t he
Pitrobs | ogi c. He was sure that Teelu had tur
spent the next week backtracking. When their
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Teeluds trail, Littl e Churanorara had suchedbacktemartisythel e f t
foothills.

It had been hard to leave Marbo behind. His parents had left the little follower in his care;
but they had also | eft Teelu in his care, and

trouble. Begles, without his older brother's influence, Marbo had been forced to find someone

el se to shadow, and Little Pitro couldndét hayv
model . Marbo still didndét wear a orsethanéeghadki n, b
ever done in Hayako6s meadow.

Little Pitrodéds nose now brought him to the
one was home didnét really surprise him. Chur

creatures to go to theoste altar first thing each morning, and if he wanted to find Teelu, that

would be the most I|ikely place to | ook. He wa
stories, he knew the settl ement.. dogs woul dnodt

LitttePitto 6 s st eps became bol der now, and it wa
past Churanods old home, past the cave of the

peacekeeping dog. His feet halted suddenly when he came to the cave he knew wasathat of
the little innkeeper. Though he had been very young when he left, nothing in his memory
included the stake at the entrance to the cave, nor the ropes attached to it. The cave entrance was
also lined in smooth, white stones, and there were smalhtations in the rocky floor, each one
marked by a single white stone. When Little Pitro sniffed at these indentations, each one smelled
strongly of a different dog.

This cave, too, was deserted, however, and resigning himself to his fate, Little Ri'o ma
his way past this strange dwelling and continued up the trail, through the ring of trees, until he
came to the edge of the clearing.

Little Pitrodbds eye sspaaiebreere carged & joneble afscerasmb | y .
and again, he caughtanoscaonal whi ff of Teelu; but when he
brother in the crowd, his gaze shifted to the front where Daltu stood proudly beside a sheepskin
covered structure.

At some point, a lump had risen in his throat. He thought Churano had praparked
this, but the sight of the ropes and Dal tubs
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besi de what had once been a respected symbol
could take.
AThis i s a day 0osf rgerneeantb erre jtooi ckienegp. oluert s hee
fastened around our bellies, because we never know when the Prophesied One will appear in our
mi dst! o
It was little Daltu, and the words caused Little Pitro to snap his teeth together in
frustration. Chuano had warned him about this, too; but somehow he had hoped Churano was
wrong...
fWe also have a lot more to be thankful for than we anticipated. Five more dogs have
decided to dedicate their lives to the Service of the Good Shepherd. They havelwhosen t
ropes. o
Had he taken the time to think, Little Pitro would have never done what he did next; but
he didndt think. Il nstead, he charged 4 nto the
covered dogs, only stopping when he was at the feetofthedpe d | eader . A What Kk
you telling these creatures?06 The words, push
reach Daltudbds ears; but then Little Pitro tur
the arrival of the Proplséed One. He has already come, and His message is one of freedom, not
ropes. The Great Sheep doesnbét want us to be
|l ovel! o
The clearing grew instantly quiet, so quiet that the twitter of the early mdviohg
sounded deafening. Suddenly a golden retriever with a white sheepskin leaped to his feet, and
soaring over the heads of the sitting dogs, he, too, landed up front.
Little Pitrods heart caught in his throat.
The golden dog snarled at him beforetugnint o addr ess the assembly
telling us about something |ike this. o His vo
yesterday that dogs with curls growing from their backs would come, that they would try to tell
us we are wrong, that nsheepskins are not adequate. Just yesterday he spoke about the poison
that can come from their mouths. He warned us to not listen to such foolishness, and today we
have, standing in front of wus this very morni
The dogs at the aesmbly all strained forward, tails swishing from side to side as they

cocked their ears in anticipation. A Ger man S
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barked sharply, and a few others joined in.
AWe must nip this apdstaey giohdeme dlogd, & Weo
unwel come newcomer an example. We must...tie

A chorus of excited barking came over the crowd, and Daltu raised on his hind legs,

yapping sharply wuntil he once ageae'@urfriend,d t he
Teelu, who came to us out of nowhere just two
AHe should be rewarded, 06 called a dainty v
AYes, 0 called a deeper veiage fewar dhkei mrbwn
him the rebel !0
Little Pitro didnoét hear any of this. In f

happened from the moment Teelu stepped forward. He was vaguely aware of the German
shepherd and the Dobermpinschemwho were w slipping a rope around his neck, but only on
a subconscious | evel did he see them attach t
would never have imagined, even in his wildest dreams, that his brother, his own litter mate,
would go to such lenggs. And for what?

Daltu was speaking again, and since the spotted leader was addressing him directly this
ti me, Little Pitro forced himself to pay atte
attempting to disrupt the peace and unity of this settlemigimtyour heretical ideas is that you
will be tied up for twentyone days. At the end of this time, if you continue to hold to your
di ssentious initiatives, there wil/ be furthe
crowd. Itseemedto LittlPi t r o t hat the dogs in the clearing
with bated breath. He also felt a sense of expectation in the dogs; one, that if not satisfied, might
cause them to explode. He watched as Daltu rose to his full 20 inches of heighb@dw his
fur, causing his sheepskin to slip slightly t
sheepskin ruffled in pride as the crowd exploded with howls of approval.

Teelu quickly donned an arrogant air atidittedproudly forward, acrss the front of the
assembly with the unfortunately black dog in tow. Little Pitro was probably the only one to
notice the tiniest flicker of concern that had come across his golden face when the rope was

slipped around his neck
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It was evening, and surprisingly, it was the first time since the awkward scene around the
stone altar that Little Pitro had found himself alone with his brother. In the 12 hours that had
ensued since his impul sive c haalnlber ofthiegstFor Dal t u
one thing, everyone thought Teelu was a pure blood golden retriever. For another, many in the
settlement seemed to worship the ground he walked on.

Little Pitro also recognized some potential advantages to his new arrangemeinie For
thing, it was as awkward for Teelu to have a dog tied to his collar as it was for him; but perhaps
even more importantly, should the opportunity
undivided attention.

As the sun was beginning to wane inthaswe, he t ook advantage of
what are you doing, Tee?0

Teelu turned away from the accusatory barb
captivity is that the captive only speaks whe

AWhose rule? Daftuouutesedbmée ahbhtstwasndét on

Teelu snarled. Altés my rul e. Now shut up!

Little Pitro ignored him Al d&m not compl ete
tied up to you, but youdre al so ouamuhdalfhe t o me
time. You cané6ét do anything without me taggin
you canét even hunt properly. Think about it,

AWho needs to hunt? |1 6veogdt kW®a to do t ha

AEvicrmno6t do ttikdao wlohen hoém can | 20 Then his
work, you know. 0

AWhat wondét wor k?0

ATheyol !l find out wedre br-btbeds. TARdeglol | f |
who your father is. Think aboutt , Tee. They know our parents.
pull this off. o

In a second, Teelu was flying through the air. He snarled as he landed with a solid plunk
on his brother's back: Alf they emerofind out

But Little Pitro saw something that Teelu, in his fury, did not see: He saw a young golden
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female approach from behind Teelubds grotto, a
a few feet away. This was his one chance, and he knew he woeldochamaket count Al know
you, Tee! o6 His voice was |l ouder than necessar
your own brother 0

Teelu must have seen Biamic then, because a brief look of worry flashed through his

eyes; but herecovered hisselfonf i dence i mmedi ately. fAHey, Bi @
| aughter. fACome meet the infidel.o
Bi2mic | ooked puzzled. #AWhy did he call vyo

you know each other?59o
Al dondt Kknow. He was nTahkaitnbgs twhheys e chraadz yt oa
remind him of his pl acassudsthece asdis thilsldppdd hissidesa r s
then he trotted over and ext ende dduimbesougmuz z| e
to speak heresy atthe stam¢ t ar woul d be stupid enough to sa

Bi 2mic giggled, apparently sati sfTeedd wi t h
di dndt come to meet thedyionuf!iodeShe Ic acsatmea dkormonw i
Little Pitr od&ainglitimigletbetaibionrméeuhd p r waat e ? 0

Teelu immediately scratched the collar off his neck and looped it over a branch of a
nearby tree. ADondét even think about going an
brother. Al f yuonut ido,l IféilInld tyroauc,k aynodu t hen | o1l |
accusations. 0

Bi 2mic giggled again as she waltzed forwar
our romp the other day, youbre going to | ove
ard curled her tail to the side. Then she charged into the stand of trees bordering the creek with
Teelu at her heels.

Little Pitro watched the golden dogs disappear. This would be the perfect opportunity to
run away. He could easily chew through the ropdoothat matter, a little pawing would
dislodge the collar from his neck; but somewhere deep inside emerged the idea that this was
exactly what Teelu wished for him to do. A whine escaped his throat as he stared into the woods.
No, he woul aywadbrothdar theesatisfacton w
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Lionakds | eg wasnodét healing. She had eaten
with Meeko and Abyok, and her malnutrition, coupled withitipery to her leg, had weakened
her to the point thagven now, after three days of care and consistent food, she could barely
stand. Mostly she lay panting in the shade, but sometimes she shook so hard with chills that it
drove her into the warm sunshine.
Abyok and Meeko never stopped licking the wound.ibythe day, while Meeko was
out hunting, Abydk kept up the constant cleaning; and when he came in with the required Kills,
he would take over licking the wound while Abyok went out in search of garlic. They even
spelled each other during the night. Evaitijutheir efforts resulted in the scab breaking free.

The wound then began oozing a greenish liquid, and it seemed like there was no end to the

constant drainage. Aby°k didnét need anyone t
wasalkey sign the infection had entered the | itt

Aby°kds search for garlic was futile, and
spring; but she knew that if she didndét find

belost. Unfortunately, her knowledge of healing herbs was scant at best, and she could think of
nothing else that would work.

It was noon on the fourth day of her search that she came across honey bees harvesting
pollen from the nowabundant spring flower&he ignored them initialfjpo ut when she cou
get their buzzing out of her head, she stopped to stare at them. Waiting until they had finished
their search, she tracked them back to their home in a fallen log. Ignoring the buzzing of the
angry insectsher sharp teeth ripped into the hive, searching through the gooey mess until she
found what she was looking for: Propolis, the resin that bees produce to keep their hives
together.

It was also a substance highly valued by Hayak for its infeigtring properties..

Aby°kds face was al r eadgssklewasltakingnngnethetessm t he
she took the propolis, along with a large section of dripping honeydmub to the ledge where
the little dog lay. She bit off pieces of the propalil applied it, along with honey from the
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comb, to the open wound; and then after rubbing her own face in the honey, she placed the rest
of her harvest in front of the Ilittle dogbs n
This mar ked t he tsuecovdarynTipoughaomprowemeantiwaslslovg eaahk 6
day brought about a tiny change. The panting and shivering gradually stopped, and little by little
the dogbs strengt h be g,dhegreeoishdisharge graduallptumed t h e
white, and the clear, and then dried up altogether, leaving behind a new, healthy scab. By the
middle of the second wegghe was able to put weight on her leg, and by day fifteen she was
ready to travel.
The two weeks of Lionakdos r eehabitaionyaswell. ov e d
Despiteher alreadyswollenface she returned three more times over the course of as many days
to harvest more propolis. She only stopped when her eyes swelled completely shut. By this time,
even opening her mouth to chew was difft, and Meeko spent every minute he could spare
hunting baby creatures. He would bite the tender, fresh meat from the bone and chew it into a
soft pulp before pushing it between his matebd
Despite her own pain, Abydk would only stop licking Liobak wound when Meek
there to take over, and as a result it took a week and a half for the swelling to go down enough
for her to resume her normal life.
These same two weeks of rehabilitation proved beneficial for Magkeell The more
information Lianak shared, the more he understood why everything was different from what they
had anticipated. An aching love for these poor, misled dogs was again beginning to grow in his
heart, and with it, the courage to continue his Good Sheqineed mission.
Justbefore the sun crested the eastern horizon on the 16th day, the three dogs began their
descent into the valley below. The retrievers had been dismayed to learn the settlement was still
a twoweek march to the northwest. Somehow, in their efforts to headaith, they must have
veered off course once again. As Abytk was quick to point out, however, if they had stayed on
course, they would never have met up with little Lionak, and she, quite probably, would have
died Nonetheless, Meekielt much more at e when Lionak expressed a desire to travel with
themeé .
They decided to head due east until they intercepted the river, and from there they would
follow its course to the settlement. Their progress those first two days was slow, for Abyok

insisted they tke frequent breaks, and their roundabout path was carefully chosen to be the
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easiest for weakened legs. As a result, it took them until dusk of the second day to reach the
banks of the river.

The two females immediately began lapping at the river water; bMe e k o coul dnodt
As he paced the bank, he kept staring nervously at the northwestern sky and muttering to himself
about how they needed to find shelter.

Raising her muzzle from the river, Abyok followed his gaze. The sky to the northwest

lookedomhous at best, but at the moment, the sun
Meeks?0 she whispered. Al dondt scent any ani
mil es away. Besides, what's a |ittle rain?bo

Al dondt knowkeAbby. thadodésodbuall . o

Aby°k glanced at Lionak. The Ilittle dog di
suchabadideai Youdre right. Letds go! o With-a decis

retreating mate.

Lionak was happy enoughtostaye hi nd. |t had been a | ong de
would never have admitted it to Abyok, her leg was throbbing. The retrievers were barely out of
sight, however, when she became restless. Fully intending on getting another drink, she
wandered out fnm under the brush where Abyodk had instructed her to stay. She had only gone a
dozen steps when her little nose picked up the faint but fresh scent of dog on the breeze. Her
senses instantly on high alert, she lowered her nose to the ground and sniffieldtlaeauver
bank until she found the scent trail.

It could all mean potential danger, naturally, but something had changed in the usually
timid Chihuahua since meeting up with Abydk and Meeko. She understood the courage it must
have taken for the pair oétrievers to care for her out in the open those two long weeks, and it
stirred her to push beyond her own fear.

Thisnewf ound courage stayed with her even whe
may only be a I|ittl e Chicényalcawerjna cosnérehemwtheres per e
is a dog out there who needs your help?"

Forcing her steps up the blood trail, she pulled herself onto a small overhang above the

river. The scent was even stronger here, and she followed it to tleernipk base o&n ancient

popar.
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A large shape lay sprawled across the tree roots, but it was so caked in blood that it took
Lionak a moment to realize that it was a powerful black husky with a white underbelly, paws and
face. Though the sheer, muscular bulk frightemexdeven more, she resolutely swallowed her
fear and pressed forward: AHey! You need help

There was no response, but as she moved in closer, she noted the remains of a bloodied
sheepskin strapped around t hequitkygearshediorcea | e . H
wool. Whenshefoundone, her breath caught in her throa
was the enemy!

But that didnét make sense. The | arge, ope
source of the blood she had scenteas the result of the skin having been ripped from his lower
back. Why would someone rip off half the dogo
sheepskin?

The urge to run again nearly overpowered her, but again she resisted. She sniffed the still
form instead, searching for signs of life, almost hoping she would find none. Nonetheless, when
she sensed the faintest rising and falling of
body and sniff the massive head.

AGet away fromdere while you can!

Lionak jumped at the whispered words, but swallowing hard to summon all the courage

she possessed, she | eaned toward the dogods ea
The deep voice was weak: .®MNameds Bru. Get
AHow | ong have you been here?o0

A Not .Wae attgcked two day® souttd Now go. 0O

Lionak sniffed the breeze, which by now was beginning to gust. She turned back to the
bloordcovered husky and |icked at a scratch on hi
dogs in the | angderwehd. cfaTlee Yo arhe hweriess wi t h me,
be right back. 0 Without wathetrailrhgr ndseoonce againte s pons
the ground.

Lionakds task might h acvoss Mbekoesalonehbatwithéghe had s
words, Al found a do gchagedowmtre ¢rall siithduewaipng for hé&sb y ° k
mate, and Meeko could only stare after her in dismay. By the time he caught up to her, she had
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already ripped off what was left of theiskydo s s h e e p s k i tongue avasdickimgenmd b u sy
cleaning the | arge wound across his buttock.
wear a sheepskin. o

Aby°k i gnored him, addressing the husky in
fur from your back. 0

Bru growled.

Meeko growled in return: fAWho attacked you"
Congregation of the Golden Sheep? A wildcat?0o

Bru only snarled in reply.

Lionak, who had followed the retrievers at a somewhat slower pace, pulled herself onto

the overhangintme o hear Meekods demanding question. i
happened, 0 she stated. fAl..0ccandét believe itbds
Aby°k cocked an ear in Lionakds direction.

The Chi huahua continued to stare déitdndte hu
you, Bru? And the dogs who attacked you were
Bru looked away, but it was the only response Lionak needed. She turned to Meeko.
AHeb6s not the enemy. Hebds one sohfeeupss.k iQwr. d6atS hlee

at the tree trunk behind the big dog, not wanting to admit to what she knew she had to say. She
swall owed, then her voice went |l ow: Al dm afra
the ones who put sheepskins on top ofrttealonesh ave | ost their real she

Meeko laid his ears back against his head, but it was Abydk who voiced his astonished

guestion: fAiYou mean, after you start to grow
Meeko growled, but Abyok shothim har sh gl ance: #dAlf there r
Meeko, Lionak would know. 0 Meeko considered t

rumbled up his throat, he said nothing more.

ATel | us, Lionak. How can you choose to ta

Al Wdok®dwow! 0 came the honest reply. #dAAIlI I
bunch tried to stop a couple of dogs who had,
grabbed at one of them, and when hiswthatet h pu
he was completely covered in dog fur.o

ABuWhy? How?0o
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Lionak shook her head. Al dondét know why o
coming acrossdoubleheepski nned bodies. 0

Bru grunted and looked away.

AWe t hought sameotobrewntweretarnirtgthent in, but we would come
to suspect that the pack might not have killed these good dogs at all; rather they may have been

kiledbyourow®d d ogs who had at one time worn the Gre

Meeko staredatthr i ncredul ously, but Aby°k only wh
who had al so | osh¢easkedhei r sheepskins?o
Lionak shook her head. Altdéds hard to say.

no way to know, and n oSheclicketl heutseth Wwedote lcahtindirg:r e d o

=2}
(@)

m afraid there might be more real dogs wal
originally thought. o

Abyok and Meeko both glanced at Bru, who continued to stare in the opposite direction.
Meekods puwlpleerd Ilbhagpck sl ightly, but Aluskplsds eyes
buttock. #ABru, did you once wear the Great Sh

AWhat difference does dintotmake2Tdhehe gadgdmred.
stronger then: afinld witl Iwidlile bvee rnyy sjouosnt, puni s hme
here, you wil/ al | undeservedly suffer my fat

Meeko sniffed at the breeze. fiHeb6s right.
razz this dog about hisafsehtee.pski n. Webve got

Lionak shook her head. Al dondt smell dog
webre safe enough, for the moment anyway. 0

One | ook at the fright that had registered
differently. The wool stoodupo her back: fAWhat is it, Meeks?
attacked Bru?o

Meeko shook his head.

Aby°k glanced from the Chihuahua to the hu
any danger either, but something was making Meeko uneasy, amdittse kieardvas also very

real . She sniffed the air again. AWhat is the
The frustration in Meekobs voice was <clear
feeling that we have to get out of here; that
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Abyodk and Lionak exchanged worried glances, then both looked to the injured husky.

AHeb6s right, o Bru growled. #fAlt isnb6t safe

ANo. 0 Aby°k swall owed, ignoring the warnin
throwing her way. #HfWedoe not going without

The husky growled again: fADondét say | didn

Abyok nervously licked her jowls agheyes roomed over the river eight feet below the
overhang. Something had changed. She coul dnot
Though the sustill shone freely, the air felt heavy, and the occasional gusts of wind were
becoming strongeilhere was a strange, metallic taste in her mouth, and when she cocked her
ear in the opposite direction, only silence greeted her. Where was the chattebicd$R The
buzzing of the insects? The rustle of the breeze through the long grasses?

AThe river! o Meeko paced into the woods be
river!o

Then they all saw it: The water that had been lazily curling through tles eaght feet
below them had somehow changed into a swirling brown, menacing mass, and it was now only
three feet below. Lionak sniffed the air, and
fl ood! o

Bru pulled himself 't oyoa sbietltiierwnge proes?iot i on.

AThi s way! o Meeko turned. fAThereds a rise
keep us safe. o0 He disappeared through a hol e

Neither of the girls moved.

Bru growled.

Abyok laid back her ears in the stubborn stance Meglocoming to know so well:

Al &m not | eaving without Bru!o
Bru snapped his teeth at her, only just mi
about to get. You donoét. Now go. O

Abyok glanced towards the hole in the brush where Meeko had disappearside avas
not at all surprised to see his familiar yellow muzzle pointed her direction as his mouth formed
the wor ds: ANow, Abby! o6 Fear | i ke none she ha
resolutely sat back down onhehevoockysbédgednl

go, then I &m not going either. o She could hea
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she ignored it. As the large, black head dropped, she knew victory was just seconds away.
APl ease? |t doe saydmaynoahave dane. Thh Great Sheep knows we
make mistakes, and He will always forgive a repentant heart. Come now. At least try to get to
safety. We can help you work through the rest
The big dog winced as he struggled to pull himself to his feet.
ANo Bru, o0 Lionak admoni shed. fAScoot. Pull
Wedll help you. o
To the relief of the two girls, the big dog began propelling himself towards Meeko.
Audible grunts accompanied each effort, but each step broughtdser ¢b safety, and ten
minutes later he slid off the rocky outcropping, toward the rising hill behind them.

The rushing water was now a foot higher

AHe candét make it up that hill, o Aby°k cri
AHere. o0 | toés was helwasssoranblingbaadk fromehe rock withthe . S
tattered remains of Bruds sheepskin in her mo

Abyok understoodand sheaught a corner of the sheepskin in her mouth as Bru
complied. The sound of distant thunder split the astesbegan to pull. It was backbreaking
work, but they had to make it, they just had to!

She had managed to pull the husky about five feet when her mate bounded down the hill
barking: AWedbre al most there! o He ngrttebbed a c¢
heavy husky was ten feet higher.

The rocky outcropping where they had found Bru was now level with the river water, and
at the sight of the rising flood, Bru roused himself enough to crawl off the sheepskin and pull
himself higher. His efforts, leever, were spawned by nothing more than pure adrenaline, and
that only brought him another five feet.

Meeko charged on up the hill, barking as he crested the top, 20 feet from their present
position. fAToo | ate! Wedre compltetdelay ssit aodn
right in the middle of itl!o

Abyok glanced from her mate to the wounded husky, noting how the blood was once
again flowing freely from his back. ATher eds

the flood from here. 0
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Bt the riverdés stil]l ri sing!o Meeko pitch

1

get to higher ground! o
AHe candét His wound!
Alf he doesndét get to higher ground, weoll
A howl drew the r et rcompletayrscsaked ia bldoad natl i o n . Br u
managed to crawl another foot or two up the hill; but he now lay in a crumpled heap. Another
how! split the air as he raised his head. Pointing with his nose towards the swirling river, his legs
scrambled in a futile atterhfo rise.
A sense of panic rose i n AluhegewadlonagZut as s h
AThe river took her! o Bru howl ed.
AThere, 0 Aby°k cried. Al see her!o
Before Meeko could orient to the direction her muzzle was pointing, Abyok was gone,
and he wasorced to helplessly watch his mate fly down the hill, leap over Bru and land with a
splash in the water. An instant later, she snaked out her muzzle, and her teeth latched on to the
tiny brown body, barely visible in the swirling mass.
Awhineeruptedfrm hi s t hroat as Meeko charged down
Hi s mateds strong strokes would not be abl e t
nothing but stare as her black body swept downriver with the tiny brown form firmly clutched
between her teeth. He tensed, readying himself to jump after.her
ANo! o
It was Bru.
AYou candt help her from the water. o
Meeko cocked an ear towards the black and white dog. His words made sense. His only
hope would be to stay on land. He would havieap over to the mainland before it was too late.
From there he could search for her downstreaAdrenalin surged through his veins as he
crouched to spring across the fagtiening channel..
What about Bru?
Meeko hesitated. If he left the little @&id now, it would be hours, maybe even days
before it would be safe to return. The dog wa
bl eed to deat h, and even if he didnoét, he wou

buried his face inik paws; but he knew he had no choice. He had to stay. For. Bru
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Thewatel ogged bundl e was heavy in Aby°kds mou
swirling, murky water of the raging river, and it took all her strength and concentratikeep
Li o n a kdand hers as evéll out of the current.

Thankfully the Iittle form wasnoét struggl:]
would both drown.

But shoul dnét she be struggling? Was she e

The island was now well behind thesm;d t he sound of Brudés howl
frantic barks had long since been swallowed up by the roar of the water. Abyodk had initially tried
fighting the current, but the effort had exhausted her store of energy. Now she let her legs dangle
as the flow pused her farther and still farther from her mate. She knew that if there was any
hope of saving the |ittle dogdés | ife, she wou
no longer seemed that there was a bank to this expanse of water. Fart@lhpparposes, she
appeared to be in the middle of miles and miles of brown froth.

She tried to keep her head pointed towards
didn't think the water was drawing her westward. She decided to try a few nodessstnd with
all of her intent on the eastern side of the watery mass, she drove her self forward.

Something long and feathery seemed to swish around her legs as she churnBthtitem.
|l ife of some kind? Maybe the river wasnot too

She beat ér legs faster against the water, willing herself eastward

Was the current slowing a bit?

She blinked her eyes.

Was that really dry land she saw in the distance?

But it was so far off..

As she paddled on, her legs continued brushing up againstsipj¢lce water, and
though dry |l and didnét appear a&hegouldjustkos er , s he
hitting up against debris, but she refused to allow herself to likmkhat She pressed on

instead, scrambling wildly until she hitagagih s omet hi ng that didnét mo
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wet feet refused to find footing on the slippery surface, however. It was too far down for one

thing; but perhaps the greatest deterrent was that she was exhausted. Any moment and she would
lose the battlefcher will to keep the little dog above water. She forced her body to turn even

more towards the east, flailing her legs through the water, thrashing the foam; and when she felt
the rocky bottom again, it wasnotheslpmeryf ar down
pebbles until slowly but surely, she found herself moving on solid ground.

Aby°kds | egs were now shaking with fatigue
before her belly came out of the water, and another eternity of scrambling beforasshlele to
finally pull herself completely from the rive
ground, she shook her coat, then she scooped the little dog back up and backed another 30 feet

from the wateuntil she came to the base of anhgifpot rock wall.

Unfortunately, trouble wasnodot yet over. Li
Too late!
AOh, Great Sheep, o0 she cried, Awhat do | d

the little dog's back legs into her mouth, and lifting the still forml timti dog was upside down,
she shook her gently.

No response.

Panicking now, Abytdk began turning in a circle, pivoting on her hind legs as she whirled
the little dog in the air. Around and around she spun until her own heagpwaggtoo wildly
to contnue. As the little dog dropped from her jowls, shikapsed to the ground in miseryou
failed!

But wait. The waterlogged creature was sputtering. Ajbachoed against the rock wall
behind them as Lionakds tiny o6nelasigag, éhelgyan heayv
still; but the rhythmic rise and fall of her
One, 0 s h.dhemi toetaet to docanything else, she settled her muzzle on her forelegs

and closed her eyes.

It seemed like hars before Lionak awoke.
Dark clouds were chasing themselves across the sky, completely blocking the now
setting sun. The river, which had been so quick to rise, had already begun its retreat, and the little

shelf of dry land at the base of the rocky weltl broadened.
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Abyodk had no way of knowing how far downstream the water had swept them, but she
instinctively knew that even if the river retreated at the same rate it had risen, it would be hours,
maybe even days, before Lionak would be strong enoughwveltHer tiny body was still
weakened by the recent infection in her | eg,
the little dog had just come very close to drowning. She only hoped and prayed that Meeko was

safe, and that he was caring fouEand not out looking for her.

A Br.a

The whispery voice was urgent, and Aby°kods
selfless this Chihuahua had become. AShhh, 0o s
that little shelf of land wherewelf t hi m. 0 She nosed the |little d

you? Are you okay?o
Lionak attempted to risgganting,but only succeeded ietting herself into a crouched
posi tdino naHenaicewasa | i t t | e B heoneagsmalicaicare¥We hdve
to...0 eHvoice faded as her gaze took in the reality of their situation.
Abyok looked awaylt made her shiver to think thiteeko might have left Bru to follow
hee. But she coul dndt d BHeesolutbleshaleheed hopipngt hi nk |
herwords portragdt he conf i dendo s dte Mikaderkmoybts .fwie ¢ lh: hi m

From his position on the rock slab, the wa
heard of this type of cloudburst befofidey were relatively ammon in the foothills where he
was born. A similar flood had forced his family to leave their home when he was just a few
weeks old, and he could vividly remember the teams of dogs who worked to rescue the
unf ortunate creat ur e sp. ltfwasomth thishnenind/itaat he searshed/theo | e n
river, hoping beyond hope that a beloved black head would bob into view. Unfortunately,
although the strong flow swirling around him was littered with branches, uprooted plants, and the
bodies of smallaniml s who hadndét been able to get to hi
Abyok.

Not that he really expected to find her, for she would likely have been swept miles away
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by this time. There was the possibility she had made it to a dtly patand, howeveand it
waswith this hope that he raised his eyes from the water to search-thedgriverbank for any
signs of life.
AYou see anything?o
Meeko shook his head, then he turned and sloshed to higher ground.
The river had continued to rise until Bru layabout three inches of water. Fortunately, it
was now receding, and the growsmdund the huskwas no longer submerged. Bru raised his
head from his fore paws. f#Altds probably just
AKeep your head down or Rteewatdr fromtisfareAd agai n

soon as he realized it would be futile to follow Aby6k into the current, he had set to work

cleaning Bruds many wounds. It had been a | on
back were deep; and even now, every timethbi g dog moved, blood woul
got to stay still, 0o he repeated. Then a momen

ABecause it means they washed farther down

A growl escaped Meekob6s throat.
Bru stared at hismrfrgr id momemnind [lodm, but
the water around here, especially with the river as high as it currently is. If they were to have
become tangled up in something, or if they were to have been thrown against a boulder, it
wo u | d nkély to éné very well. The water is shallower and wider downriver, with the river
floor rising gradually to the bank. There are
trees and bushes. That would give them a bett
Meekods stance relaxed a bit with the husk
dogdés side. The thought of Aby°k and Lionak b
quite possibly, hurt, still made him restless; but he nodded his head/digcasid resolutely
began | icking at tlhec ahnuéstk yhoesl pmasbyb ywo uGrdesat On e

someone | can help. | will worry about him, and leave Abby and Lionak to You.

The moon had already risen and was waning over the land wkeko\hgain paused
from his work. Bru appeared to be asleep, and Meeko knew that he, too, should try to rest.
Somet hing was bothering him, however, and he

sense of danger; rather, there was a tingling sensa the pit of his stomach, the same kind
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that always appeared just before something important happened. His eyes scanned the little plot
of dry land, searching for anything that might be new, and when he found nothing, his eyes
returned to the husky &is side. Sometime after sunset the bleeding had finally stopped, and the
dog now lay quiet with his eyes closed and his chest rhythmically rising and falling. As Meeko
stared at him, he became aware of a sense of love that seemed to radiate throonghardisn
this creature. He would understand if it were Abydk lying there; but to care this deeply for a total
stranger, and one who had so blatantly reject
fathom. It took a few minutes, but he soonrealizeddat t hi s | ofsomhind,bud n 6t ger
rather, it was flowinghroughhim. He was experiencing the love of the Great Sheep for this
wayward dog!
With this realization, Meeko gradually came to realize that the feeling of unease he still
felt in the pt of his stomach was actually emitting from the injured animal.
An involuntary whine erupted from his throat, and Bru stirred at the sound. He winced in
pain, then he resettled his muzzle on his forelegs.
Meeko had no idea where the words had come fromyban he found them bubbling
up, he didnodot resist them: ADo you want to ta
Bru winced again, but this time it was clear that it was not from physical pain.
Altés okay, Bru. Wedve all done things webd
a ny wa ypawed, Bemsing a struggleinthee ky. fAYou havendt done an
forgive. 0
AYou only say that.Obecause you donét know
ANo, 0 Meeko responded. Al say that because
Bru stared over the swollen river. Any dry land on the othensateimpossible to see in
the shifting light of the crescent moon above thefiastvi ng ¢l ouds. AWhy are
Meeko moved closer. Al ém not doing anythin

doing far less. Abydk now, she would be doingmmh mor e. 0

AwWell youdre wrong.o The voice became | oud
areéewrong!o

AShh, 0 Meeko whispered. AYou never know wh

AYoubre wrong, 0O Bru repeated, quieter now.

sheepskin. o
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Meeko pressed in. HfATell me about it.o

ANo! 0 |t walsarkthanrawordabusthemthedgs k y 6s t one qui et ed
maybe | need to confess this to someone. Mayb

AYou dondt need to confess tibyonieellike Meeko w
talking. o

Bru swall owed, then he béegwmameflot started

AWho came?0

fiTheydidd the dogs with sheepskins. The ones who had once worn real sheepskins, but
had covered them up with the other kind. They came, anckkiteymymatd i n col d bl ood
He looked away.

Al &m sorry! o

Bru sniffed. Al thought dogs with real she
yourmatel di dnét mean to do what | did next. It v
wentwayd wn | o w: Al jumped one of them. He was or

little group, one who had fled the pack with us. | ripped off his outside sheepskin...only to

di scover that he didndot have a r eadlbeeososureany mo
of the reasons behind his actions. Butnow Ever yt hi ng mi ght have stil
shocked by the idea that a dog could lose his sheepskin that | just dropped off his back and ran
into the woods. He dretdnedto ourfhaihglplacs, | found thelbadies wh e n
of three othe® three of my friend€l just lying there, with the fake sheepskin, along with the

real one underneath, completely ripped from t

Al trul,yo0 aMe skoad rwhi spered agai n.

ANo, 0 Bru persisted. AYou still dondt know
didnoét | ast | ong, but oh, how he suffered; an
been our closest friends and confidantewhd i d t hi s! 0 He | owered hi s
day | decl ared revenge. I knew | should forgi
his voice dropped to a whisper: AAnd | stil!]
startedtodsappear, but one day | removed the fake

my shoul ders. o
Meeko whined. He had no idea what to say, but his heart cried out for thieust@rso

badly broken in body, so sadly broken in spirit. It was obviouggeetted his actions, and
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praying to the Great Sheep for wisdom, he whined again.

ASo now you can see why | dondét deserve yo
Meeko didndét wunderstand any of this, but o
the more reasontoshowybuh e Gr eat Sheepdbs |l ove. o0 Then the
deep inside, once again words that he didnot

revenge?o

Aad | dondt know! I know that 1 0m sorry | | o

AWell that OMud dstyamu | i ke to have your shee

Bru stared at him incredulously. ABack? |
someone who just threw it away?o

Again Meeko didnot ma buetheavorgs bubblesl forthhdoasy t o r e
they did, he realized he was speakinggt h: A Bru, when the Great She
stone altar, He did so to forgive ALL the wrong things every dog has ever done and will ever do.

Do you understand that 2?09

Bru looked puzzled, but he haibdde his head. This was what he had been taught, way
back when he first considered taking the Grea

AThat means He died on that altar for your
the bad things your friend did when he killed yourenata nd your ot her friend:

The husky blinked. He opened his mouth to speak, then he clicked his teeth shut. He
coul dndét deny. that i1t was true

ASince itds obvious you regret your action
have to do is go to Hira.

Deep in his heart, Bru wanted to do exactly what Meeko was suggesting; but did a dog
truly get more than one chance at growing a sheepskin?

AYou need to confess to Him that youbve do

give your |life to Him.O
Thef i rst hope in days kindled in Bruds hear
Meeko hesitated only for a second. He hone
bubbled forth anyway: Alt will work! oo ote rose
a few feet away. ADon6t waste any time gettin
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It had been three weeks since Little Pitro
turned out to be as bad as he had originally thought. In fact, the moments hg actsdied up
to Teelu were far better than what happened the majority of the time. Mostly he was left tied to a
tree!

Biamic was sometimes the reason, but more often than not, Teelu just left him on his
own. Little Pitro thought at first that Teelu sawrgetied up to another dog as a nuisance; but as
time went on, his brotheeceivedwo other dogs tied to the rope around his neck, and he kept
these with him at all times.

Except when Biamic came to visit, which seemed to be quite often these.days

It had taken Little Pitro a couple of days to figure out that his brother was avoiding him;
but once the idea crossed his mind, he took great pleasure in continually reminding everyone
who came near that he and Teelu were, indeed, brothers, and that Teglingaa lie.

Not that anyone paid any attention to anything he. said

It was with trepidation in his heart that Little Pitro followed Teelu to the stone altar that
day, three weeks after his arrival in the settlement. His punishment was over, tad figr was

glad. But what would be asked of him now?

The service was nearing its end when Dal tu
patient with you, Little Pitro, o0 he crooned.
muster. The questioniswa.0 He paused here to |l ook over the
presence of these dogs, renounce your curly f

A lump grew in Little Pitrods throat as hi

come to wonder if these dogs even knew what lleesskin signified. Did they realize that their
own sheepskins would never save them? Did éweypknow why dogs wore sheepskins?

Daltu gave a tiny bark of i mpatience. ASO
curl s?0 His voi cceaacrhosveo ridn wmlturhe iwi trbang t hr ou

have to tear them off ?0
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Al wi || not renounce the Great Sheepbs ski

The crowd exploded in a chorus of barks an
understad why. Then the individual voices began coming through the clamor:

AHe thinks heb6s wearing a sheepskin. Doesn
can put on and take off?0

Little Pitrobds anger soared athethdweed,andv i ous
to his delighted surprise, the crowd quieted.
by the Great Sheep Himself, the same One you honor by coming to this stone altar. The
sheepskins you wear are the ones that are not

Thatwas al | he had time to say before Daltu
you about dogs who wear these kinds of sheepskins. | warned you that they speak lies. Think
about it, my dear dogs: How could the Great Sheep givewtiskin to each dog whwears

this kind of woolly fur? After He gives it to
dog! o

The crowd exploded into jeers and yaps of laughter.

ARemember, 06 Daltu called over the din, d@Ath
sheep ki n. |l td6s earned by doing the things that
gift is a lie, formed deep in the pits of the
good. o

Little Pitro forced himself to stop panting. He wanteday something. He wanted to
show hese dogs how wrong they were; Wwanted to showtgainst this false teaching; he wanted
tohowl;lut t he e xt e ntion drainedbianloftalledesgyt dvas @lehp could do to
stay standing-orgive them, GreaDne. They have no i dea what the
It was perhaps what happened next, however, that disheartened him the most
Teelu, who had watched the proceedings with interest from the other side of the stone
altar, | eaped f ovolungeers for stiohgd capalbleodogk who gan fipdhiose
silly curls from this impostoroés back! o
Little Pitro closed his eyes. It was bad enough to watch the dogs crowding forward, fangs
bared, pressing in for one chance to snatch a mouthful of wool feobabk; but the worst part

was definitely that it was spearheaded by his own brother
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Little Pitro was col d. Freezing, actually,
want to open. Mercifully, he had passed out after the first 15 minfites attack, and he now
had no idea where he was or how hedéd gotten h
gag; but beyond that, he could only tell that it was very dark. The middle of the night, perhaps;
but the floor under himwas madeofssons o col d that 1t coul dnodot ha
sun in a very long time. He shiverethdthe effort sent raging pain from the nap of his neck to
the tips of his toes. Maybe it wasnodt..night t
With all his immediate senses singing out their disapproval for his location, it took Little
Pitro a few moments to realib®w badlyhis back hurt. It was like somethihgddrug him over
sharp rocks, scraping away his skin.
He turned his muzzle to sniff theekh blood on his shoulders, then he tried to rise; but
the pain, especially in his hind legs, was too intense. Something was definitely very wrong with
these appendages, for just the little effort required to lift his head sent sharp pain slashing
throughthe muscles of his hips, especially on the left. He dropped back to the cold, damp floor,
shaking violently. Whether from cold or shock
the more pain stabbed through his hips.
Suddenly the airintnlittte cave shifted as the faint scer
nose. As thacentslowly began tastrengthen, &t words, spoken in a higpitched voice
reached his ears: fAWhere are you Little Pitro
here somehere...0
He coul dnodot tel]l by the creature's voice i
warmed at the words and he relaxed on to the cold, stony floor. When he opened his mouth to
call out, however, only a whine escaped.
The scent of dog ben®e stronger as the creature drew neam the heard the tiny voice
gaspi Why .dy oywaur e alive! o
Little Pitro decided that the voice was that of a matupat smald d o g . 0 yesy b
amd Ithink...0 Hi s voice came out i nt jeetr kélatdb uft Wha w.

you?o

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit® 85



A tiny nose now pushed up under what remai
whi spered the voice, Aand if they find out yo
sob seemed to swel hyd thgy..Olm LtLihtetiténki voocel 6Viav
of herelo

ADDIdknow you?o
ANo, 0 whispered the voice. fil saw you at t
AWbwhere am | ?0
AYou are in a burial cave far outside the

whohavepssed over. o

Little Pitro shivered. Well, at | &dast it a
didd I gethere?WAwhat happened?o0

AYou dondét remember ?0 Qu aeprabdblyap abul seesds ionngl.yo
Then the voi ce b beyaappedoffeyoueskin, gnd then theyrdraggéd fou
here. o

Little Pitro winced at the words.

AThey must have thought you were dead, but
proper burial. Finding you alive, however, is
A single word was | | Little Pitro could muster: A Wh

AfBecause they were so mean to you when all
believe as you do. No one deserves that kind of treatment. | figured they were trying to silence

you because you might have somethmgts ay t hat they didnét want wu

find out what it was. For now, however, we re

Little Pitr @ batedottampaid.0 fAiDeat h

AYoubre just in shock, 0 the tgoodagnimalskipn assur
to keep you warm. o6 With that, the dog turned,
over the rocky surface.

He shivered, but though he found himself o

warmedhis heart. He turnedif head, sniffing at the fresh blood. The wave of pain that shot
through his hips made him wince, but he kept sniffing. As near as he could tell, all the skin on
his back had been completely stripped away, taking with it large chunks of muscle as well.

Though the whole area was a bloody mass, he dic
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severed, which was, he realized, the reason he was still alive.
But with the extent of his injuries, how long would life continue to flow through his
veins?
Little Pitro began to liclatthe blood, and with each pass of his pink tongue, his
excitement rose: The more blood he cleared, the more he could tell that his back still smelled the
same as before: It still carried the scent of the Great Sheep! This thoughhimashomentarily
cock his ears forward@h Great Onehe breathedhey can steal our wool, they can even take
the flesh underneat h, b Atushoflwarmth seemedto begirrak e a wa
the base of his neck, spreading across his batklawn each of his limbs as he realized

something very, very important: His sheepskin would grow again!

—_——

The night was warm. Far too warm to wear a sheepskin. Teelu wiggled out of his,
stashing it in a far corner of his little den. He hated the thiegsB des, he stil |l cou
why it was so necessary to wear one. True, it was marginally better than the one his parents and
littermates insisted upon, but it was just too warm, and it got in the way of everything fun he
tried to do. It was forevayetting dirty, too. The beautiful white skin he had donned just a few
short weeks earlier was already stained and r
sheepskins his parents wore never got dirty and never wore out; but he pushed these thiioughts o
of his mind. Maybe he would just have to get himself a new one!

Taking off the sheepskin didnét calm his a
ti mes before |Ilying back down. When the restle
making their way down the passageway. Maybe a breath of fresh air would do him some good.

Then came that awful thougl@oing outside meant he had to put the sheepskin back
on....

He turned back, but the mere sight of the wool in the corner made him shuddler, 0 h e
resolved aloud, little caring i f anyone heard

head high in the air, he resolutely marched down the short passageway and into the night.
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It was dark outside. Not even the tiniest twinkle ofaa sould be seen in the night sky,
and when Teelu sniffed, the hot, humid air told him nothing. Black shapes loomed ominously
around him as he made his way by scent down the path. He knew the one directly in front was a
towering oak tlrewer scthewerne thiiesd Adplt o. He skir
them to see him without his sheepskin

He didndét really have a plan, but when bei
turned his steps towards the creek. Maybe a drink of fresdr wauld help, and if the air was as
oppressive down there as it was here, hedd ha

The black shapes lessened gradually as he cleared the settlement and started down the
path through the long meadow grasses; but the farther he got fraettleenent, the more
unsettled he became. He slowed his steps as he cocked his ear towards the creek; but all he heard
was a sharp hum as thousands of insects cranked out their melancholy songs. Any other night he
might have enjoyed their music, but tortighonly added to the oppressi

He paused and blinked his eyes shut, then he snapped them open again. The events of the
afternoon were still so vivid in his mind that every time he closed his eyes he relived the sight of
the twenty dogs leaping forwagd his invitation, springing upon Little Pitro, ripping the wool
and skin from his back. This scene was immediately followed by the game affway, with
four power f ul dogs on each of Little Pitrobs
simplycl osed his eyes, pretending he didndét see,
creature that was literally being ripped limb from limb....

Was this the reason behind his restlessness?

It had come as almost a relief to him when Little Pitro was pihoeld dead and hauled
off to the burial caves. His relief was shbved, however, for now he was continually plagued
by the crippling idea that he had just killed his brather

A growl bubbled up in his throat. He had to get away from these thoudtes ah, the

little sheepl over was now with his precious Good Shey

to be, wasnot it?
But he didnét really believe any of that n
| 61 1 go,heesolvddli 2 mi ¢

But that was theito? hRir® miro bh &dmnbétwabenédn com
fact, he hadndét seen her in three days.
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He turned back towards the settlement, but he had only gone a few steps when he sensed
movement in the night. He hal t edascestthe f f eni ng
recognized, however, and in the darkness of the night, hercéoteke outanything He cocked
his ears forward, but the incessant buzzing o
i magi ned i t Asdke threed tonfodusis atrerdgiah back on his return to the settlement
hesaw the shape of a tiny dog steadily dragging something a lot bigger than itself down the
creek bed towards the burialcav€su r i oHies ér eal | y di dndét care enou:
a passing thoud, however, and he turned his steps towards the grotto that Bidmic shared with

her parents.

Little Pitro raised his head, willing his eyes to focus. The effort seemed harder than it had
earlier. Were his muscles stiffening? In death?

He h a d n @he had éleh asleep, but something had most definitely awakened
him. He cocked his ears into the darkness, listening intently; then he heard it: The sound of nails
scraping over stone and of something heavy being drug over rough terrain. He sniffédhe/as
little dog with the higkpitched voice? He sure hoped so, and he was relieved when a skin of
some kind wagulledover hisback and a tintonguebegan busily cleaning up the blood.

Als it true what you said back there?o

The warmth of theanimal k i n f el t good, and Li totade Pi tr c
altar?o0

A thhum Il s it true that wunless the sheepbs w
6t real ?0
AThe ©®ifdGrdatShespdoesnoto dpeepskdd pereomallg i t i sndt r e
His shegpskild on@® y ou c an & grows fdodey owdf back. o

The licking stopped for a few seconds, as if the little dog were contemplating what Little
Pitro had said. When she spook, her voice was
the sheepskin?o

Little Pitro winced as the busy little tongue resumed its work, but he knew that the sting

of saliva meant the wounds were being disinfected. Breathing a prayer for Wisatairfor
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endurancetospedkh e began: 0 Th & ostoreaaltar $8Wweecanfavedis e d
skin. When we wedér His skind Good Shephefilc a n 66t backstengd we 6 ve done. Gr e
Sheepdsoskirs them up. o6 He paused, panting fro
same time how so few words could exhaust him so much; then he took a bigame&brced
hi msel f t o ¢ ono badithiegh cavebed Upycanwoutfeel fre@ltolbed in His
presence. 0
The little dog was quiet for a few moments as the licking continued in earnest, then the
tiny muzzl e agai n f ounysheepskingthe®nefhatl earaed by deiryr : A
good things, cover up the hoad things | 6ve don
Little Pitro again prayed fd&dsomanybad ngt h and
thingdt hat we candt e v ertocdverthemm daut gdhsd thokdeht Steepe d s
came to this land. He lived a perfect dféut jealous pack dogs killed him. Becadidee had
don& no wrong, hi§ sacrifice paid for all the bad thinpsve 6 ve everowktone. When
accepd real sheepskin, vieaccepd His rightness as our ownand it covers up all of our
badness! o Then his head dropped to the cold f
The little dog said nothing for a full five minutes, then the little nose again came under
his ear: Al believe you. o
Little Pitro's breath caught in his throateax ci t e ment raced & hrough

do?o0

AShh! We never know when walls have ear s,
you out of here. o There was silence for a mom
Pitrobs ear :kniolw.s alwn Hi nd,r eyaiom. A bi g, white she
Sheep, and He was calling me. o

Excitement boil ed upddHespeait bl g oB?©HDr o6s gut
AShhh, 06 admoni shed the dog again. AWe have
ou of here. o There was again silence for a fe
was even more softly: AThere are more who hav
who doubt what they preach at the stone altar. We used tolneee at the settlement who said
things like what you arsaying, but Daltu and his shesqnned followers drove them all away.
Now they confuse us with theireverhn angi ng rul es. 0 She paused, t|

his ear: fAdAMaybiengvh& nbiytoustarender, you can ans\
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Little Pitro tried to respond, but the little
the keeper of the buri al caves; but 1 6dm only
you out of here. | will go for help. oo

ANo. 0 Pitro couldnét Kkeep tohbettedhotgleaercy d o rodnt
knowo yet. | ca® pull mysel® out. Showmédt he way. 0

He could feel the beady little eyes on him then, as if the little dog were weitji@n

wisdom in his words. AThereds no way you can
dondét have any broken bones, I 61 | never Kknow.
Al octany. O
Her response was dowbtful: AWell él suppose
__z:z__
The heavy cloud cover shifted slightly, andths ky | i ght ened a shade.

trek back to the settlemeatlittle more pleasant, but it was still his sensitive nose rather than his
eyes that told him he had arrived at his destination.
All was still around the cave, but Teelu picked up a Wegh scent. Biamic had been
outside only moments earlier. Not wanting to arouse her parents, He put his head into the cave
opening and whined softly. It was only a moment or two before Biamic padded down the short
passageway and into the night.
Herwhites heepskin | ooked a dark gray as she sn
pulled back to reveal a gray row of teeth as a tiny growl escaped her 8tredtirned then, and
strode away from the rows of caves.
Teelu stared after her. Just a few dage she had been all over hiwthy had she
growled?Maybe she just wants get away from the caves so ved speak freely.. Yes. That
had to be it, and Teelu confidently trotted a
AShhh! o
Even in the dark, Teelu could sense her sddaybe she was still concerned about being
overheard... With this thought, he silently fell into line behind her.
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Bi2mic didndét stop until she was i n an ope

growled again.

AHey! 0 Teel u i gnorteldatt hceo nteinmuwe ch gt os orunmisl e
couldndét seem to sleep without seeing you. Yo
t hought maybe you were still trying to hide 0

after dark. o
Biamic staréd to speak, but turned her headhy instead

A warning bell r angwhyn yToeue | huabvse nnd tn db. e efinT hoavt e
Biamic pulled back her jowls even more, thenshegaveahald . A Parti all y. o
venom | aced her nextmewdreds:usiel laldd ad nditd nwéatnt t

Teeluds | ower jawhatrdpped open. @ Wh

Bi2mic nodded decisively. fEspecially when
poor Little Pitrao..0 Her voice constricted.
Bud
You just stood by B8ndmiedst vemclki skt rleinmgt h

1]

3t

herself: AYou just | et them kil hi m! o
Teelu trotted around so that he faced her.

to be nipped in the bud. o

3t

Ni pped iyes, not mederedirdcold bloadhe snarledTurning again, she
moved away a few paces.

Teelu trotted around again. ALook. |l never
of f his sheepskin. o

Altdéds the same thing, 1sn6t it? And then vy
their sockets. o Bi2micds shrill voice now rang
neverheardin the usually gentle retriever. He stepped backwards, one step, Higback
bumped up against something cold and hard. He turned his heagesiitprfind the
settl ementds stone altar against his backside
a dark sheepskin. He was sur e..iHeswalewedht@pushb e e n
back these emot i on swvaswelas bdo that the stoneialtarneeglo u k n o
protection against false doctrine. o0

AYeah? Sometimes | think wedve all forgott
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ANo! o

AThen tell me! Tell me what it means, beca
somehing more in the stone altar and the sheepskins thandaitd the rest and especialky
you! o

Teeluds quick temper f | ardthlatcroBdsoe @ad WO yldiusd r

teeth snapped just beside her eeurtimg,hdd. Al s t

Il nstead of coming to see m®, youbve been frat
AWith your brother, you say?0 Bi&2mic could
what he saidvast r ue. You and Little Pitro are brother
ANo! 0 But hitsor egqup ccrks e twaos angry. ALook! o H
himselfnLi ttl e Pitro and | are not brothers. |1 0m
he has black fur. Or at | east he did, before
Biamic lookedpuzda d, but she wasnét ready te back d

breed, too. They say his mother and father used to live here, that his mother was a golden

retriever. Maybe you took after her, while he
ABi 2mi c! 0 Teerantaldfoweuwrtant ®@lenter his tone
to fool you into thinking I édm a pure breed wh
for?0 He moved forward, I|licking at her ear.
She turned her head. fALeiadmrdtmemaVeo®naway But
ACome on Bi2mic, 0 he coaxed. fAYou know me
ADo | 2?0 The sting was now gone from her wo
know you at all. You just whisked i ntboutmy | if
you. 0 Her voiceodofidbedt wknbwsloTdamndut. fifl edem |guosac
been feeling sick fodl d&amfewadads @Mew| uand | 6m
AHey, | 6m not the reason you dondt feel roi
days. | 6m the one who makes you feel good, re

nose under her belly.

ANo, Teelu. o0 Bi2mic moved away. ALook. I d
see is how you just sat there and let them Kkill that poorld@dnh need some time, Teelu, time
to think this through, to figure it all out, to define how | feel for you, | mean really feel, on

something more than a physical | evel.o
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| donodot.anBetr sTaaldu dasshétt ar yedseeyowd 6 owii\

1

Y

again?o

Bi@2mic stared at him at | engt h. AYoubre no
Altdés too hot, I 61 | put 1t back on tomorro
ADond6t you believe in the sheepskin anymor
Teel u, |  roeva lol Wi d don G th olsre words, she ran off i
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Bru watched as the yellow, woollyacked dog sauntered over to
down and raise his muzzle towards the sky. He let his mind wander at random then, reliving the
courseoevents that had brought him to the curren:
him to realize that he was angry: angry at the loss of his mate, angry at the dog who had killed
her, angry at the pack for their hatred of real sheepskins andhigistence that all dogs wear
the doggiven kind... And perhaps he was even angry at the Great Sheep Himself for allowing
all this to happen.

As each memory passed through his mind, however, his emotions morphed. Anger turned
into grief, then grief tolsame. And nowhe could feel himself being pulled deep into a black pit
of anguish and gloom.

Bru allowed himself to contemplate these emotions for a while, and with each passing
minute, thedespaideepened and strengthened their hold on him.

There was, hwever, a voice vying for space in his midfdhe concentrated past the loud
self-accusation, he could make out the woklsyou need to do is confess that you are wrong
and admit you are sorry. You need to give your life to Him.

It was Me e kgny througlo lisanend, and Bru shook his head as he muttered,

Al candt go baNowl 6moétvreapgpegd myn piit. o

Then it came again, that quiet, small voiCeme, Bru. Come home to Me.

It took a few moments for Bru to note the change in pronand only then did he
gradually became aware that this wasndét Meeko
one time, beensoméwat f ami | dlarc d md th, nh eclahudtt elr @etd . g a6

He thought he understood why he had lost his shkeepshe sheepskin represented
forgiveness, poured forth without measure, covering his wrongs, erasing his badness. The
moment he saw his mateds dead body and had ch
he had stanched the flow of the Great Sbegp f or gi veness. When this haea
anger had rushed back over him with a force h
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somehow still flowed, but his own inability to forgive blocked the power of the gift. Perhaps he
hadnothifsl csshtetepskin; perhaps he had simply #dApu
But nowd now that familiar voice was once again calling h®ome home to Me!
Adl candt, o he stammered for the third ti me
| love you, Bru.
At those words, Bru raised his head and looked around. Tibe seemed so audible, so
tangible!
But he saw nothing unusual.
His head dropped back on his forelegs, and closing his eyes, he allowed these magical
words to swirl through his mind. They coated his heart like a balm until he finally fell asleep:

| love yau, Bru!

B r usleep was far from restful. He spent the first half hour as a spectator, watching his
|l ife play out before him. He coul dndét help bu
things he had done. With each passing moment grew the @dlii on i n hi s heart t
deserve the Great Sheepds forgiveness at al/l
Yet it was still offered to him..

How can you not forgive those who have wronged you?

But he couldnét | et go. After all ,arthis wa
deeper.

Does it?

Brués eyes opened, and suddenly he found h

light that seemed to shine forth from somewhere behind him. He looked around, blinking his
eyes against the brightness.

| already forgave every wrongpu ever did. Have you accepted that forgiveness?

The voice was strong but soft, and as Bru squinted into the light, the blackness seemed to
push back until he could see the source of the voice: Ayhite lamb, strapped so tightly to
thetopofastonal t ar t hat the bamds cut into His skin

Have you surrendered yourself to Me?

Sneering laughter now surrounded ld@b, drowning out the loving voicés Bru

shifted his gaze to the surrounding blackness, the clearing around the altar seelngithto fi
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hundreds of red eyes. In fact, the blackness itself seemed to be nothing more than a fog emitting
from their jowls, a fog that spread out, enveloping everything...enveloping...him...until the foul,
sulfuric stench clogged his throat, choking him
Bru squeezed his eyes shut, but when he reopened them, the fog of evil was so dense that
he could no longer see the beam of light! The red eyes seemed to have multiplied as well, until
there were thousands ofthewth er e 6s t he alam@®@r ? Wher eds the
Understanding washed over him slowhlte had allowed his eyes to stray to the blackness
of evil, and now, he had become blinded to the truth of the Great Sheep and the stone altar.
Is this how | lost my sheepskin? Did | allow myself to stray into the blsskrie
unf orgiveness until | became blinded to the G
As he locked onto the red eyes of the dogs surrounding him, he began to understand
something i mportant: those eyes didndét produc
refleding light from somewhere behind himHe turned his head, away from the eyes, and as he
did, he again became aware of a beam of.lifise red eyes were simply reflecting the Great
Sheepds | ight! Even though hewabusidgtsetsamagviéd fr o
that he had focused on to draw him back to the Light!
In his dream, Bru charged towards the altar. The farther he went the more the fog of
blackness rolled back, until he was again encircled by the light. His raised his dyesotarte
of the light, to the Lamlbn top of the altar.. He was so helpless, so innocent, so untainted
Brugulpedii No! 0 Héorward s i é&Nad ! 0
The Lamb's next words halted his maderdsh al r eady paid the price
accept it, it willall have been in vain.
Great sobs racked the big dog as he fell t
Then, | ouder: Al accept Your forgiveness. Il a
Nothing changed, however, and herglad up shyly, watching as tharhb gaspd for
breath. Thatdés when he realized something vit
forgiveness before; but it had been nothing more than a selfish request, one meant to solidify his
entrance to the Emerald Caverns should heAliche sared at the preciousaimb, he now
sensed the creature was longing for more of him. He wanted to be his friend, to share his life in
the land, to give him strengihand comfo® and peac& and maybe even companionship and

wi sdom! But He cfts,eduld He@ Thesg thmgs requined sugendgl, and Bru
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had never fully surrendered himself to the Gr
of gift the Great Sheep was offering, was it? It was all or none!

Bru thoughtfully licked his jowls, caamplating this thought. He believed that he had
once had a real skin. He had even told himself he had a one; but he had taken the fake skin at
exactly the same time he thought he had received the real one

That 6s when he r e ahatiwauiddet hinnfeee: Withaut sarrendertioe  t r u
the tinyLambonthel t ar, t he Great Sheepds skin wasnot
never surrendered, there had never been wool growing from his back. He had lived a lie!

Bru swallowed as his shame sntn r 0 0o me d . He coul dndt | ook i nf
anymore; yet when he tried to look away, theseyew him back. That guiltlessainb had given
up everything to givéim everything. How could he do anythibgtsurrender? How could he
do anythingoutgive Him his all?

He buried his eyes under his front paws. i
unworthy of Your sacrifice; but as a tiny token of my gratitude, | surrender myself completely to
You. | give You my life, | give You my will, | give Youfut ont r ol of my being! o

As the words exited Bruds throat, it was a
realized he was carrying, dislodged itself from his heart and dropped away to roll into the fog

and disappear completely.

Bru awoke with a starf’he night breeze off the river was cool, and a thick cloud cover
now masked what little light the moon had given. He lifted his head and cocked his ears forward
as he slowly pulled his forelegs into a crouched position. He sniffed the air, testingrny floint
of anything unusual, but he found..only Meekoo
But wait! The dream had been so vivid, so real...
Could it beeé?
Excitement bubbled up from deep within as he slowly turned his head to sniff his back.
There, beween his shoulder blades, on the only spot of undamaged skin, was a patch of real
wool: The Great Sheepb6s skin!

—_—
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It took nearly an hour for Little Pitro to drag himself out of the burial cave. Not that it
was patrticularly far, but the way was rocky aratrow, and it required much more effort than it
should have to move his body at all. His legs seemed somehow disjoedpdcially his hind
|l egs, and mostly his | eft one. |t wouldnoé6t su
to drag himsdlalong with his wobbling fore paws. This caused his shoulder wounds to bleed
even more, and he was sure he was leaving a blood trail behind. The pain alone was nauseating,
and had it not been for the encouraging presence of little Quaelik, he woulchaegdreen able
to continue.

Then finally, they were outside in the night. The air was still heavy and stale, however,
and there wasndét even the slightest hint of a
dragging himself over dirt and grass &t of over a rocky floor, Little Pitro would have never
known they were outside.

AThis way, 0 wheezheedd tvhoe chei gopf t he teacup po
cave not far from here. |l tds mar ked raibto be t he
go there. Youodl!l be safe until your back heal

It was slow going, and more than once Little Pitro found himself collapsing, unable to go
on. Each time the courageous Quaelik was there with whispered words of encouragement, and
each time he pulledimself up yet again and continued on. Then, after what seemed an eternity
of dragging himself over rough terrain, he finally began to hear the faint echo of his breath, and
he knew he was once again within a shelter of some sort. With this realizeibmids no
longer seemed to respond to his command, and he collapsed to the rocky floor.

Quaelik pulled the rough skin over his back, and after whispering in his ear to not leave
the cave until she had returned to tell him it was safe, she slippedmtitentight, leaving him
alone. Again.

Under different circumstances, the eeriness of it all might have bothered him; but this
night, with his battered body screaming for r
Unfortunately for him, his sleepas far from restful. Each time he awoke, which, due to
his pain, was every few minutes, thoughts of his brother's actions tormented him. It seemed like
hours before the blackness of the cave turned gray and he knew it was once again daylight.

Though his bdy shook violently from the clammy chill that was seeping into his bones, the
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thought of the yelloworange orb in the sky brought him hope.
Then suddenly he wasnét cold at all, but v
skin. It was too much ofreeffort to raise his head to pull the thing off, however, and his lower
jaw dropped open instead as his tongue emerged in violent panting.
It was only a few moments before he was again shaking from cold.
Somewhere in the back of his mind he realized heimshock. Nonetheless, the lack of
control over hidodyonly frustrated him further, bringing about a dessated pain in his
knottedu p st omach. He didndét have time to contemp
uncontrollable spasm, and a hitliguid cascaded up his throat and out his open mouth.
Gotta get away from this!
But nothing he did wouldhakehis limbs move, and his muzzle dropped onto the cold
floor of the cavern, just inches from the pool of fsmielling liquid.
Mercifully, uncons@usness washed over him then, and as his tormented mind entered
the realm of comatose bliss, his battered body finally relaxed onto the rough stones of the cave

floor.

This is how little Quaelik found him upon her return. She shoved the limp body of a
mouse under his nose, then she began the tedious job of cleaning up his vomit before caring for
his wounds.

He didndét wake up as she carefully I|licked
shallow rise and fall of his abdomen and the faint wisp of waraist air that regularly escaped
his nostrils, she would have thought he had passed on.

She kept at her work all day, starting ove
wounds, and only occasionally taking a break to catch more tiny mice. She dterself, but
she always nosed the others under Little Pitr
be strong enough to eat. It was dark when she finally allowed herself a few moments of
exhausted sleep, but she was up with the sun the nexingoorresume her sefppointed task.

This set the pattern for the next several days. It was tiresome, thankless work, but an
internal force drove her on. The day Little Pitro finally awoke, ravenously hungry, she knew it

was al |l wo r t h waui df danger,tbet thevaveas findlly aptimy glimmer of hope.
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Teelu stretched his golden muzzle out of his grotto to sniff at the new dawn. How many
dawns there had been since that night, seemingly so long ago, when Biamic had snuffed him, he
c o u | sdyn Hethad returned to his cave in a miserable mood and had immediately fallen into a
Sl umber of depression. His sleep hadnoéot | aste
stretched out on the floor of his grotto, watching the darkness give way gralkhnd then
wane again to total blackness as the cycle of day and night repeated itself more times than he
cared to count. At one time he heard the sharp cracks of thunder and saw bright flashes of
lightning, followed by that earthy odor that often acpames a rain storm; but these only served
to further depress him.

Teelu could hear the dogs who were assigned to him for punishment. They were attached
to their ropes outside the cave, and at one point he entertained the thought that maybe he should
bringthem inside during the thunderstorm. He had turned away from the cave opening instead
and closed his eyes to their misery. He didno
dull anger had seeded itself in his heart, and his miserable statedstefeed its voracious
appetite for destruction.

It was the fifth day when his physical hunger finally brought him to his senses. The cave
was a dull gra§y daytimed and he needed to relieve himself badly. From the stench in his
grotto, he recognized that his semiconscious state, he had simply been soiling his home. This
realization brought about a new wave of intense anger. Oh, he had been angry many times before
in his short 12 months of life, but those past emotions were nothing compared to what now
rampaged in his heaitt fact, rage was now the only emotion he could actually fekdw

growl rumbled in his throat as he exited his grott¥ou will pay for this, Biamic!

The old chocolate lab opened his eyes at the sound of scratching insudleédTeel d e n . He
rose to his feet in anticipation, and the ottmeeedogs tied up with him also stood. It had been a
long five days. Besides being wet from the previous day's storm, Tanno was so ravenously
hungry that his usually jolly chocolatab humor wasvaning. His gentle, submission nature

dictated that he try to be optimistic, but at the moment, this was a hard task.
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The attack on Little Pitro seemed calculated and evil to the wizened dog; far more intense
than the simple punishment Daltu had descril@tier than wearing the woolly curls, what had
the dog done that was so wrong? His demeanor was gentle and kind, and his words rang of
wisdom and truth. Was this such a crime?

As Teelu exited his den, Tanno could feel an indignant growl bubbling up tinrbé.
The religious fervor at the settlement had accelerated rapidly since the arrival of this golden dog.
Oh, things had been changing since early spring, when Chanik arrived and the sheep all left; but
since Teeluds comi ng,ctetahdhatdilled. Buawtty? beelc wasi@ mu c h
golden retriever. They were generally such gentle dogs, hating conflict as much as he did! He
successfully squelched the growl with a whine as he watched Teelu shake himself, but then he
could only look on in dis#lief as the retriever charged at the foithem growling, jowls
snappin@ just liked a pack dog!

Tanno was one of the few in the settlement who had actually encountered pack dogs. It
had been years ago while on the trail to the southwest, and he shdaadito dislodge the
painful memorySurely this was not what the stone altar was all about

Tanno had always resisted the sheepskin. He had never understood why he needed one,
and his late mate was bitterly opposed to the teachings of the Great Bhaeegs secretly
relieved when the sheep left the settlement; but when Daltu began teaching that they all had to
wear sheepskins, his placid nature dictated he take one to keep the peace. He had tried to
understand Dal tubs t eexarmittedghe hemdus ceime fdr whiclshe and
was now being punishédremoving his sheepskin for a romp through the véatez had
accepted his penalty without argument. Someho
Daltu said the sheepskin would ...

AGet going, you mutts!o Teelu howled. AGet

Tanno could feel the heat of rage emanating from the retriever even before he felt the
sharp teeth and the warm squirt of blood from the puncture woundrigttisar flap; but there
was nothing he could do. His current course of punishment would last another three days, and if
he did anything to further rouse Teelubds ire,
serve Teelu without complaint; but as soon as ae fnee, he would find out if there was any

truth to Little Pitrobébs words

—_——
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The golden girl climbed to the top of the bluff. Below her were two caves. They were
empty for now, though her parents had told her they had once been home to a conple=sf fa
who, just | ast winter, disappeared into the w
parents had taken a ydang trip into the mountains to the East, and it was during this time that
she was born. From what she had heamde their rairn to the settlementhe sheep had
deluded both families into believing that a s
This put them in the Asheepd category in Dalt
off-limits, she had been instrac to never come here.

In her young mind, Biamic had made this forbidden place adwdg/, one where she
would flee in moments of strong emotion. Not that there was muchgbatlybothered the
retriever. In the happgo-lucky way of her breed, everytty in her short 14 months of life had
been carefree.

...Until now that is...

Now fear plagued her, and she had to do something to calm the continuous flutters in her
gut

Her nighttime encounter with Teethemexhad | ef
four nights either. Ever growing in the pit of her soul was an overwhelming sense of doom.
Initially, she had thought wassimply a feeling; but now it seemed that her belly was fuller than
usual.Could emotions really bring about physical chasg

Just the day before shad gone to her mothdReebekand confessed everything. She
expected her mother to be angry, for ever since the golden wonder had waltzed into town, her
parents had been very verbal about disapproving of him.

Why di dentdthem? | i st

Deep in her heart, she knew the answer to that question: Forbidden meat is so much
sweeter than that which is allowed. Now, as she stood atop the knoll and stared at the creek and
the stand of deciduous treesitsfar side she knew she shalihave listened. She made her
decision then. She would do as her mother suggested and avoid all further contact with Teelu.

Was it already too late?

Her eyes now turned to the east, scanning the long, narrow valley. Several stands of trees
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dotted the vallg floor until the forest swallowed up the open spaatehe far end of her vale.
She swallowed, allowing her eyes to raxerthe settlement, and then to that familiar circle of
trees surrounding the perfectly round clearing with the daunting stontustructhe exact
mi ddl e: The stone altar. So much of her young
give her the peace and joy that her parents told her it would bring

She dropped into the grass and rolled on her back to enjoy thewaf the sun on her
belly; but she jumped quickly back to her fee
It seemed that nothing she did would completely take her mind off the new black dog, the one
who c¢cl ai med to. be Teeluds brother

€ The me Teelu had ordered to be skinned alive

She knew she should be angry at Teelu, and
decide this wasno6t the reason for her feeling
dog...

She closed heryes, but all that she could think of was his stance of integrity and
humility, that look of compassion that emanated from his handsome face, the look that was
missing in all other faces in the settlemenA soft whine escaped her now. That face was gone
forever from this world..

Where had they taken him?

She rose, her body tense withpanp ener gy. She had to find h
sure, but she had to find it. The resolve returned to her steps as she bounded down the stony trail,
past the fdsidden openings in the rock and across the stream. There was only one likely place:

The Burial Caves.
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Meeko could no longer contain his restlessness. Spring was now well past. Baby birds
were already starting to leave their nests, the trees im full foliage, and most of the spring
flowers were beginning to wane, to be replaced by the sturdier ones that would fare better in
dryer conditions. Tiny signs of new life were again evident throughout the waterlogged land, and

theriver had retread to its former high water line

The retriever had tried to keep himself bu

occasionally allowed himself to venture a short distance downriver for purposes of hunting; but
with Bru as weak as ethehuskyaamne fohleng. dnfodtundtdly, hdsa r e |
little forays did not result in any news of
thoughts from continuously reliving that fateful day when he was forced to watch as she was
swept downriver \th the tiny Chihuahua in her mouth.

Where was she now? Had she made it out of the river? Was she hurt? Was she, perhaps,
stuck somewhere, too injured to hunt? Would he ever see her again?

He didndét share these t houg stawandcard forth®r u .

husky, and he couldndét reverse his decision.

that he had made the right one. He could only beg the Great Sheep to look after his beloved mate
and her tiny friend.

It had taken an emé week before Bru finally began showing signs of improvement. The
wounds on his back began scabbing over, and new fur was beginning to grow. By day ten, Bru
had been able to walk around some, and by day twelve, he had even scrambled to the top of the
little rise behind them.

As the morning of the fifteenth day since the flood dawned, Meeko stretched his stiff
limbs and rose to his feet. He glanced at Bru, noting how his gaunt sides were finally starting to

fill in and how he was becoming steadier onfaet. It was definitely time to move on

e
h

H

Butwhatwvas t here t o move on to? Without Aby©°kad

encouragement, how would he be able to do anything at all?
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Bru was staring at him now, excitlghiment i n
todayds the day. o

Bru understood, and his curled tail wagged
find Aby°k and Lionak! 0 Then he paused and hi

you something?o

Meeko sensed how important the husky'r equest was to him, and
know i f I can answer you, but I can try.o

AOnce we find Aby°k and Lionak, wi || t he t
the doublesheeps ki nned dogs | i ke Lionak?0 Heuttlseteepped
We dondét know where to turn, and most of us h

Meeko nervously Ilicked his jowls. fAWe want

know what we can possibly do for the double sk&@pned dogs. I[do6t even know any
what we can do for the settlement ddgs even the pack dogs. With things the way they are

now, | have no idea how we can do anythangll. ©

Brudés intense response was i mmediate: fiYou
Dondou g$ee, Meeko?b90

Meeko shook his head in bewiél.der ment . A We

Brubés curled tail wagged harder in his exc

met you, you havenodot stopped showi ndghespe, thro

| 6ve | earned so much by watching you. [l 0ve |e

how deeply the Great Sheepbs |l ove runs for me

this. Perhaps | wouldndét have fallen away. 0
Meeko cockedm ear i n his direction. ABut you did

Remember ?20

Bru shook his head. @ANo, Meeko. | said the

Skin, but | never put my trust in Him. |l neve
Me e koarss | aid back on co@ncentrated thought .
Al t ol ddandreyesyenk éldethat | had taken the sheepskin. | even convinced

myself there was a tiny patch of wool growing between my shoulders; but | realize now that by

not giving Himmy all, I, ine s enc e, kept Him from being abl e t
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Meeko thoughtfully licked a pawefore respondingi You mean you didnot

sheepskin after all ?o0

ANo, 06 Bru affirmed. Al couldndét have | os
Between my wn delusional thought and that filthy removable skin, no one realized that | was
not who | said I was. o

nBut what about the others? Lionak said

a
Bru dropped his gaze and hirs jwaigcee hbveccakmoe

know i f i1itds even possible to |l ose the Grea
|l 6ve really experienced the Great Sheep, th
possi bl e | &m wasgbtethatthtsse dtheridogd who suppssedlypost the Great
Sheepds skin were |ike me: Perhaps they nev
they, | i ke me, may have wanted the Great Sh
to Him, and like me, between their delusional thought and that fake sheepskin, no one, including
they themselves, knew they hadnét really su
ASo t hen, t ho dosttheirisheepgking n@apneverehave tyad them in the
first pl ace. Il s that what youdre saying?o
Bru nodded. AThatdéds exactly what | 6ve co
Meeko nodded thoughtfully, and in the ensuing silence understanding began to grow in
his heart. He hadndt hel ped Br ucceptehe Great s s he
Sheepds sacrifice for the ifoutoftheapackli me! He ha
Al know there must be many more | i ke me
When Meeko didndédt respond ri ght soknoathereatee c o

true followers of the Great Sheep who wear a double skin. Little Lionak is one, and | suspect the

maj ority of the dogs |iving on the run are
t hat | donét hav eatltantrustehe @Gréat Sheed with myyverplifee , t h
Because of what youdbve done for me, Il now r

need, anall of the dogs living on the run need to hear this message.

As the words exit eghnt8realize sometltong:hb, GMeak o Sh
plan for him and Abydk was far more extensive than he had ever imagieguiped. He had
been so intent on figuring out how to help pack dogs that he had almost completely passed up

another vitally important paiof what the Good Shepherd wanted them to do!
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And with this realizati on c¢ améepattogethérer : |t
t her e wa s hegaduld domnsayhhat mwguld mean or do anything. By himself, he
coul dndét makeabhhy dit f lvsplameltwasabdutomrdt ti@reat Sheep
was already doingTheir job was noto make big and elaborate plaii$eir job was to simply
showthe Gresbheepb6s | ove to these poor dogs'!
Just like Abytk had done every step ofthewag€ e | eavi ng..Hayakds me
Excitement at these revelations drove Meek
seemed to flow across the water, echoing off the distant cliffs.
Bru jumped to his feet. AWhat?0 he whisper
AWhat jyost said, brother. Thatoés how we sa

in the settlemengndt hat 6 s how we protect the dogs on t he
across the sand and bounded into the river where his bark rang out with thenguleslets of

water: fiWe show them | ovel! 0
Bru | ooked bewil dered. il snot t hat what I
AYes, you big brute, o Meeko | aughed, f#Aonly

now! 6 He c¢ har ¢ge ddgedspraying watet irhairections, then he jumped to the

bank and shook himself.

Bru stared at him: AYou obviously have a p
Meekods | aughter continued, and it didnot
stood panting for several momentsber e he finally caught his bre
just it Bru. We donét make a pl an. Il nstead,

settlement, bringing food and healing herbs for the weak and sick; we dig holes and burrows; we

fish and hunt; we help the smaller ones swim the river, we love the unlovable; and in so doing,

we show them the Good Shepherdds | ove. The re
Bru sobered. AAnd youdll be dead before th
things | 6ve been telling you these past two w

removable sheepskins, and especially dogs who wear real ones, are throwndo the
feto the pack. | know. Thatds why saee go i n
found. We follow the Great wi8WweerekdHs | eading 10
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As Bru contemplated the seemingly impossib
through him as well: AThatds where Liamak and

Lionak can seek out the healing planis

Afeand you can go back to your collective g
medi cal care! o Then Meeko sobered. AYou donot
dondt have t ongpeurt fyoorurusse.lof i n da

ANo! 0 Bru howled the single word into the

busy running and hiding from the settlement dogs to exalizethey need help too. If | had

been thinking less about myself, maybe | would have had tteGre Sheep d6s skin | on
this!o His voice softened: AAnd i f the same v
the others, maybe they will grow strong in th

Meeko took a deep breath and sat down besidbeusiey  fiill work, \Bru. | know it

will.o Then he jumped to his feet again and b

candét wait to tel!l her . o
ASpeaking.0ofBrABy®lcurl ed tail again beat th

stretched outintothedbre ze bl owing in from downstream. Al s

over there?0o0
As Meeko turned to sniff the breeze, two dog forms, one large and one small, emerged
from a distant bengh the river His webbed toes threw up a shower of mud and rocks as h
|l eaped over the water. AThank you,-dyGr eat One,

shoreline towards his beloved mate.

Aby°k noticed the patch of wool on Bruds b
great rejoicing as she and Lionaktoldand etolof t hei r adventures down.
evening, however, that she and Meeko finally had a few moments alone. Leaving Lionak with
Bru, they scrambled up the hill, skirted the mud flats on the other side, and disappeared into the
forest beyond. Thepretext was to hunt, but their true purpose was to have somevendue
time to themselves.

Al 6m proud of you, Meeks, 0 Aby°k breathed,

Meeko humbly shook his head. Al 6m sorry, A

come lookng for you. | should have.0
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AYou should have stayed with Bru, just [|ik

know you must have been sorely tempted to follow me; but it might have resulted in you getting

yourself killed, and without your carB,r u woul d | i kely have died. D

deci sion saved two precious |lives. 0 She stopp

AHey, what do you say we celebrate with a rom
Aby°kds dar k body wa s omiyiherdlackface mefledtitgehe s ha d ow

evening sun, and Meeko coul dnodét help bursting

backwards. Al 6ve missed you, 0 he whispered.
AWhy |1 6ve only been gone two weeks. o0

AYes, but ellohgergahartieae Thinkgabout it, Abby. Ever since we met up

with Ronco, | 6ve done nothing but pushd you aw
anythinggand 81 ki nd of forgot how much | | ove you. @
Aby°kds tail s wi s h e derslrashedl againstuihertsidels, but she bl ac

didndét say anything.

Al forgot thereds more to |ife than just s
reminding me that the Great Sheep wants us to
spring.nfistbkt beaw you to that tree down t he
about 200 feet away.

ABet you candét, 0 was the saucy reply, and

Unfortunately for Abydkshe was weakened by lack of proper noumisht and tired
from the long trip Meeko effortlessly pulled ahead after just a few strides. He feigned a stumble,
to let her catch up, and then they ran neck to neck until they were within 10 feet of their goal
where he pretended to trip over his feet spchwled on the grass.

Once she had breath enough to speak, Aby?°k
purpose! o

ADid | now?o

Aby°k dropped her bottom to thehgwBiuwund, su
got his sheepskin baak

Meeko chuckleda her sudden change i n moods. Al do

it back. o
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Aby°k tossed
gualifies. o
Meeko shook h

her sil ky

i s head.

ear s.

il do

i Wel |

noét weako vhad

h

e

has

| 6ve

never heard you could lose your sheepskin until we met Bru; and then | just assumed that if you

l ost it, it was

A tingle of e

her s. il |l ove vyo
But Aby°k was
Meeko again g

that once you ha
ABut..dBr u

Nfénever had a

gone for

XCcitement

good.

ran

0

t hrough

u, 0 he whispered. HAHav

not | i st e
rew serio

ve the Gr

sheepski

ni ng.

AfHow do

Aby?©°k
Meeko crossed the distance that seqear&im from his mate and pressed his head against

e

us: A e gtant.d belieye,

eat Sheepods

n t o

you

s ki

n

begin with.

covering his back, there was no way for anyone to tell for sutetels me, however, he never

truly surrendere

Aby°k nodded.
| 6ve been away,
the joy of belon

A

Meekods tail

gone. He had a dream or something, and for the first time in his life, he humbly ga@ed kom

t he Good Shepher
thing you just d

d his |if
il have
and | hav
ging to t
t humped t

d. That 6s

i d: Once

e to
al so
e to
he Go
he gr

when

youov

t he Good
been thi

ound. fiSomet hi

t he woo

e truly

Abyok stared into the sky for a full moment, tryingtoundenstd i t al |
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Meeko rose and paced the base of the tree for a few moments, lost in thought, then he

nodded decisively. AfYou know,

farther we go, ttheknoow emulc hr eaatl
Aby°k nodded. il know what
Meekods mood | ightened then.
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But Aby°k wasnét quite ready for frivolous
worrying about a plan?o

Meeko sobered agaii.| t 6s t hi s crazy thought that cam
was inspired by something Bru said. You see,
every time, something happens to thwart it. The incident with Ronco, for one thingearttie
delays in getting here, meeting up with Lionak and then with Bru, and of course, the flash flood.
Then there's the fact that the pack now wears
myplan would no longer work. | was so focused on thé when the Great Sheep sent us
Ronco, and then Lionak, and even Bru, | saw them as simple annoyances, things to keep us from
our purpose. But you, Abby, you dpatofthe see t h
Great SheepO0s nglr easst aplremufldr, wso,u ashowed t hem
Great Sheep did the rest. As a result, now we
ki ngdom. o

Aby°k shook her.ohead. Al didndét do

AYes you did, Abby, pos Feadadow¥dutwet Ghedt"
was at work, and you joined Him. Meanwhile, | was so busy trying to make sense of my own
plan that had it not been for you, |l woul d ha

Abyok licked the side of his muzzle,thenghee s hed her nose under hi
be so hard on yourself, Meeks. We all have so

AYes, and thanks be to the Great Sheep, He

|l essons. I  hopfei naanldl yp rlaeya rtnheadt tlhéevne f or good! 0o
Al would say you havel! o6 Aby°k jumped to he
ANow abou.td tShtheet |feiagplred i nto the air, and Meeko

meadow in three giant bounds before skidding down the hill, jumpingloeenud flats, and

splashing into the water.
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It took Biamic three days to find Little Pitro. It might have taken her less time had she not
believed that he was dead, for it took her the first half day to build up enough courage to enter
the burial caes. Once inside, it took her the next day and a half to search them.

For reasons she didndét fully wunderstand, B
mere thought of finding the black dog. This seemed like the most important thing she had ever
done,and when, at the end of the second day, she came upon the spot where he had initially been
placed, she shivered with anticipation.

But where was the body?

She tried to make sense of the jumbled scents around the area, but they were too old to
give her ineperienced nose any further information. In the end, she collapsed on the
bloodstained spot sobbing bitterly.

The spot of dried bloodid bring her a sense of comfort, however, and gradually the sobs
subsided enough for her to hear the voice of reg&Sloewould gain nothing by staying the
caves$ She slowly rose and began retracing her steps.

The caves were so cold that as soon as she was outside, she stretched herself out on the
ground to soak up the war mth of llintdhasleepdfdday su
total exhaustiopand it waghe sniffing of a tiny black nose in her ear that startled her out of her
deep sleep later that evening. She jumped tdeetr shameat being discovered, and in her
mindless rush, she accidentally knockieelteac up poodl e asi de. AWhat. ..
lockedonthé i ny bckagldys st are, she instantly knew the
Quaelik, the medicine dog, and this knowledge caused her heart to skip a beat. She had always
beenafral of Quaeli k; but now in her grief, she t
with him?0o

Quaelik stared into the golden face. She considered herself a good judge of character, and
there was a softness about this young retriever. Not that shedthest After all, she was
Teeluds girl. She stretched herself to her ta
guestioning. | am, after all, the keeper of the burial caves, and no one comes and goes from here
without answering to mel! o

Bi 2mi eno ment ary fl ame of courage was i mmed:i
shoul dnét even be here. o But try as she would

closest place she had found to Little Pitrods
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AWhy do you Arayouheretohuk hiro wdPe? To rip even more skin from
his back? To further dislocate his | imbs?0o0
ANoO But in swallowing back a sob, the sincgc
id Oh , | dondtdo kSnhoew.s tlo pjpuesdt. .akeéattotalfaplof hdreelii.t do t o
Quaelikeyedhercaef ul l'y. AYoudre Teeluds girl .o

ANo! 0 She adamantly @aBoolnker Mbheaad.l 6inMayh e
Quaelikstared at her for several more seconds before nodding in satisfaction. The only
thingsheensed i n the gol dwsenatge d |sbhsa nset.a niicYeot tw ansa yd ef e
there is even the tiniekint of evil in your plan, youwillbeids cover ed and justly
Biamicdi dnét know what the poodkesgehakcaaynt , but
other choice, she silently followed the little dog into the woods.
After about half a mile of travelhey came upon a stand of granite rock that was
otherwise completely hidden by the dense foligtmic could see a black dog at the base ef th
granite, surrounded by foothess of various sizes, colors and breeds. To her utmost
astonishment, all four had shed their sheepskins, and two of them had patches of wool growing
between their shoulder blades. She gasped axQuéelikripped off hersheepskin as well,
revealing a layer of newdformedwool....
Little Pitroraised his head as the dogs approached, and his tail gave a feeble thump on
the stone beneath him. fAWel come. 0
Though his voice was weak, it carried a sense of love deeper th&iéamyg had ever
known. ofyYoouubdrree al i ve?0
AThanks be to t hRi tGrabast pShiecekpe.do flLoirtwalred. 0 A
help from Quaellkand her friends. 0 He restediahicMy muzzl e
new friends and I were jusatt ki ng about my best Friend. We wo
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The trip to the settlement took longer than the two weeks Bru and Lionak said it should
take. Thetwo localdogsevr e n 6t abl e t o t r aanegfearingthpagk, Bria st |,
led the little group on a roundabout track, carefully choosing trails he was sure pack dogs would
not use. They found themselves scurrying down hidden ravines, through marshy meadows and
over rocky terrain; and only at the end of their third wektkavel did they finally arrive at their
destination.

The calm air about the settlement confirmed that the pack had not yet returned for the
season. The travelers were relieved. They knew, however, that it would only be a matter of days
until they did,and they set to work immediately putting their plan into action.

Lionak and Abydk who stumbled upon the perfect little hideaway about two miles from
the settlementdés northern end, on a I|little i
underbrush coered the island, and a group of boulders stood at the center. The two largest ones
rested against each other at the top, forming a tunnel of sorts. Though remnants of fallen needles
and dead leaves had blown part way into the tunnel on both ends, itmwaletaty free of any
dog scent; and the dense underbrush of the little island completely blocked the boulders and their
hidden tunnel from the view of anyone in the water or on either creek bank. The little island was
also home to numerous medicinal plaemsl herbs, as well as many of the creatures of the forest
that made up their diet.

With their home base established, the dogs began a week of strict observation. Though
Bru and Lionak had once lived in the settlement, the structure of life had changedicdy in
recent months. Where equality had once been a core value of regional dogs, it was now clear that
there were two distinct sections to the settlement, with the favoured dogs living near the river on
the southern end where the grottoes were ligh,e p and cool . Those who
were forced to live in the northern parts. They were farther from the water, but the land was also
flatter and more susceptible to flooding.

It was obvious that the northern sectimdflooded during the recémigh water, and the
few muddy grottoes that remained were home to at least 70 dogs. Each of these grottoes were
small and crowded, sometimes housing several families at once. Between the grottoes were piles

of animal remains, and the stench of leftomad, especially in the heat of the summer, was
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nearly nauseating, even for a dog.

There was also, apparently, a new rule that dictated when dogs could hunt. Only the
favoured dogs could hunt in the early mornings and evenings, and those who lived at the
northern part of the settlement had to hunt during the heat of the day, when the smaller animals
that made up their diet were less active. In addition, the+emdhdogs were not even allowed to

enter the patches of forest richest in game, and only thieesonind dogs could fish the waters

of the river. As a result, the dogs at the se
and it wasnot unusuall for the newcomers to se
ribs.

As a result of malnition and the closeness of quarters, disease was beginning to
rampage in the norénn end Although the settlement had a respectable medicine dog, a tiny
Chihuahua, his services did not come for free. He often required as many as four Kills for a
simplebunch of dried herbs to disinfect a wound. As a result, few of the dogs in thendrth
had access to the basic medical attention they so badly needed.

There didndét appear to be any cl ear design
were not, for albreeds were represented on both sides of the settlement. It was clear, however,
that many of the dogs who lived on the southern end were simply servants to others in the group.
These did most of the hunting for a select few. It was also their job toHmulgftover food and
bones of the southemnd dogs, a task that kept them busy every free minute that they were not
hunting. The only reward they had for their services was that they could hunt the favoured
forests, they were allowed to eat some of thiéls, and they could more easily access the
medi cine dogbds services.

To the travelersodé pleasant surprise, it ap
observation. I n fact, it wasnot wuntil the end
began innocently enough. With one of the widest parts of the river between them and the dog
settlement, Abyok and Meeko were enjoying a late afternoon swim. Lionak was stretched out in
the sunshineand Bru was rolling in the mud when a cool wind sudderdiggad up and ominous
storm clouds began gathering along the crest of the mountains to the north.

As thunder rumbled in the distance, Meeko and Aby6k crawled out of the water and
shook themselves. Bru stood up and whined, and Lionak awoke. It was Meektateddlse

obvi ous: MfWedd better find shelter. o
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Aby°k glanced into the woods. AThere was a

Further discussion, however, was cut short by the appearance of four dogs. All four wore
dirty, loosefitting sheepskins, and judgingoin their antics, they were all young, probably just
past their first year. The three terriers in the group looked to be related, perhaps even litter mates,
and the German Shepherd was obviously a close friend.

They didndét seem t oitiabyeard thdensghtond bavelseen thdme b an
at all had it not been for the quickly rising rivéirwas obvious thahe four were intending to
swim back to the settlement.

Lionak noticed this first and gave a sharp bark of warning. Meeko whirled arotired at
sound, and seeing the imminent danger to the four girls, he leaped towards the river bank,
barking as he went; but the smallest of the four was already in the water, and the other three were
preparing to take flying leaps into the swirling brown foam.

Meekods bark caught their attention. fLook
without sheepskins. No. Wait. These dogs have
come off! o

Aby°k reached the riverodtedoengegast thehibad
may rise swiftly. It could sweep you away! o

One of the terrier sisters gave a saucy to
With that she charged, and only Aby°kds | arge
prevented the little dog from jumping headlong into the water.

The collision knocked Aby°k off of her fee
three remaining dogs would have simply leaped oveaheinto the current.

Thewaterl evel di dmdtsiseenm otoo qlue ckl y, but judgi
body was racing downstream, it seemed that the undertow had strengthened. A plan quickly
solidified in Meekobébs mind, and after taking
water. As the cuant tore at his limbs, he tried to relax. True to his plan, he found himself
slightly ahead of Chabrik, and using his longer legs and webbed toes as a rudder, he allowed the
current to gradually carry him towards rstteam until the smaller dog was pamied between
him and the shore they had just deserted. Here he stilled his feet so that the current would carry
him along at its own pace, while Chabrik, who was paddling crazily, bore dotvm. As the

smaller dog drew near, Meeko began to swim, haddfast, driving his body mass towards the
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young dog. He intended to drive her closer to the shore, and his plan seemed to be working. If
only one of the dogs on shore would reach out to the little terrier, she could be snatched from the

water...

It took Abyodk only a moment to realize what her mate was doing. She scanned the
shoreline to calculate where they might exit the water, and seconds later she stood on a pile of
rocks, her feet submerged in the rising water. Then, as the waterlogged terrierdvanezhcher
position, she snaked out her teeth and caught
Bracing her feet, she pulled with al/ her mig
scrambled up the shore. She was only too relieved to see Miagkibering out of the water
seconds later

The youngerrierlay still for a moment, then her sides heaved, and river water poured
out her mouth. She sat up slowly, her legs shaking under the weight of her soaked sheepskin,
then she swiveled herheadamod t o eye her rescuers. AThanks!

That was all she had time to say before he
Chabri k! o

It was the little dog Aby6k had prevented from going into the water. She appeared to be

the spokesdog in the group.

AThey dormétepw&«dms. They will kill you!o

Chabri k, still dazed by her brush with dea
savedmy.0 But her eyes |l ocked on Meekobds back bel
foll owers of the Greoat walsdem!..®vAerl dek .o fi Ytoal

AThey didndét save you, Ohoanbousek? Youlbarelygott r i e d
out with your I ife, and they attacked all of

Chabrik pulled herself to her feet, forcing her shgkimbs to move away from the river
and away from the woolly backs of the dogs who had just saved her life. Sagbdfiind the
ot her three, she made a mad rush to reach the
Candok turned back. ShootiMje e k 0 a defi ant | ook, she barked:
there are dogs around who donét wear sheepski
us! o0 Tdpentedaftehtee others.

Abyok stared after the dogs in astonishment. She beuljeeady to charge after them
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ALet them go. o

It was Brubés voice. Aby°k was only vaguely
swallowed, forcing her jaw to close. She knew he was.rightAt | east theydre ru
from the river, but | suspectorr oubl e i s only just beginning. o

_m_

Bru and Meeko pulled themselves out of the river and shook their coats. The storm of the
previous day had blown itself out quickly, and other than the fact that the current was still
stronger than normal, there wereather signs of what could have developed into another flash
flood.
Their intent was to learn more about the settlement's night life, especially on the southern
end, and they had purposefully calculated their swim in order to exit the water somewhat
downriver.
As Meeko shook himself a second time, a ruckus of howls and barks arose to the
southeast. He glanced at his companion.
Bru cocked an ear towards the noise. fiLeto
Meeko nodded, and together the two dogs crept through the forest towards tieeo$ou
the sound.
They had gone less than half a mile when the trees gave way to a meadow. A group of
about 150 sheepskirtovered dogs sat in the long grass in the center of the clearing with their
attention riveted on a German Shepherd standing neardle chowés cent er besi de
golden altar. With the sheepskitnover ed dogs 6 attention focused
Meeko and Bru had no trouble circling the clearing undetected to position themselves downwind
from the group.
Al want t ottdcankmendaachod yaefar your hard work throughout this
past year. o The German Shepherdds earnest voi
howled at his words. He waited until he could again be heard above the din, then he continued:
A Wh e n ok bagk oVeoour list of accomplishments, we see that we have done more in these

12 short months than dogs before us have done
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Again the roaring howls of the crowd made further speech impossible, and in the pause,
Meeko glanced over atrB.

AThe Dogs of the Golden Sheep, 0 Bru whispe

AShual u?0 The name struck a chord of terro
yesterday threatened to report us to a Shualu

Bru nodded. Al t wadnuHe dastpbut it beamseheywhave graweid me
number, and it | ooks |Ii ke theyodove moved their
and scooted back into the forest a few paces.

Shual ubés voice again resoundedminginjustagh t he
matter of days, there is still much work to do. | want to be able to show them that we can be
trusted to keep our little settlementshéep e e, even when they arenodt
place and disappeared behind the golden atat when he returned, he was carrying a golden
sheepskin in his mouth. He paraded this in front of the altar for a moment as the dogs howled
their favor, then he carefully laid it across
sheepskin can beoyrs! All you have to do is bring in a sheep or a dog with wool growing on his
back. o

The howling rose again in volume as Meeko glanced at Bru another time. It would seem
that the Dogs of the Golden Sheep had made a religion out of the sheBpskiarhas the
saddest part was that in so doing, they denied anyofekd Great Sheep.

AThere is word, o0 continued the German Shep
They were seen down by the river | utedrowbhef or e
one of our very own while they held the other three hostage. The four barely escaped with their
l'ives. 0

Meeko gulped, then as one, he and Bru slowly backed into the forest.

ASo thatods the t hankslivesi@Brugmwledf Yafrputt r yi ng t o
yourself at risko save that girl dog and nowo

Meeko just shook his head sadly, then he broke into a run.
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The next four weeks passed quickly for Biamic. She busied herself with hunting and
assisting Quaelik with Little Pitdbs car e, and i n her spare ti me,
of his Afriend, 6 this Great Sheep that he ado
|l ife so that she could wear Hi s shelkaptlseki n. Sh
earnestness and love that poured forth from Little Pitro was real. Either he was fully delusional,
or he was aware of something very special; and as time went on, she began to realize that if it
were the latter, she wished to know about this spttreg as well.

The small group didnét stay in the grotto
passed, Quaelik grew more uneasy. As soon as Little Pitro was strong enough to travel, she led
them eastward, down the long valley, away from the setthenProgress was slow, for Little
Pitro couldnét manage more than a mile of tra
and the settlement, the more dogs joined them. These were settlement dogs, dogs who, like
Bidmic, had come to the burialcate® f i nd answers and had passed
screening.

The little dog put in many, many miles during those first few days on the trail. Concerned
about arousing suspicion, daylight found her back at the caves; but as the sun set each evening,
she would lead whatever motley retinue she had found to where Little Pitro had stationed himself
for the night.

As the days went on, Quaelik found fewer serious dogs visiting the caves. More and more
seemed to be there for less than honorable reasons uaetikKeven had a reim with Teelu
himself. She was forced to listen as he blubbered out some tale about settlement dogs
disappearingind howeach had last been seen heading for the burial caves. After calmly taking it
all in, Quaelik donned hermostseni s t one: AYou know, the ol d sa
true. Anyone who comes here before his time n
up, but she was banking on the fact that Teelu was new enough to the settlement to not know the
difference....
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Teeluhadseemed particularly upset about the reported disappearance of Bidmic. He eyed
Quaelks uspi ci ousl y when s hhegoltenm fetievdniound thehgets fora d n 6 t
several days. He t ol d her ather thileatenadoher, abdeeven e v e h
drew blood from one of her little ears when she refused to change her storh®ncece oul dn o6t
find any fresh trace of her, howevéeelu finally left the grots.

Althoughshe remainedutwardly calm, hiwisit fill ed Quadik with a sense of sheer
terror. He would be back, and when he returned, he would likely bring other settlement dogs
with him. What could she do? Shewasonlybiled o g, one who wore a shor
wool underneath her sheepskin

That was e day the brave little Quaelik made her decision: She would not return to the
traveling party, for her scent could be easily traced to the very dog she was trying to protect. She
returned to her old crag instead, at the entrance to the burial cavest atgfactical purposes,
it appeared to the settlement dogs that her life had returned to normal.

Her life was anything but normal, however. Numerous visitors continued to flock to the
burial caves. Some came seeking revenge and others came becauserof fwy family
members and friends who had disappeared. To her delight, a very small few continued to come
in search of what Little Pitro represented. It was continually necessary for Quaelik to judge the
character of these dogs, and her own, innateabiy di dndét seem good enoug
a mistake, Little Pitrobés | ife would be on th

That 6s when Quaeli k | earned that she coul d
Daltu and his followers taught that talking to the Goodierd was vitally important, their
form of communication was to recite memorized lines. Daltu taught that this was normal, for the
Great One didnot have time to |isten to each
Him needed to be perfedomething that would be impossible for imperfect minds to compose
on the spot. This form of communication had always left Quaelik wanting, for there was never
any response; but now that she wore the Great
seemd to bounce off an empty shell. Instead, the moment she asked for the words to say, the
Great Sheep always impressed upon her mind exactly what the dogs needed to hear to ease their
minds, and when she sought discernment to know which dogs earnestly Badighshe always

received it.
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As she wholeheartedly sought the Great S
constructing a memorial of sorts for Little Pitro. She immediately set about having a pile of stone
assembled. Though she never told anybae hiis body lay beneath the stones, when she showed
the dogs this memorial, those who came seeking revenge left satisfied.

The memori al al so helped her to know whi
wholeheartedly seeking Truth. These dogs were geryuamgjuished by the sight of the pile of
stone, and it was these who were discretely invited to join her each evening, long after the sun
set, to seek answers to their questions.

Quaelik regularly changed the location of the assemblies, and she admoméstiedd
who attended to make sure no one saw them leave the settlement. Whenever they gathered
together, however, Quaeli k would shed her s
that now grew from her back. She would then spend the next fewtetung them about the
Great Sheep and inviting them to join her in accepting a real sheepskin. As a result, a small
group of Great Sheep foll owers developed ov

Meanwhile, Little Pitro and his little group conteaito move slowly eastward. Biamic,
wanting to distance herself as much as possible from Teelu, traveled with them, and it was, in all,
a time of healing for her. The longer she was with Little Pitro, the more she realized how shallow
her relationship witireelu had been. They had both been trying to fulfill their own selfish
desires; but now, for the first time in her life, she found herself face to face with selfless love.
Oh, she didndot pretend to under sttéhishbveshe, es
felt came from the Great Sheep. This made no sense to her, for the stories of Him laying down
his life on a stone altar so that she could wear His sheepskin seemed ludicrous. Nonetheless, the
love she felt drew her in, and as the days meggd, Biamic found herself being drawn, not to
the Great Sheep, but to His degice in the forest.

Little Pitro wasnodét initially aware of B
increased show of attention as interest in the Good News he had te | | . After al |
ot her dogs came to him for. Besides, he had

and somewhere in the back of his innocent mind, he thought that maybe Biamic could be the one
to help Teelu see truth. As a udts he spent extra time with the young retriever. Unfortunately,

this only fueled her newfound attraction.
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As the days continued and Bi2mic stildl had
began to worry. Even his worry was innocent, however,dorhrwas concerned that
believe, she would eventually return to Teelu without a sheepskin, and what he considered to be
his one chance at winning Teelu for the Good Shepherd would be gone.

The group arrived at the edge of the long valley abmurt Wveeks after leaving the burial
caves, and they immediately went into hiding in the deep forest. Little Pitro realized then that he
would have to have a private talk with Biamic, and his chance came the very next day. He awoke
early. The scabs on hisddawhere his sheepskin had been ripped off were starting to itch, and he
quietly left the group, intent on finding a great tree with rough bark to rub up against. He moved
deep into the woods, and he had just found the perfect scratchidgptteerering paderosa
pine with huge chunks of stiff bark curling slightly away from the téumkhen he realized he
wasnét alone. He turned: ABi2mic?o0

At the sound of that musical voice speaking forth her name, Biamic looked shyly away.

Al 6m sorry. | inggos,hvias.0r Bat |l yt f whbow | i e, and s
Little Pitro didndét accuse her. Al 6m gl ad
Excitement coursed through her veins, and

do?o0

Hertone sentchillssugi ng down L i Why?He defided he was simpyp i n e .

excited by the possibility that she would acc
ABi 2mic, youobve heard the Good News that the
Truth of the Sheepskin, and youbve experiencec
wear the Great Sheepbs skin. Tel!l me, what s

Little Pitrods words dropped Hedkdnatroakei
about her. Not in that special way. He only cared about is his precious sheepskin! Maybe nobody
cared about her.. And why should they, after all the terrible things she had d&he?
swal |l owed hard, but she ceotighttdroaf) and shewas helplgss s o u n
to do anything but wat ch acsredtahddattarddoce turm®ont | ook
one of surprise and then confusion.

Biamic?

There it was again: That musical voice speaking forth her name, so filletbwdt, yet

not love for her personally. She turned. She had to get away from those piercing.eyes
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| love you, Biamic.

Biamic stopped in her tracks as hope again erupted in her heart. That was exactly what
she longed to hear, and she wheeled ardurddo u d o ? 0

But the words died on her tongue, for the overgrown black lab/retriever pup was no
longer there. In his place stood an enormous, pure white sheep. She blinked, trying to clear her
vision. Though she could make out the form clearly, the edgés sheep seemed to be
moving. Maybe it was because of the bright light that seemed to emanate from the creature, but
the more she stared, the more it seemed to he
was everything around Him. He was thdyoconstant. It made her feel dizzy. And dirty. Like
she needed to hide her head in shame

As her eyes locked on the pure white creature, a tiny cry escaped her throat. The look of
utmost love that poured forth from his piercing eyes was so penetitadinit enveloped her like
a cloud. She couldndét stand in the presence o0
neither could she avoid it, and it sent shivers of anticipation and joy racing through her heart. It
also brought feathowever fear of the power that this love could potentially have over.her

She forced her eyes away, focusing them on the stony forest floor, on her paws, on the fur
between her webbed toes, on the feathers that flowed from the back of herTleigsis me, ttd
is reality...this is...life.. And slowly her heart began to return to its normal speetthe light
still enveloped her, and that voice still resounded around her, filling her mind with Tiaxdb:
you, Biamic.

A whine escaped her throat. The staet was made with such acceptance that she

coul dnét haeadtrpncd..al | i ng i nto

But the creature was so pure, so lovely, sodelicdee r haps He di dndt Kkno
of I'ife she had | ed. Maybe He di dfevoshortr eal i z e
weeks earl y. Perchance He didnoét..appreciate t

| know, Biamic, and love you all the more for it.

Wait. She hadnét spoken those thought s!

You carry pups.

The words didndt sur prshengghttbepregnag bethdhad sus
shame of having her suspicions confirmed by such a remarkable being was more than she could

bear at the moment.

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit®



One will bring peace, but first the shedding of much blood. You will be afraid, but I can
help you!
AHow?O0 rTdheslwiopped out before she could stopg
thought either: AWhat do | need to do so that
Reach out to my love Biamic. My sheepskin is yours for the asking.
Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the creatasegone, and except for the fact that

Little Pitro stared at her with open mouth, it was as if it had never happened.

She cl ambered to her feet), overcome by sha
creaturebs | ove, buconditbeallyh.ad offered it to her

AAre you okay?o

It was Little Pitrobds voice. Had he seen?

ABi amic, you just saw something, something

AMhow did you know?bo
ABecause you flew to the ground, and now Yy

Bi @2 mi c 0s eag ghe glawdedlae herepaws. A faint blue light was emanating from

bet ween her toes! fAWhat happened to me?o0
Al believe you have just had a personal en
presence here only moments ago. 0

AHe osHebail Helove me, 0 she whiShperwhir i ar ounc
| have to do to accept His skin?o

Her worlds came out at a near shout now, sending waves of exhilaration through Little

Pitrobs veins. fADo you believe in the Great S
AYes! Yes! o
A Do vy eueinlhe power of the stone altar? The power to forgive you of everything

youdve ever done wes@ablighés difredt eommunivaton with theaGoodr e
Shepher d?o

Bi 2mic didndét pretend to understitidg it al |
that mattered now was pleasing the creature of light, the creature who loved her unconditionally.
AYes. Yes | do. o

~

ADo you wish to give your |ife to Hi m? To

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit® 126



Biamic hesitated, but only for a second. The only veelyave meaning in her life was to

have this beautiful, | oving creature as her M
AThen t ak eeamddfdogihvadn dsolgeepski n. You donodt r
Great Sheep. You already have Hislove.Y6ve had it since the day vy

Biamic was already tearing off the white sheepskin.
AAccept His sheepskin, Bi @2mic. o
Al do! | accept Your skin, oh Greatest of
Peace instantly flooded her soul, and she knew that no matter what would beppen
the next few days, weeks, months and years, it would all be okay.
The first rays of morning sun broke through the treetops then, shining directly on her
back. As she looked over her shoulder, the long, flowing golden fur changed into a thin layer of

golden wool.
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After the encounter with the Dogs of the Golden Sheep, Meeko was sure that they should
all go into hiding. Bru reasoned, however, that since the settlement dogs already know of their
presence, they were in equal danger whetherhiteor whether they put their plan into action.

He also reasoned that there would be a new moon the following night, a perfect time for them to
move around among the settlement dogs without their sheepskins being noticed. Loulat, who felt
their time wadimited no matter what they did, agreed with Bru, and Abyok insisted they needed
to make the most of what time they had before the pack's return. Meeko reluctantly gave in, and
he spent the following day hunting with Bru and Lionak, while Abyok gathereg@pared

healing herbs and medicinal plants.

Sunset found them in a clearing on the northern end of the settlement. Meeko insisted
they not all be seen together, and when Abyodk refused to be left behind, Bru and Lionak hid at
the edge of the forest to wh as the two retrievers offered fresh kills to the smaller, weaker
dogs and to the mothers who had no mates to hunt for them, and Abyok administered her
tinctures and herbs to the sick injured dogs of the community.

This set the pattern for each ensuilay, and by the end of their first week of work, dogs
were waiting for them in the clearing each evening. Though it was no longer as dark, either the
northernend dogs didndét see the wool growing from
to ignote it. There was no mention made of their lack of removable sheepskins.

It was soon apparent that the dogs from both ends of the settlement lived in a state of
constant fear: fear of the pack, fear of the Dogs of the Golden Sheep, and often, fear of their
neighbors, and even their own mates. Despite their fear, something drove them forward each
evening. Many came for food and medicine, but it was clear that some came out of curiosity, for
they just watched the sheskinned pair from afar. Many of them hadegtions. Meeko insisted
from the beginning that their approach be sub
all the gathered dogs had a sincere desire to know more about the Great Sheep, and though

Aby°k didnét agr ees. slhte weassrpétc terdt ihli st hwa senred ¢

were leaving, that they added to their usualgoode s t he wor ds: ARGo 1 n t hi
Sheep. o
The pack dogs returned the next day. Meeko
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find that eveing, but to their amazement, the group of dogs had doubled. It was soon apparent
t hat some were only there to see for themselyv
the Great Sheepds name still exi s thegbupwarey®° k a
disillusioned with the Dogs of the Golden Sheep and what they taught and proclaimed.
Two more weeks went by before there was any change to the normal routine. Meeko and
Abydk had finished their work for the night, and the settlement dogalhsldink off. Meeko
was dragging some of Aby°kds herbs and tinctu
out of the shadows with an urgent whisper: nl
Meeko stopped dead in his tracks. Something abouwtbeolate terriemix was

familiar..A Who are you?o

AMy name is Chabrik.o

Sudden fear gripped Meekods gut. Al know vy

The Ilittle dog ignored the accusatory tone
mate will be expecting me backanymomen | donét have much ti me, &
true that my sheepskin really wild!@l not save m

Meeko turned sharply: A trap!

Aby°k pushed in front of him: AYou must go
furious that vyou hawhentydu go outéot therhume rdeet m& nght berer o
We wi | | have a fresh kill for you to take to
answer your questions without raising suspici

Chabri k hesitatedNoag mamesniYowi Wh gtktyi f ur n me

Meeko growled.

Aby°k ignored him. Al suppose there is alw
you in is the |l ast thing we would ever do. |
would be understandable ifyoui dné6t bel i eve me. I really hope

compl etely understand. 0 She touched her nose
just i n case. o0

The little dog nervously licked her jowls. She glanced at Meeko, therggavalf nod,
she turned abruptly and charged back towards the settlement.

Altbés a trap! o

Aby°k shook her head. AWedve got to at | ea
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AYou do know who that was, right?0

AOf course | know. But ibhadleshide mpaort etr hi
Meeko just shook his head.

Chabri k did return the next day, and she w
accompanied her, all female and all familiar: The four dogs from the rising river!
Meeko sighted them before they knewdmel Abydk were in the area, and he dropped the

rabbit he was carrying. ATurn around now and
Aby°k | aid back her ears. "I will do no su
Altds the troublemakers from the river! o

1]

Maybe, but in the eyes of lostéorlsitGreadaft Sheep
Truth!o
Altdés more | i ke they are searching for way
The four dogs were staring at them now, and Abyok wagged her tail in a friendly

greeting. fAGo, Meeko," she whi s peyr.edWeobvlelr nheeerd
more kills!o
Al'f you wonodét | eave, then |1 O6m staying with

Abyb6k moved forward, swishing her tail as she went. Without making a scene, she could
do nothing about Meekods refusal to go out fo

up with fresh kills before the four returned to the settlement.

AWe arend6t safe here, 0 Aby°k whispered to
woods. 0O

She had meant to take them back to their little island, but she was sure Meeko would not
approve bthe idea. She led them instead deeper into the forest, only stopping when she was
satisfied they were in an area that had not recently been visited by dogs. Turning around and
settling herself comfortably on the forest floor, she reached over and séthlaming the dirty,
matted fur of the c¢closest terrier. -bHiowdand so gl

white terrieri.ntfr@©hdalcrei kme ploeaeur fri ends. 0
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Chabrik lifted her nose t owarstrs. Annhistheot her

one with the white ear, and Candok is the bri
Shepherd. ASheds a younger sister of Candok©os
woul dnét |l et us | eave her behind. o

ASo tellumer evhyl lyohere today. o

The four dogs exchanged nervous gl ances, b
the trut h, I only came because Chabri k said |

uncomfortably on the g¢ruseesndhinting ms ecomereallyi ng pu
hard. Nonetheless, my useless mate insists | bring home fresh kills everyday while he lies in the
shade of the alder trees. o

Though her voice remained calm, the buried anger in the dog was obvious to all; and if
Abyok were to be perfectly honest with herself, she could feel her own ire bristling. Just the
t hought of that | azy dog was enough to make h
she swall owed hard to cal m h e rkiltedayg tokeowes . fi We 0
didndét know there would be more than one of vy
going to go out now, and catch some more. o0 Sh
uncomfortabld ooki ng Meeko. AThedo girls are hungry, M

Meeko started to speak, but instead he began slowly backing away.

AYou see, Loke, 0 Aby°k continued, Ayoubdll
you can enjoy these few moments of rest. Whil
story. o

Loke snapped her jaw together: AAnything t

Annit and Chabrik both nodded, but it was Annit who said what was on both of their
mi nds: AWedre here for the same reason. Weodre
expects so much fresh meat; yet he never lets us eat any of it. We were hoping to get some food
to eat so that we have energy to hunt for him

Aby°k'"s ears | aid back. She noted the dogs
she had hedrwrong...

Loke growl ed: AHe | S so demanding! | donodt

wears us out trying to bring it all in. And t
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at night for oursel ves. Tydubringmseatardynedinedotlee b e en
settl ementds north end. o

Abyok swallowed as the truth hit home: These three girls were from the south end, and
they were all|l mated to the same dog! She stro
keep c&menglanced at Candok. M@AAre you mated t
wel |l ?0

She expected a AyesoO response, but she nev
forth: AMy mate has many females, 0 cafme t he

(7]

am the youngest, and he makes me hunt for his
Aby°k shivered. Her mot her had often told
was not common practice for ordinary dogs to have more than one mate, it was considered to be
oneofhe Aprivilegesd of being a dog of high sta
important dogs! Meeko could be right! This could very well be a ®&e! knew Meeko would
tell her to give the dogs food and medicine and send them away without sayimg@ajgout
the Great Sheep, then he would insist everyon
AYou are safe here," she urged. "No word wil!/l
You are welcome to come back tomorrow. o
Ca n d o k gradualyotrhiled off. She glanced up at Abyok, then back to her three
companions. Eachgaveahalfod, and then Chabri k spoke for t
dangerous to you that we are here. We know th
saved me from drowning in the river. Please understand that we were scared. We also wanted to
impress our mates and the Dogs of the Golden Sheep, and we especially wanted to impress the
pack when they returned. But we were wrong. Our news didn't imprgesel It only brought
us troubl e. Donét worry, no word wil!/l go out
turned to glance at her two sisters and her sist&aw for another brief second before nodding
slightly.
It was Annit whoospolkeenexth fdWeedbeft, bu
about this Great Sheep of yours, and why His
Abyok looked from one doggy face to another. She sensed in each pair of eyes a longing
for something more thaheir current lots in life. She cocked her ears forward as her tail began

to wag. AThat, my friends, may take more ti me
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tomorrow; but for now, | just want you to know that the Great Sheep is the best friemdlyou

ever have. | don't believe that any of you knows what it is like to be truly loved; but even if you

knew true love, no d@j or sheep for that mati&@rno matter how much he or she loves you, can

love you as unselfishly as the Great Sheep. No one i fiieyou like He is, and He promises to

never | eave you or forsake you. He doesndét wus

provides for all your needs. Your only rol e i
She heard a slight rustle in the brush, and a quicksmfirmed that her mate had

returned with Bru. fAThereds | ots more to the

| 6ve said. Dondét worry about whether you beli

unconditionally, and when you come bdoknorrow, be ready to tell me if this is something you

want for yourselves. 0 She turned then, noting

their kills and retreated into the brush. She picked up a large river trout and placed it in front of

the Ger man Shepherd. #AYour mate will be I mpres:

divided the land creatures among the three sisters, and after nodding their thanks and scooping

up the kills, the four young females turned and trotted back towvilaedsettiement.

A long sigh escaped Aby°kbés throat as she
excitement and exhausted by the thrill of wha

Al &m here. 0

She threw herself towards t he svoeunndo aisd ehael 0
Herpemtup sobs then broke forth in the wool arout
they come to us every evening. I'tés because t
lives, forever tied to dogs in high standing, yeythee starved for love. Their only hope is to be
treated witld welld with the respect that any dog deserves. Oh, Meeko, even after all this time |

had no idea what it must be |Iike to |Iive as p
atthewarmto f Meekods tongue as it washed her ears.
AHuUmM?O
To her relief, the |icking didnodét stop. A
am to have a mate who | oves me and cares for

A chuckle could be heard rumbling fromdeepi Me ek o0 6s t hroat . A Mayb
you alone with settlement girls more often. o
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tail stopped swishing from side to side. Al d
think we shouldjust i e | ow for a few days. o0
Aby°k backed up a step as her jowls curled

you want, but | will be here tomomwo! 0
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Somet hing was changing, but Aby°k coul dnot
than usual, for one thing, and for whatever reason, though the land was finally beginning to show
signs of fall and the other dogs were no longer complgiabout the weather, it still seemed

intolerably hot to her. And then there was her lack of energy. She sniffed the morning breeze and

then glanced up at the sky. Mi dmorning alread
admoni shed. @tAndyatidoee @aitill t htired! o She | ift
Sheep, what is wrong with me?d Not being one
good nightodés rest, she had troubl e puthadi ng he

been happening at the settlement lately kept her going.

She contemplated these things as she pulled herself out of the little island shelter. At least
three of the four dogs came every day, and it was always a different three. Candok came the least
often; but she always seemed happy to be there, and Abyok figured that since she was not mated
to the same male as the other three, it must be more difficult for her to get away.

Abybdk now made her way down to the creek and lapped at the cold, clear watera$
alone, and she could only surmise that her companions were out hunting. With the increasing
number of dogs who came regularly to the evening gatherings, it was becoming more and more
difficult to keep up with the demand for food. Fortunately, thenS8a were running, and the
river was full of fat fish. Another fortunate thing was that not everyone came for fresh meat. In
fact, a few of the regulars never took meat at all, and some occasionally drug in freshly caught
game to add to the pile.

What motvated these dogs was a mystery to Abyok. She wanted to believe that she and
Meeko were simply experiencing the Good Sheph
always the practical one, had warned her not to get her hopegufur bristled slightly orthe
part of her back not covered in wo@hy did he always have to be so evautious, especially
when things were going so weffhe glanced at the sky to change the direction of her thoughts.

As late in the morning as it was, she knew her little gfugirls would have already gathered
without her. Without taking the time to eat the fresh fish she found at the entrance to their

shelter, Abydk jumped into the creek and waded to the other side. She paused a moment at the
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opposite bank to shake lingegidrops of water from the curls on her back, and then she headed

for the edge of the forest.

The dark haze in the distant sky forced AbDb
caught in the lowlands if there was a flashflood on the way. Besidespslikalready see the
four girl dogs at the edge of the forest across the meadow. Though Loke lay stretched out in the
sun, she knew by the way the three smaller ones were pacing the tiny clearing that they were
nervous about something.
Loke jumped to hefeet & Abyok drew near. There was something different about her
today, but it wasn't until Abydk touched her nose in greeting that she realized whatlibkes:
di dndt hav eAblgok blinkedhivace, phenkshiffedhgraze t o t hes dogds s
Could it be?
Loke dropped meekly to the ground in front
Abyok swallowed, almost afraid of what Loke might say.
Al did what you said yesterday, and now 120
Abyok touched noses with the German Sheppardagaie previous day, three of the
four dogs had declared that they believed in the Great Sheep and in the power of His Sheepskin.
When she had asked what was keeping them from
was one word: Fear. She had sgene urging them to take the final step, and now, one of them
had done it. Al 6m proud of you, 0 she whispere
had no way of hiding her real sheepskin from any of the settlement.dogs

AYou coul dspeepgkun olvdr the top, o Annit w

the new one. No one at the settlement would Kk
Loke shook her head miserably, and det er mi
that dirty thing backrioer.s. SithAb yt°k niesd rtiog hth.e T
brings uni maginabl e peace and happiness. The
pretend I am something that | am not. o
Aby°k swall owed again. ALoke, why kkeaondt yo
hear the Good News, too. o
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Lokebs eyes widened in disbelief at the su

AYou obviously dondét know who her mate is.0 H
proud head. Alf yougdedt gaohwauttdnédg! éven s
Aby°k stared at .Looke. fAYou never said

Loke swallowed and glanced back at the terriers, and when she spoke, her voice shook
with fear: A AbdyAhrt,Chabrikandd é@ar e ealolf mat ed to Shual
That single nambrought terror like none Abydk had ever experienced. She licked her
jowls, hoping the motion would release some saliva to her dingtsnouth. She was relieved
t hat her cracking dvlodn es omarsy .e vie nd iadundd tb | ken: o Wi.l |
was someone importantButd Shual u?o
AThe chief adviser to the Shamru himself. o0
and hed6s all powerful. Some say he hasoteven m
be pleased to see | have shed his stipkiover for the real thing. | will be thrown out, if not
outright killed. 1..0 Her voice dropped off, chokedd by her

my puppies!o

Aby°k nosed her ear. AWhen are the puppies

Al dondt know)J]a hokewwdbalyedmaybe?o

ALoke, you must come with me. Wedll arrang
meadow. Youol |l be safe there, you and the pup

ANo! o

Lokebs adamant responysaeprisepnok Aby°k compl et

AThere are |iterally hundreds of dogs who
mustall hear the truth. I will not run off and hide somewhere when there are so many enslaved to
his | ies. o

ABut you have to thinkhiabsutwvoilce phppikesvj t

Loke whipped aroundinanearnar | : A And this from a dog wl
is too scared to embrace it!o

Annitds tail dropped between her |l egs as s
are his favouritel. o k e Il am just one he uses to bring i

Al dondt care! 0 Chabrik snarled. fHe hates

him more reason to hate me? It is wrong to wear this stinking skin. | understand that now. When
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| wear téendildgn pmh&at | can do something to be

wear it anymore. o She snapped at the sheepski
back.
Aby©°k stared at the brown and Vadwvedceeptedur | s
the Great Sheepds skin, too?b0
Chabri ks eyes grew round i n..Woon dHeerr avso ischee
dropped to a whisper: fAThis just grew, just n
AGreat, 0 Candok whisphpéredr oilNdw. wedl |l have
Abyok ignored Candoki Wh at about you, Annit?o0
The | ittl e dogd ldowaptj, &blyokhldike Clgahrik, eealized last
night that I 6m just pretending when | wear th

Great $ieep died for me so that | could someday go and live in the Emerald Caverns with Him,

then when | wear this fake skin, it is a mockery to His sacrifice. | realized last night that |

couldnét do that anymore, and oVermeovihkHisi t of f a
sheepskin. o She sighed. #ABut that was |l ast ni
this morning, | was afraid. | put the old she
1 al most wish | hadndédt done it.o

Abyok glanced fom one female to another, searching for something to say. When she
had set her mind to bringing them out of the pack, she had never fully calculated the risk of them
actually doing it. Now three of the fealur wer e
looking to her for answers, for advice, for safety. What did she have to offer them? Absolutely
nothing but a rockcovered island, which if discovered, would put everyone in danger. And now
Lokeds puppi es Qhéreat OmefwhatdodoR as wel |

And then, suddenly, she knew. She wasndt s
you with sheepskins are going to need to | eav
Loke growled. Al already said I 6dm not hidi
Aby°k noddeodw. fdlYtebéss, jlusktn until the puppies

and when they are old enough to be without vyo
Loke wasndét ready to give in. AThat coul d
Aby°k was ready for her . ergicdonursevhe pubssfar L o k e .

you. As soon as you are strong enough, you ca
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It was Annitds brow that bristled now: fABu
matter what we do. 0

AYou will go with Bru and Li omeyklowndlittley wi |
tributary that | know. There you will come to a place where the grass and trees end and the land
becomes rocky and bare. I f you wal k through t
no idea where you aryeygetahard yoy willfiad alcombodabls ldatle e .  Wh
cave. Stay there, at the cave, with Lionak and Bru. No more argument, now. You must leave at
once. 0 She wheeled about and began trotting t
Meeko and thetbers would have returned.

AWait! o

It was Candok. Abyok had forgotten about the little terrier who had not taken a
sheepskin.

AWhat am | gonna do? Shualu knows that my
al on ed h ehdabdl!l |

AShhh, 06 tAbgd k BWlhy dondt you go with them?:«

Candok opened her mouth as if to argue, but then she snapped it shut again with a

resolute growl. Al think | wil]l. |l 6m tired of
__Z:z__

Al't was a foolish itthiongMetedk ods amd cyo wakn anu
usual as he paced about their Ilittle island.
who Lokedbs mate is. You candét Osteal awayo6 th
his wratm. tlde @iIsl ime n@ ti me! 0O

Abyok whined. She had already tried to interrupt twice, but each time Meeko had cut her
of f with his endless rant. He hadndét been at
Bru was just returning with a squirrel, and Li&rtegad been spreading herbs to dry in the
sunshine. The two had immediately agreed to the plan, and the six dogs were well on their way

before Meeko even knew what was happening.
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Abydk had been so excited when her mate returned that she had told himréhstent
before he emerged from the water. His tirade of angry words had started immediately, and now,

with each sentence that exited his mouth, her joy and excitement died just a little. more

She waited until the woollyellow dog paused for air, thenh e j umped i n: Yo
Me e k o . It was stupid, and I édm sorry. o A sob b
yelling, Shualu wil/ be here in a matter of m

Meeko heard her this ti me. hfulr@m ysoar. roy ,BuAb th
repentant attitude was soon overtaken by his
thing to do!o

Aby°k coul dnét respond. Her heart wrenchin

Al 6m sorry, 0 Meeko r epamhimsblf, heBteolleiacrasstlze d e e p
island to the entrance to the shelter and began to lick her ear.

Aby°k sniffed and swall owed. Altoés okay, M
continued: #fAl thought youdd be dstookthedGreate d as
Sheepbds skin. o

Meeko could only shake.ohis head. Al am. |t
Al know Loke and the other two are Shual ubd
chil dren fTier gr ew Heér owgehappyofindthlere tgeat rejojcioguird
the Emerald Caverns because those three | ost
A | know. Wedve been waiting for this momen
fright, lacked excitement.

ALoke didnét want to go, thepeppiksoThereowagsnowe had
ot her way. o0 Her soft, brown eyes stared at hi

Meeko just shook his head, struggling to k
why you didnét wait for me. o

ABecause it was Shhee drriogphpte dt hhienrg ntoos ed ot.00 her

deep in here, and | knew they had to go right
when | returned with the girls, I justs e nt t hem away. 0
Al hope you have at | edahgeomehisakpunhg a8
Abyo6k nodded her head.
Meeko coul dnét stop the growl from bubblin
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Her response was slow in coming: ASomet i me
ri sk, Meeko. o

Meeko dropped to the ground in despairii Gr eat Sheep, help us!o

Aby°k nodded resolutely. fiHe will! You kno

The sky darkened slightly as thunder rolled in the distance.

ASo where did you send them?0 Meekobs voic

Abyok opened her mouth to speak, but she snapsédt before the words could come.

AAbby?0

Al 6m not going to tell vyou. I f ever you ar
they seek. O

Meekods growl deepened. He recognized his
was futil e. di Mauysbte gwe tshheoruel, t oo. We <coul d all

AwWhat? And | eave behind our |l ittle ones at
in napve excitement. AYou know good and wel |l
forfood Maype this is the breakthroggh wedve been s

Thunder again pealed, louder this time. It was still a long way off, but it was moving their

direction.

Meeko rose and began pacing the island aga
thereAbby. Not noeov. Theyol |l be

AThen you will have to stop me, Meeko! o AbD

going to the settlement tonight, just like always. If you want to come with me, you can; but if

you wish to go off somewhere and hide, then wi | | go al one. o
Meeko | eaped after her. A@ANo! O
AYou wondt stop me, Meeko! o

He knew then that trying to stop her would be like trying to hold back the pending storm.

He growled, but he made no effort to follow.
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Teel u coul dn 0 ttimeteeneéntasi ef breeteb lad dwaps through the
valley. The slightest exertion left his tongue hanging and his sides heaving. Where was the rain?
Wasnot September supposed to be cooler than t

't had been el even | on gdisappeasrce, and hothingve e k s s
about his wretched existence seemed to matter anymore. He found no satisfaction in the fact that
he had achieved his goals. He could have cared less that much of the settlement seemed to
worship the ground he walkedamdhedi n 6t even take pleasure in t
now tied to the rope around his neck.

Daltu was no hel p. He was fiercely jeal ous
not hing had changed between the twtmehfwael u co
near. To make things worse, Daltu seemed to insinuate that the strange disappearance of a third
of the settlement was somehow his fault. In his lgeitwas sure that it was Quaelik, the little
medicine dog and burial cave keeper, who was resplenfor the disappearances; but try as he
mi ght, he coul dndt g elissuspicjohshbBspedallyaftensberopenesl t o s
the O6memorial é for Little Pitro, fgoirgagainvthi ch s
the sheepskin. Natheless, he knew something was very wrong

The light seemed to shift slightly, causing Teelu to scan the horizon. Was that really a
low cloud bank to the norti®as a storm rolling ih

Part of him hoped for rain; but in the end, would it change hiapmhreality? He rested
his head on his forelegs as his mind began reviewing the misfortunes that had transpired since
the attack he had orchestrated on Little Ritro

It had all started the day Tanno, the aged black lab, was released from his punislement
disappeared that same day. Though his fresh trail led to the burial caves, Teelu had lost it in a
myriad of other scents; and though he tried,
the burial cave area.

Something similar happened to Bi@mext, and in the ensuing days, to many, many
ot her s. Because of Daltuds insinuations, S 0ome

new disappearance brought more and more despairing family members to his grotto to stare at
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him with pulled backgwls and flattened ears. In fact, he could see one of the Dalmatians

approaching him now with bared teeth.

Teelu slowly rose to his feet. He didndét h
was far too hot to do anything except sitand pantintthesl e; but he coul dnodot f
these black |l ooks and morbid intimations. Bes

about the disappearances, was it?

For reasons unknown to him, Teelu found himself restlessly moving towards the stone
altar. Part of him cringed at the sight of the ominous structure; but the effort required to move on
seemednuchtoo strenuous for such a blistering day. He collapsed in the shade that lengthened
off its eastern side instead.

What little grass that was not tratad down by the frequent meetings at the altar was
brown. Even the green leaves of the trees that encircled the clearing were showing signs of
yellow around their drooping edges, and the only thing Teelu could think of that would bring
him relief was to g the creek and take a bath in its cool, clear water. The problem was, the creek
had become steadily smaller over the past few days, until all that was left yesterday was a muddy
impression across the valley floor. There were still small pools of waterlherthere, but Daltu
had declared just the day before that the water would be reserved for drinking only. There would
be no bathing until further notice, and he posted fierce German Shepherds at each pool to enforce
the new rule.

Yes, he had fulfilled s dream in earning the respect of the settlement dogs; but what
good was it when he couldndét even bathe in th
it all? The joy? The adventure? The excitement? When had it all disappeared?

He already knew thanswer to those questions, however. The joy, excitement, thrill and
adventure had all vanished the day he ordered the death of his brother

A shuffling sound could be heard on the ot
up. It would be Daltand his entourage of guards, prisoners and followers. They would be
arriving early for the evening service. Try as he would, he still could make no sense of these
gathering. Nor of this stifling sheepskin that everyone insisted he continue ta.wear

Hed dnét turn his head as the ol der, spotte
feel the hostility emanating from the creature, and if he were perfectly honest with himself, he

would have to admit that he hated Daltu just as much. Why was Daltu irechasgvay? Why
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coul dnot he be the | eader of the settl ement d
bar ks: fTeelu the Great, Teelu the Great! o

AOne more went missing today. 0

Teeluds mind returned to the present. fAOne

AYup. o

That would explain the angry Dalmatian athisgrottd To t he buri al caves

AHow should I know? | 'm beginnbegwaendthi sk
a good idea after all .o

Daltuds sheepskin had sl i ptpfehdlittie pomtecbearss on h
peeking out from behind his sheepskin might have been comical in some circumstances. At the
moment, however, it only served to disgust Te
AThat dogds wor ds oOowersd opeiedorh.i m,f wee wibaudmd hav
him, wanting those stupid woollya c k s . 0

Daltu looked up at the larger dog, and his ensuing growl seemed to originate deep within

his chest: AKilling him didnbotkldhgoghmayyay wi t h t
simply made the problem a martyr. Half the se
|l ost more than a third of our dogs, probably
sheepskin back into pl menaceto thssettiementiswyeusTedlu, t hi nk
you and your ungrounded hatred of thpatveddog. O

theropeo f f of his andGbheawlhudsi metche woods! o he g
then ke calmly waited util each ondiad seatedself in a circle at the edge of the clearing before
turning back to Teelu.
The solemnity of it all made Teelu cringe.
Al have a story for you, o6 Daltu began. fAlt
golden retriever and a goldéblack lab mix wandered into this settlement. They lived here for
about a year, but after about six months, the
Teelu growled. AYeah? So what?0
Daltu patiently cleared his throahen Teelu had calmed dowrgresumed his story:
ADuring the t i mgehadtalitenof puppieseSorhedaoked to lie pwrely golden,

but two of them were definite copies of their
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Teelu shifted uncomfortably. Al kneow the s

AWhy are you telling me this?o0
| f Daltu even heard Teelu, he didndét show
APitro wasebhackhameos®$btbeed, and his mateds n;
beady eyes to st aarcee .difirBeoc ttlhyo sien tnoa nfeese | nuedbasn fa ny
Teelu cringed inwardly, but he forced hi ms
the name of the I mposter we stopped. He must
Again Dal tu appeartodndiSlarack eft thelsettleraentiweghaheid . i P
puppies about, say, nine or ten months ago? T
Daltuds stare was al most unbearable, but T
instead: fAYeah? theempobstoreandd weyealiost th& samerage. Lots of dogs

are the same age as me. 0
AYou are one of those puppies, Teelu. o
Teelu | ooked away, o afizYyo uabsr ea cdrearzayn,g elda Istquui r r
AAmMm | ? Then you explain ito,aperfeateplicabithel ai n
Pitro of old, came to this very settlement just days after you did, claiming that you were his
brother. o
AThat 6s easy. o0 Though his voice was cal m,
a lot more nonchalant than he féitl met wup wi th Little Pitro on
He was jeal ousapur aner eébode,c aaursck He@nconcocted the
Daltu |l aughed | ong and hard before turning
it will be settled todayThis evening the entire settlement will see that you are not who you say
you are, that you ar@crossbreed and t hat you are, indeed, Litt
if to go, but | ooked back one | aclearingilhage 1 Oh,
dogs posted throughout the altanods to make sure you are still here when the settlement dogs
arrive. o
AwWhy Daltu. 1 6m hurt you would think that
hide. o
Daltu growled beéodork s@eehdong away. AW

Thunder rumbled in the distance as he sauntered into the woods.
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#EADPQAO ¢

Meeko slunk out of the water and shook himself before making his way slowly and
carefully towards the northeendof the settlement. He had spent a lonely afternd@asiog
game and fishing in the river. His only hope had been to catch at least one glimpse of his
precious mate.
Abyodk was right of course. He had known it from the beginning; but blinding fear
seemed to feed his every thought and movement, and nothaaogiloedo or think seemed to
dislodge the sense of panic that had rooted itself in his gut. He was afraid for Abydk; he was
afraid for the work they had started in the settlement; he was afrédtiefgix dogs who had left
thatmorning; he was afraid foihs own | i fe; he was afraid that
Aby°k; he was afraid he wouldndét be able to s
afraid that he would never be the dog his father had been.
Abyok was nearby. Her scent along thank of the river was relatively fresh, and he
could also scent fresh animal blood. That, of course, meant she had spent the afternoon doing his
job....
The ominous sky seemed to darken as his sense of dread deé&fmnéadted her. You
coul dn &outof goihgk Yol refused to support her when she needed you the most, and
now, now she doesndét even believe you wil/| co
Meeko tried to push these thoughts asi de,
truth. Why would she think he would come throu
indication that he would.
Drops began to fall from the heavens as he shook the river water from his woolly back.
Harder and harder they came, driving him backkbato the river, back to his cozy little island,
back to safety from the pack
For once, Meko resisted. @mmoning all the inner strength he possessed, he forced his
feet away from the river. He crass$the grassy meadow, headed for the settlemend Hed n 6 t
allow himself to look back even once before reaching the meeting place.
The sun had already set, and the black clouds blotted any dwindling light of dusk; but
Meeko didndét need | ight to tell thatforesthe pl ac
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floor. Fresh scents signaled that the area had recently been,asidetthat Abyodk, along with
several other dogs whose scents he didnoét rec
But where were the settlement dogs who usually gathered at this hour? And wkere w
Abyok now? And those strange dog scentd/ho did they belong to?
The heavy weight in his gut twisted, again pushing him ta.run
APsst! o
Meeko jumped at the sound, but he coul dnot
that now gusted throughe settlement blew the scent the opposite direction.
AMeeko! O
Meeko shook his ears. fAiWhodés there?0 He ke
carry it to the source of the mysterious voice.
AOver herel o
Meeko veered toward the sound, and as he enteeeddods, he nearhan intoa large
yellow lab.
He recognized the dogbdés scent as one of th
gatheringsHis muzzle was beginning to be specked with gagyl he wore a black sheepskin
t hat was a bist htagpo etnii nlgt?.0 A What 6
Instead of answering, the dog trotted deeper into the woods.
Not knowing what else to do, Meeko followed.
They had trotted for a good five minutes before the dog finally stopped and whirled
around. AThey took her, Meeko. O
Me e k 0 6 s h dosstof beatirgge me d
AThey were waiting for her when she arrive
AWhat did they do to her?590
The yell ow | ab shook his head. Al dondét kn
returned. O
AWho was it?0o0
AWhy, Shual u, anfd chauwr sfe.g hS heuasl. w
Meeko slumped to the ground in anguish.
AThey were angry. They had spent the eveni

have disappeared. Three of them were Shualu mates, and the other was the mate of one of the
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Shamrubs Iresa,diMat kKku.ghTtlheey t hreatened us, and v
didnét want to rat on you, honestly we didnot
Meeko swallowed.
AWe told them that none of us had seen the
threaten us, onef the younger ones broke down. She said maybe you or Abydk might know
where they were, and then she told them about your evening.\visits
Lightning split the sky then, and in its momentary light, Meeko got a brief look at the lab
infrontof him. Ife hadndét known better, he might have t
Al 6m sorry, 0 he said. Al 6m afraid |I dondt eve
ANadu. And my brother is Mal do. rafdway ot her
from the meeting place, but&o followed Shualu and the others while | waited for you to
come. 0 He paused staring at Meeko for a momen
come together. Otherwise, they would have tak
Meeko coul dnote ssptoonps ehi silsnteorlldedherr this wou
then,successfully bringinpi s emoti ons back under control: i
me, Nadu, and for Maldo to follow them. Il tha
AWaiting for rnwgoucowmparaed ittd | reow hyoNallwe hel g
paused. fAWhat did you mean when you said you
was danger, but you helped us anyway?o
Meeko growl ed. He hadndot r ealtHewasisuidedyn ded f
very angry with Abyok for being so stubboand # he wanted was for this yellow labwhat
was hisname agai® o know how stupidly Aby°k had acted
growled. fAl told her not otabbafuslincludng inocekntdogsi t wo
like you and Maldo. | told her it would ruin all our work, | told her not to come back here. But
she wouldndét | isteao. She never | istens! She
AShhh. There are spies everywhere. Nowhere
Meeko growledagain Al t was just plain stupid. o
Al dondt know about stupid, Me e k o . Il think
this Great Sheep you have told us about ?0

The voice was hauntingly clear, aN@éekocould feel his tail tucking between his legs.
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ADonGt avways tell us that He will take car
things arendét always the way they seem. 0

Meeko stared at renmindmeoéryldaxlywy tHog. amgeuw f aded
with his voice.

Nadu shook his heladdomdtOmr salrlry, k Mewkwhat
| know is that you and Abytk have made a difference in our settlement. The hungry dogs are
being fed, the sick who canét afford the medi
sure that Abyok mst have had a very good reason for sending the girls away. Rumor had it that

at leasine of them accepted one of those sheepskins of yours, and that would have meant death

for all four.o His voice faded oflfyellowhabdb.n, f or

Al &m sorry, Meeko, 0O he repeated..OHekhookeal | 'y do

hi mself, and water from his dripping sheepski

Mal do, and he wil/l |l ead us to Aby°k. o
—_—

For all practicapurposes, the gathering around the stone altar went as usual. Daltu made
the usual announcements and speeches, the usual number of wayward dogs were brought out and
assigned to either himself or Teelu, and the usual number of sheepskins were vended. Teelu
thought that Daltu spent a little longer than necessary telling them how they needed to be
carefully prepared for the coming of the prophesied One, for he went on and on about the
importance of wearing a sheepskin so that when the Prophesied One camoeldHecognize
them as His own. Daltu often preached along these lines, however, and if it had not been for their
conversation just before the gathering, Teelu would not have guessed anything was amiss.

't wasndét until t he s etoaclose¢hatallsenbldncenohve nor
normalcy fled. There was markedesice in the clearing as Daktepped forwardnce agairand
shook his toebig sheepskin into place. The late evening sunshine, almost completely swallowed
by the shadows of the encirdjnirees, illuminated only one tiny spot: The altar and the small
spotted dog at its base.

The total silence in the clearing weighted heavily on Teelu, and fighting off the urge to

disappear, he sat down hard.
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AFriends, 0 Dal tu gu e thiagdthat wd mustdbringtoyosr j ust on
consideration. o

His voice was quiet. Too quiet. Even Teelu had to strain to hear him.

AMany of you have come to me with concerns
and family members. o

Several worried heads noddedtas, and a quiet buzz broke out in the group. Almost all
the dogs in the clearingadfriends and family membergho were missing

Al tell you today that we have all owed gre
careful, and an impostor has infitra&a d our r anks. 0

The hum in the audience increased in volume.

ATell wus who it is, Daltul!o

The plea initially came from a poodle in the front row; but it was quickly picked up and
carried throughout the cl ear i nghimoidtioadsbthat s, Da

we may punish him.o

Daltu smugly wagged his stumpy tail I n pri
then until the cries of anger quieted enough
because yowould not believeme if | did. Il nstead, | Daltu glamapd birieflyat h  pr o «

Teelu, then he nodded to the left. Imnmediately, two of his guard dogs, huge German Shepherds
in gray sheepskins, came forth leading a golden dog between them.

An older golden retrieveujbi | antly jumped forth from the
daughted youdve returned from the dead! 0 But the |
where is your sheepskin?o

The two German Shepherds led Biamic forward until she stood beside Daltu iaffront
the stone altar. Thatodos when Teelu noticed th
down and nestled between her paws

A gasp went out from the gathered dogs as another golden retriever jumped forward to
j oin her mat éyouw8hBuldérént vt @y 'Ymeiyr6 r e .00 Bairt e & hien
couldnét continue. Instead, she fell to the g

The rest of the congregation quickly finis

in sheepbs wool; justo |l ike the i mpostor, Litt
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As one, the creatures around the altar sur
from her back, and only Daltudés sharp bark st
not as it seems. Our own Bidmic is not the impostor. She is heredwery different reasons.

First of all, she is proof of the poison that Little Pitro sowed in our ranks in the brief time he was
here. The curly wool on her back shows that h

Alt s true, 00scafldtedero.utit Myi 2draucght er woul d |
to take off her sheepskin. It was that evil ¢

Daltu licked his jowls in satisfactioB i 2 mpresénse was accomplishing its desired

effect on his followers. It was alsaving an effect upon Teelu

Teel uds heart jumped into his throat at t he
guard. So this was Daltuds proof: A puppy, hi
had ever known flooded his spitifie backed towards the altar, intent on taking advantage of the
excited crowd to slip away; but a deep growl stopped him, forcing him to turn back, to watch as
Biamic gently moved the tiny black form to the foot of the altar and crouched down protectively
around it.

Somehow, though he hadndét all owed hi mself
that Biamic had been carrying pups, and that these pups were his, was not a new one to him. The
fact, however, that she had given birth to a black pépgpyhiowback to his fathér now that
was pure heresy. He would have to do something and.quick

AYou all think that the curls between her
influence, 0 Daltu conti nued, otfihaimpgostor bwishtar e cor
reveal today. Far from it. Little Pitro never claimed to be anything he was not. He may have been
sadly deluded, but he was honest. 0

The congregation was completely quiet as Daltu turned to the young golden retriever.
ABi 2 maseseg pkel everyone what that i s between y

Altés my puppy. o

Although she was shaking, her voice was calm, even proud, and Teelu had to marvel at
her courage.

Al gave birth to him and two others two we
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Daltuds voice wasgcoimposled wou meomasce nt el |
father i s?0

Her voice cracked with emotion, but i1t inc
father! Teelu is not who he says he is. If he were, he would not have produced a black puppy.
Teeluis,inreatiy , a f ul | brother to the dog he had mu

Teelu made his move then. He stepped forward, put on his most concerned look, and
walked towards the golden retriever. His first instinct was to jump on her, to pierce her juggler
vein with one of his sharp teeth and then squish the life out of that stinking puppy; but he knew
such a rough approach wouldnét work to his ad
sadness, as he shifted his gaze to the audience. "Doyou sedtllecon her back?0

The dogs around the altar went silent.

ADo you trust anything said by anyone who
the traitor, Little Pitro?0 He paused again t
| were frierds at the time of this puppy's conception; but if you remember correctly, this was also
when Little Pitro came to town. o

A German Shepherd growled and called into
day Teelu walked into our lives marked the begigrof the turmoil that is now dividing our
peaceful little realm. | say it is Teelu who is lying. | say he is NOT who he says he is. | say we
give Teelu the sambrothet 6at ment we gaveeéhis

The last word was spat forward with a force that could bé¥ethe entire group, and a
chorus of, AAway with him!'o filled the clear:i

Teelu swallowed as thunder rolled in the distance. He saw, as if in slow motion, the
sheepskircovered dogs in the congregation surging in his direction. He had to get away from
here and fast! He took a shaky step backwards,
guards stopped him before his foot even settled on the ground. He had never really contemplated
death before, but at this moment, he found himself more terrifeeditd would have ever
thought possible.

Is this how Little Pitro felt?

A tiny bubble of pity began to rise in the pf his stomach, and with it, treemory of
how calmly and peacefully Little Pitro had faced the fierce dogs who ripped off his sheepskin

Wh a t was Pitbdés secret?
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ATel | us! o snarled the big dog. fAWhat have
It was the Bull Mastiff who spoke this time, and Abyok resolutely licked her jowls as she
glanced around the little group of nine fighting dogs gatheréant of the golden altar. Though
she had never been here before, she felt as if she knew this place. After all, both of her parents
warned against a golcbvered altar. There was no doubt in her mind that she stood at thef altar
the Dogs of the Gokeh Sheep, and the German Shepherd who appeared to be leading the little
pack was none other than Shualu himself.

AShe wonodét say anything, o hissed a pit bul
Sshoul ders will protectshheerhafsr otnn eu swr oShge kd oneds no
Laughter shrieked forth from the rest of the group, and Abyodk took the few seconds of

diversion to eye each dog. All of them were bigger and stronger than she, but it was their motley
collection of sheepskins that @i her attention. An idea was beginning to birth in her mind. It
would be terribly risky, but she knew she must act upon it. She lifted her gaze to stare
courageously at the German Shepherd | eader: A
Shualu took the bwiste d€chsal byg. y¥aumake, am
to hurt you. The Dogs of the Golden Sheep are really deao® creatures. Tell us what we
want to know, and then wedll | et you go. o0
Aby°k swall owed. She didnoét beleiShewashi m, b
already their captive. How much worse could it get?
AWedre | istening, o6 Shualu growled i mpatien
Give me the courage, GreatOneb y ° k resol utely | ookietd Shual

tellyouwhereyou mat es can be found. 0O

The group of dogs pressed in, growling, an
yellowed teethassnarlr umbl ed t hrough his chest: AYou sai
AYes, | said would speak; but teb.lfgoudndt say

remember correctly, one of you sditlet me see if | can remember your exact woérdsS h e
thinks that patch of wool on her shoulders wi

wrong kind of sheepskin.dnghbado, smgakrabods, 0i

. Out of the Pack: By Their Fruit®



The Bull Mastiff lunged forward, teeth bared, aiming straight for her throat, but Abyok
d dndét f I i nc h.awdnnglarkframsShualu kigpint fiommias, target.

AThere is a very importaweéeadi &hdrmpcewnhot
prayed her words would carry over the din. AT
Great Sheep. | didndédt have t o e angstainedtorfulland |
of hol es. | Glmoutdongs meotntciemr gn etdhat wi | | make me | c
itds mine, and no one can take it from me. o0 A

because at the word figift, o the barking and h
hear helown voice. Somehow, however, she knew that she was meant to say those words, and
somehow, they would be heard by those who needed to hear them.

It was sever al mi nutes before the noise qu
you ever talk like thain my presence again, | will have your precious sheepskin torn from your
back. o

Aby°k wondered at her sense of -lovmg m. Al t h
bunch. o

Shualu snarled.

AThen you might as well just heirphietadof i Buad
wonoét do that, will you, because | am the onl
i f you kil me, you wil/ never find them. o

Shual ubdés ears | ay back a fraction more in
completelyinb t a | rage: AStrike her! o

One by one, the eight other dogs did just that, charging in to maul and tear at her flesh for
a few brief seconds before being replaced by the next dog in line. In the end, the pain was more
than Abyok could bear, and as she slolwkt consciousness, she wished, for the first time in her

life, that she would never wake up.
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#EADQAO ¢

Daltu sat back on his haunches. The emotions of the an@relquickly shifting from
anger to fury to frenzied rage. He knew he should be feelgaspt with the way things were

going. In fact, this was a far better outcome than he could have ever envisioned; but something

was wrong. He coul dndét pinpoint what it was,
bark, and when five of hisbigges guar d dogs jumped forward, he
direction.

Terror shone forth from the retrsigrebbesir 6s br
him by the rope around his neck and the other four formed a tight circle about him. Nonetheless,
he di dnandhe dohtinuadddstare so defiantly at the crowd that one by one they stopped
their forward surge and dropped their hind ends to the ground. When all was quiet, he turned
towards the spotted leader. His voice was calm and modulakexspoke just one word:
ADal tu. o When no one tried to stop him, he co
have absolutely nothing to hide.o He turned b
time these puppies would have been corezk Little Pitro wagied to my neck, outside my
cave. The fact that this traitor, Bi 2mic, has
who | say | am. Instead, it proves that she has been whoring with the enemy, and the fact that she
is now gowing one of those despicable patches of wool on her back is proof that this black
puppy isndédt mine. o Teelu fell silent as he sm
information. He was sure he had seen Daltu squirm, and the thought sixet af gteasure

through his soul. Nonetheless, even he would never have imagined what happened next

A clap of thunder sounded directly overhead, followed by torrential rain. At exactly the
same time, all turmoil broke loose among the settlemers. dbg snarls and howls wese
deafening thatheyc oul d cl early be heard above the noi s
but when it was over, many of the smaller, weaker dogs lay bleeding in the rain.
The downpour lasted only a few minutes lontlpan the fray, and then the storm cleared
up as suddenly as it had begun. When all was again quiet, it was clear that there were two
distinct fractions in the group: Those who stood faithfully by Daltu, and those who were for

Teelu.
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Teel u di dnajotity, bubavtiee sighhof so many dogs who appeared to be
faithful to him, an idea jumped into his mind, and without taking the time to contemplate it, he
Shouted it out: Als it not prophesied that th
recogni zed by some? That when he comes, he wil
conscience tugged at a corner of his mind; but he could feel the adrenaline coursing through his
veins at the sound of his words, and he ignored his consciefteeally if he did nothing, he
would surely die! Al come to tell you today t
today among you is clear proof! o
His words, once voiced, bothered him all the more. He had heard his parents speak of this
particdar thing that the Great Sheep had supposedly said, something about not coming to bring
peace but sharp teeth. Not that he believed any of this, but the words were already out of his
mout h, and he couldndot withdr awemhthemoehB8esi des
|l i ked the idea. Why couldnét he be 6the onebod
With this thought, pride quickly overcame the lagtof conscienceandT e e | u 6 s
demeanor changed. It was a subtle change, and few in the gathering noted it; bumaiat
in time, Teelu actually began to believe that he, himself, was indeed the fulfillmi#et of

prophecy, that this was, indeed, the reason he had been born.

Teeluds words were met with total silence.
Daltu nervously shifted his sheepskin. The German shepherds dropped the ropes and looked
around questioningly, while the dogs in the gathering stared, their ears pricked forward in awe
and excitement.

The announcement did not leave all the dogs in awe, how&fter.a minute of total
sil ence, Bi 2micds mother stepped nervously fo
walked towards the stone alter, only stopping when she stood nose to nose with her daughter.

Bi 2mi cbs heartf elbturds chds hrean gnufzarlteh ians tshhee n
neck: Al ém so sorry | soiled myself with Teel

The older golden retriever turned to face the crowd. Her voice was quiet, even
apprehensi ve, but her soft words ametoeowd | i ke
my daughter had never lied to me. Now her whole life has become a lie. | did not know she

carried puppies, thought | suspected it; but
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he says he is.0 She pheasgdewoboledet hi 8Dsi n&uU i

could turn my daughter into a |lying whore is

head. Al dondét think so.0 She turned to Daltu

one that Teelu has tued out to be. My daughter needs to get back to her puppies. They will be

hungry without her. |l trust you wil/ l et her
A smug expression washed over Daltu as he squared his little frame and cleared his

throat. Al 6m afraid,I noanoankied!|l yer "0t " | heas

Nodding towards two of his guard, he barked:

the cave we discussed earlier. Guard the entrance, and make sure she has plenty of fresh meat

and water. Othevise, leave them alone. If anything happens to her or her puppies, | will hold

you personally responsible. o

Al am afraid, 0o Bi2mic whispered. AMot her ,
The older dog looked towards Daltu, and when he nodded his head, she followed the

German Shepherds out of the clearing.

Daltu turned to the crowd, and when he spoke, his voice once again rang with

confidence: AToday | give you t ke cd heavi@oe .6 You

who would like nothing more than to murder bggponents in cold blood; or you can continue to

follow me while we await the regsaviour The choice is yours. o
__x:z__

The rain slowed to a fine mist as the three yellow labs trotted down the wide forest track.
Nadu and Meeko had met up with Maldo shorflytaer ¢l eari ng the settl em
end, and he now | ed them through the trees. 0
he crossed a tiny stream. fAltds just ahead, i
Meeko squinted through the rain. He knew fiiece. He had been here with Bru: It was
the Golden Altar of the Dogs of the Golden Sheep! His steps sbowed
AYou okay?0o0
Meeko stoppedlhe familiar voice was only strong enough to have reached his ears, but

he squinted toward the sound, hoping beyorkho see a wise, yellow face peering at him.
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Dad? He blinked to clear his vision and he realized the voice had originated from the yellow face
of the dog beside him, his dleawm ffriireen.dq Nadu.

Nadu wasnot conmntienrcredpt ebdutanWwa lfdwr tiher conve

as we should come to the clearing. 1 06m sure t
|l eading her when | foll owed them, and her sce

Meeko barely recognized the squeak thaesquz e d it sel f out of his
now?o

Mal do stared at him for a | ong moment. #l
AStay hidden in that c¢clump of brush. o0 He toss
theleft,andNagdl, you <circle to the right. Wedl/l ma k e
up, wedll think of a plan.o

Meeko swall owed. ALook. Y@ toud buaslyoa knew, b e e n

things could get pretty wuglw. 0l understand i f

Nadu was already shaking his head in the stance of true loyalty so characteristic of his

breed: fiWe woul dndét think of making you face
own. 0
AJust | i ke my dad, 0o whi spmyedadleeko. fAYou
__z:z__

It was clear that neither Daltu nor Teelu expected what would happen next.

About a third of the dogs in the gathering simply melted away. Some backed slowly into
the woods, others turned and made their way through the crowd of dogetiyéhef the forest
where they disappeared into the trees, and still others ran boldly away from the stone altar.
Whatever their method of exit, each of these dogs shed their sheepskins, leaving them in piles at
the edge of the clearing before racing tlyiothe settlement, crossing the meadow, wading
across the creek and disappearing intoatbedson the other side. There was no clear leader in
this bunch, yet they would all later report that it was like something in the sky was beckoning

them, pulling tlem onward with a force they were unable to ignore.
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When they reached the burial caves, Quaelik was waiting for them, they stopped, and as
one, they formed a circle around hgrl t 6 s true, 0 she whispered. AT
brothers, but thanks lte the Great Sheep, Little Pitro lives, and the same Great Sheep is calling
each one of you to Him. oo

Although the dogs in the circle heard her words, somethingilie, something up in the
sky, held their full attention; and then, one by one, atingpat of sheepbés wool ap

of their backs..

Aby°k awoke with a start. She felt weak, r
make her legs work well enough to bring her to a sitting position. Her captors had each attacked
her. Large pathes of fur, as well as most of the wool on her back, had been ripped away, leaving
bloody blotches all over her body. She knew she should be in pain, and with all the blood loss,
Sshe shoul dndt even be consci ou®mentlatdeast théree wa s n
was no pain. It was like she had been wrapped up in a warm animal skin, and she drew courage
and strength from the feeling. Her defiant whisper rang forth, reaching the ears of the great
fighting dogs: AYou.ca&mut eamratnure eme kallll yney wa
where the girls have gone. 0

Three of the big fighting dogs lunged forw

ifWe need her alivel! o
AShebs | ying, 06 barked the bull @omastiff. @AH
AfnThen we find him before we kil her! o

As five of the ferocious dog charged back
and she suddenly felt very tired. The loss of blood, no doubt, but there was also a strange ache in
hergut She rolled to heride, hoping to ease the pain. The rain had finally stopped, and the
remaining brisk breeze that was rapidly chasing away the cloud cover made her shiver. The
golden altar in front of her began to weave ever so slightly. She closed her eyes and dropped her
heavy head. She would have never believed it possible, but she found herself actually thanking
the Great Sheep for her scrap with Meeko that
would have been with her when they entered the settlementwas, iif he came to the
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settlement at all, it would have been much later. Maybe someone would tell him, or maybe he
never | eft their little island, or better yet
and sound.. It was wishful thinking; but@mehow, it brought comfort as her ravished, pain

ridden body drifted back into the blessed realm of unconsciousness.

Though the crowd was smatteserrmg—=—re=a=trom calm. The remaining dogs quickly
split their allegiance, with the majority remainiloyal to Daltu. The ones who swore fealty to

Teelu, however, were the | arger, fiercer dogs

they tore into the group of Daltubés foll owers

able to fend them oftyut not without the shedding of much innocent blood. A dozen or more

small and mediursized dogs, mostly of more peaceful breeding, fell under the ferocious teeth of

Teeluds dogs that evening, and even tywo of th

nightfall, Daltu and his dogs had been forced to retreat to distant caves at the western end of the

|l ong valley, while Teelub6s followers took pos
Ten of them tracked Biamic to the grotto where Teelu and his brothessséerd had

been born. It was only a matter of minutes before they shredded another three German Shepherds

and chasedff the rest with tucked tails. Leaving a serircle of five dogs to guard the entrance

to the cave, they returned to the stone altéotw their heads before Teelu.

Teelu should have been happy with the turn
black puppy burned within him like a brewing volcano. One word from him, and Biamic, along
with her mother and all of those stinking puwsuld be gone. Forever. One less sheldpned
creature in the world, and several more who would never be have the chance to grow that stupid
wool.

But that would be too easy, wouldnoét iit? H
the panic in her eyest the mere sound of his voice. He would not let her off so easily. Oh, he
would kilhe® or better, have her killed so that the
innocent shouldeds but before he did, he would do whatever it took to inflict her witths

terror t hat she woul dnot be able to suckle th
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them all die,onebyoneHe turned to his followers. fADO no

i s not nearly cruel enough for that traitor.o
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# EADD® cc¢

How long Abydk was allowed to lay in her state of semmsciousness at the base of the
gol den alter, she didndét know, for it seemed
torn flesh brought her again to a fully alert state.

AGet wup!o

She grunted. Fighting to stay conscious as another wave of pain nearly overcame her, she
struggled to rise before the rougailsof the dog couldakeher side again.

AiGet over here! o

Adcandlt .déondt hdhavter engt h. o

A low growl was her only respagas,

Be my strength, great Onghe whispered. candét do it on my own!

Somehow she managed to stumble forwhtdthe scene on the other side of the gold
pl ated altar only served to sicken her furthe
one dog she madtand least wanted to seévieekd Her sides began to heave as she coughed

up bile, then her legs collapsed under her and everything went black.

Me e k leé@dsand tail drug the ground hey forced him forward until he was about ten
feetfrom the golden altaiThe pair of yellow brothers had only been gone a few minutes when
Shual ués f i gowereng wndef thee barrgd bushésrand dorced him withbaick ears
and bared teeth into the clearing. Nowthe dim light from the scattegrof stars that peeked
intermittently through the cloud cover, he could only just makédduty © k 6 s battered a
bodydark form; but the strong scent of fresh blood brought on a sense of overwhelming despair.

Shualu, from his place at the base ofdb&len altar, ignored the sheskinned yellow

|l abds reaction. #ATell us! What have you done
Meeko swall owed, tryingltdogdel knbwsoshaki
ATel | us or we wi ||l kil | her, ce. snarl ed a w
ANo, 0 Meeko heard himself say. HfADeshedt hurt
didndot tell me. o0
AYoubre | ying!o Shualu nodded towards the
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sinking his teeth into the silken flap until blood squirted forth.
ALook, 0 Meeko breat.hced. AAI I |l can tell vyo
A soft whine reached his ears. He knew it came from the still form of his mate at the foot
of the altar. Then, suddenly, the darkness seemed to lighten. Aby6k, Shualu and the company of
fighting dogs, alag with the shadowy form of the golden altar, seemed to disappear, and Meeko
could feel the warm breath of a dog towering over him. At first he thought he was in the presence
of a giant dog; but as he glanced down at his own paws and saw that they eeed aoyellow
fuzz, he realized that the dog wasnodot huge at
The deep, rich voice was also very famili a
been looking everywhere for you. Your mother and litter matesleeady safe on higher
ground. Now come. We have to run!o
Aidl candt, dad, 0 he heard himself whimper.
touch of his fatherés teeth as they drasped t
himself flying over the rocks, racinfgr higher ground.
The scene changed slightly then. What had been rocky and barren ground was now
covered with soft grass and flowers in so many brilliant colors that they dazzled his eyes.
Though he wasnodt askodnation had takenmplace, ineowas no loreger flying
over the ground in his fatherés teeth. l nst ea
supposed to be running after his father. He was afraid, however, and his feet refused to move.
Adl c ahned twhoi mpered. Al candt go any farther!o
The adult dog whipped around to face him, and the action was so sudden that Meeko
jammed into him. fAYou can do it Me e k o . I bel

It was Nicku. Again.

ABut dad, 1 6m scared! o
ATher e ar e do gMeekn.oraunmother ¢ coonting yroyau, and so are
your sisters and brothers. You canodét | et them
ABut |1 d6m not strong enough. I 6m not fast e
AYou dondt need to be strong, or fast, or
then. yowWwhaeed is to |l ove them enough to try.

Shepherd and the Great Sheep to give you the
A B u.b
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The scene again changed. The ground underneath his feet was once again stolay and
and the dim |Iight was gone. He coul d smell h i
overpowering odor of another dog. His heart skipped a beat as he realized where he was: In the
cave, the night his father was murderBd, Great Sheep. Pleasany scene from my life but this
one. I dondét Bvwatntt e werlds et Hahti sdame out of hi

get out of herel!o

AShhh. o6 The sound was brief, but it carrie
Then came that hated voice he had triedsglot o f or get: fiYou. Youbor

Youodl I make an excellent addition to the pack
Al wi || never join your pack. o

But the words he had just spokenWere they truly his?

Then he realized something hugenthéd@eathadnodt
Sheep and his | ove for his father had..been so
AShhh. o It was his father speaking again.
spirit.o As Meeko | i st en atdl stephowards thelMillekrdog:e ar Ni c
AYou already know | wear a shethgagwhenlide lgand | édm

to the Emerald Caverns. My life there will be for eternity, full of all the beauty and joy that the
Shepherd firstintendedfosu t o have. 0

A sob bubbled up in Meekobs throat. When h
let his fear overwrite this basic truth?

Hi s fatherdés voice again drew his attentio
calling you to Him. He knows thabyu ar en 6t truly happy here. He
Meeko could only shake his head in the face of such selfless love. Nicku knew he would
be killed, but he still did everything he could to bring just one more lost dog under the care of the

Great Sheg...
Then came the feeling of a heavy body rushing through the oppressive air, and a crash as

Nicku jumped forward in the dark, placing himself between Meeko and their attacker. His body

caught the full impact of Ti wgowndnghe taverdflagpe, and
just i nches from where Meeko stood. AHerebs w
teeth. Al kill them. o
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Then came that sickening sound, the one that Meeko would never in his life forget: The
sound of teeth lockingthemsees on hi s fi&Xblhiekds | tmyodtat her an
really never be able to have a sheepskin!o he

But then that | oving voice came one | ast t
pack, not the way mdxtt,heflGrésatn &th eterpu @ vAmat my
and inexperienced. The Great Sheep loves you, and if my death is what it takes to lead you to
eternal l'ife in the Emerald Caverns, then | d
never fullyunde st ood rol |l ed forth: AnOh Great One, for
doing. o

With these words, the scene again changed. Light streamed down, and Meeko felt himself
drawn outside, through the craggy elueahsiteng of
into an open meadow illuminated with soft light.

ACome Meeko! o

The light, as well as the soft but commanding words, emanated from a huge sheep, and
Meeko was overcome with shame. @ANo, dKGaveat One
lostmy first | ove. I have | et my fright over come
too afraid to help her!o

ADo you still wish to run?o

The voice was like oil over troubled waters, and Meeko found he could honestly shake
his head. 0 dwillinglygivé up hihliéerto save and of Your lost dogs, how can |
abandon her? But oh, GreatOrégl]l dondét know what to do! o

Alf you | ack wisdom, you should ask the Go
without finding fault, and it willbe giveh 0 you. 0

Meeko blinked. Of course. How had he forgo
whimpered again.

AThere is no fear in perfect I ove, for | ov

Meeko coul dnét argue with the wordsll After
him when he was little? If only he loved enough, he could overcome his fear? But there had to be
more to itthanthat.n Gr eat One, Il dondt know how to | ove

Al wi | lall yporuorv indeeeds . 0
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Meeko dropped his gaze. Scenes from the paswiesks now flashed in front of his

eyes. He saw himself arguing with Aby°k every
Great One, | have done so much harm! | am so
i B wam strong, antMy strengti s per fected in weakness. 0

The light faled as the Great Sheep vanished, and Meeko once again found himself in the
clearing with the shadowy form of the golden altar looming above him. He could hear the
growling of the fighting dogs, he could sense
blood; but something was very different. His fear was gone, and the space it had occupied in his
heart was now filled with pity and compassion. He saw the dogs surrounding him in a totally
different light. He understood how twisted their version of tratti become, how they had been
simple victims of the lies of the evil one.

Yet behind the pity and compassion was still another emotion: perfect, unselfish love.

Love for the four dogs Abytk had hidden away; love for all the hurting settlement dogs; but

mosty, love for all the creatures that the Great Sheep loved. He took a deep breath and turned to
face his enemies: ANo! o0 He swall owed, wunabl e
but then he heard himsel f c¢ onetandyoucanglowhdétYou c a

you want to my mate; but | witott el | you what you want to know.

—_——

Biamic huddled in the corner of the cave, her three young puppies buried under the folds

of her soft, full belly. They tried to nurse,

3t

Youbre afraid, Bi2mic, 0 crooned her mot he

coming. o

~

ABut it hurts. When they touch me, it hurt

il know, I know, but unt i | the milk fl ows,

The sound of vicious snarling abdrking at the entrance to the cave only brought on

more waves of fear. "How can | rel ax, mot her ,
hillside?"

Rezbak sighed. Al know, I know. 06 Her gent|l
glands. Afterad w mi nut es she whispered: fATell me abou
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Bidamic whined. It seemed to her that there were so many other things to think about at
the moment.

Alf the sheepskin is truly what Little Pit
mightneedne mysel f, and very soon. 0

Bi 2mic whined again, but after a few momen

Sheep is real. | saw Him, and mother, He exudesl@red wisdomd and Truth. Oh, mother, |

canot really explain ndat nmalke osve wshea,t Hd Wwtm vBaryd s
When | saw Him, when | felt His | ove for me,
|l ooked up at Rezbak, whose busy tongue stil!/l

father love me, and up untlien, that was the purest, most unselfish love | had ever known. But

the Great Sheep destosnmét 0 686 HobvoekedoawayHef ru
ability to put her thoughts into word®éut Al ca
His love drew me in, and | could do nothing other than give my life to Him. When | did, | began

to grow this sheepskin. o

AiSo what do we have to do to see this Grea
wistfulness edged Rezbakds voice.

AOh mot hedtt kKauedbo see Him to receive His
believe in Him: Believe He is there; believe in His love; believe in the power of His skin to cover
all the bad things youdve done; belwiteygue i n th
to walk with you and talk with you; believe in the power of His skin to allow you entrance to the
Emerald Caverns when you die. o

The licking stopped as Rezbak busily wiggled her way out of the sheepskin that she had
worn for so sl,ondg.ugflt ewantYetshi |I believe, and I
Il i es. |, too, want to become a follower of th

It was too dark in the cave for either dog to see what happened next, but their keen noses
both registered it at the sametime Re z ba k 6 s b anewk aramé th&scentrofthee f a i n
Great sheep.

At that exact moment, Bi2@micds milk began
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#EAD®AO ¢

AThey have them!o Maldo scampered into the
The moon was just peeking from behind thanimg cloud cover, and long, ghostly
shadows stretched from the trees at the edge of the forest across the small clearing. As Maldo
skidded to a stop, dogs of all shapes, colors and sizes emerged from the shadows.
AShual u and the wotghemefm.gWedve groe ttor doris

The dogs crowded around the yellow | ab as
filled the air.
AThey are back at the Golden Al tar. Nadu i

think of a plan to rescue them, ajpdi i ¢ k! 0
Even in the dim shadows of the moonlight, the size of the group took Malslaryse.
It seemed the entire settlement had gathered in the clearing. Sure, Shualu possibly had spies in
the group; but the important thing was that at least a hunidgsiwere hearing his plea for help,
and most of these had, at one time or another, been touched by the kindness of Abyok and
Meeko.
ABut they are so big and strong! o The voic
a corgi. fAMoslterofbrueseddasg!edo of s mal
Though he coul dndét see the dogs clearly, M
mostly small dogd and mostly femalés who came in the evenings for food and medicine.

Desperation filled his hearto AAIl I I know i s
Al agree with Maldo. o6 It was a beagle mix
courageously at the yellow | abds side. AThose
dondt know about the rest ofi fyoutbhechimdtheidt f or
|l oving gifts of food and medicine. When | bro
A cocker spani el stepped forward then. ASh

woul d be dead by now giffs ofifobd. Wrew mypappiesfiwoutd t hei r
certainly not have survived. | was pregnant when a wildcat attacked me, and my mate sent me
away to die. | was so weak when the puppies a

for Aby6k and Meeko, we wodl a | | be in the burial caves. o0
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Ot her dogs now joined the two at Mal dodbds s
there were only a small group left with the Corgi. Maldo was encouraged by the response, but at
the same time, no one seemed to havsligbtest idea how to help, and when the rosy colours
of dawn began reaching their fingers across the eastern sky, they were no closer to a plan than
they had been the moment Maldo appeared. Only one thing was clear: Abyok and Meeko had

impacted the settheent in a far greater way than either of them knew.

The Ilittle Corgiods shaking voice again squ
grottoes. I f pack dogs find us here, weoll be
AHavendt you heard?0 It wmag whGrepbkendi¥h
|l eft early yesterday morning, and all Shual uéb

AWhat ? You mean none of them are here?bo

Maldo cocked his ears forward in interest. Dare he hope it was true? Without the pack
dogs, mape Meeko and Abydk would stand a fighting chance

The Greyhound Doodle tossed her curls. "They headed west. There was something about

a celebration they want to hold on the annive

The news quieted the group for a moment, just enough for a sharp bark to be heard in

the distance, and seconds | ater, Nadu skidded
his brotherdéds concerned | ook. AThey are sl eep
Thebeagl e mix cocked her ears forward in ex:¢
Nadu nodded, panting from his exertion, dnF
bl ood. |l 6m not sure why. They rippedlhés up p

|l i ke sheds hemorrhaging ordowdimet hi hgy Wbewptha
near her. o He paused then, to thoughtfully 1

those two. You should see how they stood up to those fightingathalgisow they looked at them

withd pitydor was it | ove?0
Mal do shook his head. AWe have to do somet
AThere is only one thing we can do for the

The soft voice silenced the group as eyes busily searched the gathering light for who had
spo k en. It was a newcomer, a Bull Masti ff f emal

was Bettik, and as she stepped forward, the smaller dogs backed away in fear.
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ADond6t worry, |little ones, 0 she coofed as s
the clearing. AMy mate is I|ikely the one who
but | come in peace. Listen now, for there is only one thing we can do for these two wonderful,
woolly dogs. We can do what they have begged us for weeaks ¥&e can seriously consider
the difference between their woolly backs and

The group stared at her, dumbfounded.

She chuckled. AYou didnoét think | knew, di
gather foo® my mate has always beeag about th& but my curiosity drew me. All my life
| 6ve heard that | needed to wear a sheepskin;
ever gave me an explanation that made sense. Some said | had to wear one to not be different.
Others saidt would save me, and perhaps it has saved me from the jaws of the pack. But | stand
before you today and | ask you all a question: If you put Shualu and the Shamru, with their filthy
sheepskins, beside Abydk and Meeko, with their woolly backs, whichaseg®u most drawn
to?0 She paused, but when no one answered, sh
force? Who steal your hasehrned food? Kill your puppies? Rape your daughters? All in the
name of a filthy sheepskin? Or are you drawn tooties who risk their lives to bring help to our
settlement? Should we stand by the ones who would rather kill us than look at us? Or should our
loyalty be to the ones who live every moment of their lives putting themselves into danger to
give foodandmedii ne f or dogs they dondét even know?o0
Betti kds group of | isteners was nearly palata
itdéds not the ones with the dirt yotlselonesivéeho st r app
show unsel fish, undeserved | ove. |l &dm dr awn to
of dogs who are now in the custody of my mate. There may not be much we can do at the
moment to help them, but I, for one, am going to do tieething that would give meaning to
their | ives: I am going to shed this stinky s
Sheep they speak of and ask Him for the type
head around, and takingetlsheepskin between her teeth, she ripped it down the middle and
tossed it into the air.

Maldo stared in awe as one by one, nearly all the settlement dogs did the same, then he
ri pped off his sheepskin as welleepdsys®skienwhp.
attention. o He turned his muzzle skyward: @Oh
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dondét even know where You are. Al |l know 1is
as Meeko and Abyok, then | want it! | wan¥ou 0

Over the next few moments, most of the settlement dogs repeated his words, and one by
one, curly wool appeared between their shoulder blades.

Nadu marveled over the yellow sheepbs wool
forward at a doeade rcun:edi Wovreear ochn,s shoul der. AL
and show Meeko and Abyok how much we appreciate them, how much we love them and how
much we support them in what they are doing. o

It only took Battik two leaps to pass Nadu as she bounddaeugpail.

—_——

Abyok awoke. Her acute pain of the previous night had been replaced by a dull ache, and
this fact brought her an element of hope. She tied to raise her head, but she was too weak. She
settled it on her forelegs instead, allowing her eyesdm the clearing. It was dark when she
arrived the previous evening, and having never been here before, she was curious to see this
infamous place by the light of day. She watched quietly as the black turned to gray. It was clear
in the dawning light thathe grass around the golden altar was sparse and trampled, as if the altar
had been used often. The rain of the previous evening had turned everything into a sticky, black
mess, and the mud also covered most of her body. She silently thanked the GapdbSie
soothing qualities.

The Eastern sky was now lit by a rosy glow, promising a warm, sunny day. This thought
brought her courage, and she glanced over to the group of dogs. Meeko lay curled up about 20
feet away, still asleep. Something had hapgend o hi m during the night,
sure what it was, never had she seen him so c

fighters hadndét stripped him of his sheepskin

shewas leftalive I't was true that she was the only on
be found, but it wasnodt I|ike the pack to just
sleep
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Aby°kds mind now moved to her efforitotake nj uri es
inventory of them, but as she lay in the mud, she realized that though she hurt all over, the worst
was definitely the dull throb she felt | ow in
far as she was aware, her injuries hlidbeen inflicted to her back and sides. She turned her nose
to investigate, and what she saw caused momentary terror to rise in the pit of her gut: a large
puddle of blood had gathered under her hind end. Was she hemorrhaging? Was she dying? Had
she beed carrying puppie8

Abyok whined softly. It would explain the recent feelings of fatigue and increased
appetite. It would also explain the fullness and heaviness she had experienced lately. With the
amount of blood puddled under her tail, however, she vedlsaware that she was no longer
carrying them..

A wave of bitter discouragement washed overffeo:u 61 | never get out o
kill both you and Meeko, and then they will find Loke and the others. And all for what? Not a
single settlement dogak taken a sheepskin

ABut thatdéds not true, 0 she argued al oud. i

The voice in her head switched tactiNait everone of the settlement dogs ymave been
caring forlifted a paw to help when Shualu camedfgou!

Thist i me she coul dndét reason her way out of

thin frame:Oh Gr eat One, it 06s too soonButeWeasBhevenot f
thought the words, she knew they wead®ncetheong.
day she agreed to become Meekobs mate. She ha

Meeko stirred now, raising his woolly head to look at her. There was a look of intense
|l ove in his eyes, and i1 f sdwardWwmeadrachonofemi st aken,
second.

She swallowed, encouraged by the tiny gesture. Meeko was tossing his head now, ever so
slightly, as if trying to get her to look at something at the perimeter of the clearing. She lifted her
eyes to stare into the shadogighe mighty oaks and elms. If she used her imagination, she was
sure there were many different shabekog shapgsat t he f ®hoecsutd they beld g e .
she watched, a mighty Bull Mastiff emerged from the shadows, followed by a pair of yellow
labs;and then, one by one, dogs began emerging from all around. As the morning sun rose high

enough to cast its first rays into the clear:i
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dear dogs had shed his or her removable sheepskin, and from tee@baakh of them, tiny

patches of sheepb6s wool now grew! She swall ow
' i mbs as courage fl owed through her veins. Sh
raised her muzzle heavenward then, and hervaiceg out : A Oh Gr eat One, I
my purpose in this place, and i f it is what Y
Altoés al l because of you, Abby! o Meekobs v
ANo. 0 Aby°k shook her head: Altés because

If she hadhought about it, she would never have done anything to further rouse the
attention of their captives; but she didnodt t
enough, the sound awakened Shualu and his fighters; but as they rose to thgginvidieig and
bristling, she realized something powerful: S
joy and love!

At the sight of the settlement dogs, sudde
he and his entourage were by tlae biggest, strongest and most ferocious, they were frightfully
outnumbered. Besides, it would have taken something mighty power indeed to make all those
dogs exchange their sheepskins for that silly wool!

He could feel the eyes of his fighters lookindhim for direction, and he had no idea
what to tell them. Where was the Shamru and the pack dogs when he needed them? Why had

they chosen this particular time to take some random trip east? Of course he knew that it had

actually all been his idea; butnawt seemed soépoorly timed! He h
forced his voice into a snarl: AYoudbve all ju

To his astonishment, one of the dogs was p
the first time in all our years,Wev e j ust begun to | ivel!od

What amazed Shualu perhaps the most was that it was one of the cowardly yellow labs
who spoke! Was it Maldo? He shook his head.

Bettik took courage at the gesture. She moved forward, making a show of sidling up to

her mateand nukzi ng hi s ear. AYou should try it, you
woul dndét believe the difference. o
Her mate growled and snapped at her; but s
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AHave no fear!o It was Mal do agai rortof A We

Abyok and Meeko. If that means that we are now your captives, then we gladly surrender to
you. o0

Shualu | aid back his eyes and growl ed.
certainly not this. It was, perhaps, the first time he had ever takéimthéo think about dogs
who had curly wool for fur..

The difference is that mine was a gift from the Great sheep!

Hi s gut clenched at the memory of Abyok
no. It coul dndét be! Nhat these dogslwighsveo] on ther backsu | d n

represented something very differ@rgomething aggravatingly differéntand® maybé

something bettér than the dogs of his own congregatian

ar

He

(@)
(7]

(@)}
—

NfGive the order and weol | take them down! o

The snarling voice to his left o from one of the pitbulls.

Alf they arenét gonna fight back, we coul
Shualu gave a slight nod, then he barked sharply to call everyone to attention; but when
he spoke, his voice was only loud enoughtoreacetaer s of hi s fottakeht er s :

them down, not yet. Instead, we will take them to the Shamru where they can be used as

sacrificesf o r the celebration! o
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Little Pitro raised his head from the forest floor, panting in the heat aiffttsoon sun.

It had been 12 weeks since the attack that ha
Although there was still very little precipitation and the once full and abundant streams and

creeks had dried to mere trickles, the cooler nighdsshiortening days were a sure sign fall was

finally upon the land.

I n the past few weeks Little Pitrods band
and each dog now sported the Great Sheepbs sk
seehow the settlement dogs were learning to trust, and he did his best to be a good example and
to guide them in the ways of the Good Shepherd.

His mouth split open in a yawn. For all practical purposes, he had recovered from the
attack; but he was still 8d all the time. The tiniest exertion, the shortest of hunts, all left him
exhausted, and nothing he did would relieve the ache in his joints. He was sure it was the
l ingering consequences of his injurigsbe, but h
cause..

Bidmic was the reason for his worry. It had been four weeks since she left the group and
returned to the settlement. With the arrival of her puppies imminent, Little Pitro had perceived a
restlessness in the young retriever. The othergsedéum it wasthewayofgid o gs. A She wi
no doubt want to be with her mother, o6 they ha
she was returning to the settlement. Little Pitro tried to stop her, but nothing he said or did would
changekr mind. The day she |l eft, she did her bes
to see my mother. o
Al wi || come with you. O

She had firmly declined his offer, even before the words had completely exited his

mout h: ANo, Pit .ustOdalose. Besdess.omet hi ng | m
Though she didndét finish her sentence, Lit

couldnét travel fast enough for them to get Db

angle of argument: BYcekiweaow,h®&i &meat Sheepd
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She had teased him then, playfully romping
like a father dog, Pit. Could it be that you care aboutadnm

Her voice had trailed off, but Little Pitro knew what she hadted to say, and it was
this question that had constantly played on his mind since her departure.

Bi 2mic had changed the subject then: fAHave
Shepherd and the Great Sheep? | am not afraid of what they willhae. tcknow that | go in the

care my new Best Friend. Beside She had approached him then,

scarred mass that had at one time been his | e
talk to the Good Shepherd aboutdanie nds | i ke you! 0o

That was the first time his heart had |l urc
you," he repeated. " We wil/| al | come with you

But Bi2mic wouldndét hear of it.

Little Pitro wasnodét really dcausipgthesed, and

upcoming birthing process to go badly, he hadn't insisted further; but his heart had not rested
easily since the day she turned her steps towards the settlement.

He now pulled himself to his f eedgoingafted wear
her! o He wasnét speaking to anyone in particu
enough to hear; but his little band of she&mned dogs began appearing then, one by one, until
they surrounded him.

Tanno began the statementdodby al t y: Al 61 | come with you! o
the same.

It warmed Little Pitrods heart to see the
there was no time for furtheiscussion, for a sharp baskunded from up the trail. It was Lazo,

a young collie who had disappeared on a scouting mission a few days earlier. He now
approached them on the run, and he wasnét al o
Al 6ve found them, 0 he panted between | eaps

group of dogs surrounding tméeader.

Sensing the excitement in the collie, Tann
his sides. AFound who? Who did you find?o
AThe others, 0 Lazo barked. AThe sheep who

indicated the greyhound his side.
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A chorus of happy barks filled the air, and Little Pitro stretched out his nose to welcome

the newcomer. fAWhat is your name?o0
Al am Chanik, 0 stated the merry dog.
Chani k! The name rang a bell in Little Pit
shoul der. AYou are Hayako6s child. o
Chani k stared at him with surprise. AYou Kk
Little Pitro chuckled. AShe is; but itds a
is that wedve finallhg %oufdad you. Are the othe

The greyhound | adtgersetimegtisheepfandisHsimned dogse
have been in hiding ever since my arrival in the valley last spring. We had no idea there were
other settlement dogs who put aside the false sheepskin that the gabkiaselfproclaimed
leader ascribe to, but Weespecially Noréd wanted to bring Truth to the settlement. | was
returning to the valley to find out how thing
and glanced around t hlaterd anosurprised and detighteddoveee thatwo d
the Good Shepherd has been very busy indeed. 0
A tingly sensation had begun to spread acr
now his entire being was filled with the joy of seeing how the Great Steekpeen at work,
even in the group of departed sheep. The remnants of his tattered ears cocked forward as his tall
began to beat against his sides. AWel come Cha
your mother, and | am doubly honored to know yo 0
He turned to address the rest of the group then, and after much excited discussion, they
agreed to a plan of action. A select few dogs would return into the foothills with Chanik to bring
the settlement sheep and she&mned dogs back into the vallesere the two groups could
join forces. Most of the rest of the dogs would stay where they were until Noru and the rest
joined them, but Little Pitro, along with a few others, would return to the burial caves.
They argued this part of the plan at lendpit, Little Pitro was adamant. He needed to
know what was happening at the settlement; he needed to see how Quaelik was faring; and
mostly, he needed to know what had happened to Biamic
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Als everything okay?0 Th erougmtxeibright mordingt t | e v
air.
Though still early, it was already hot. Bru lifted his head from the creek, water still
dripping from his jowls. His tail wagged as he picked up the limp body of the squirrel he had
caught and waded to the other side to dt@p theC h i h u deetuHe pwsposefully ignored
her question. AAre the girls okay?o
Lionak nodded. fil donét think Loke is anyw

another two weeks, if not more; but the four of them have settled into theegratid everyone

but Loke has been out hunting. Not that there
AThe girls wild.l be excited to see that squirr

Brubés jowls curled back. The more time he
herr e was al ways surprising him with |ittle tr
comment about herself was no different. AANd

The Iittle brown dog turned shyl yackhway. AY
ATel | me : Did you see Aby°k? And Meeko?o0

Bru slowly dropped hishaeknd t o the ground and | ooked a\
panted for a |l ong moment, but when Lionakdos e
continued: AThewdvehbgénecaptyre&Fpoprbnow at | e
about Aby°k. o

Lionakés upper lip curled backo slightly. d

AThereds more. o0 Bru wasndt sure what to ma
thegirlstoheati f i r st hand. o
Lionak wheeled around to charge over the rocky ground as fast as her short legs could
carry her, and it was only a moment before the three terrier sisters and Loke had gathered
around. As Bru looked from one eager face to another, excitditeshtis heart. The great
sheep had been busy. He was most definitely on the move!
It was Loke who anxiously voiced what was

Bru nodded. AThey have been captured, but
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Al t st eny imandt it?0 Loke snarl ed. ATher e i ¢

But Bru shook his head. HANo, Loke. I mean
heds got everyone: every dog who used.ot o come
Loke squeezed her eyes shut. AThis is all be

be mean enough to punish the entire settl emen

AAt | east he cares about you, o0 piped Anni't

=]

That dhhaemsgétanything. o0 Lokebds voice was st

ground. Al have to go back. |l have to stop hi
Chabri k dropped to the ground, shivering.
Lionak, who had been watching the exchange carefully, stepped forwayglacing

herself between thetherdoga nd t he husky. AThereds something

should look scareil or mad or worried ord or something, but instead, there is a look of

wonder in your stance. 0

Bru stopped pant i nigtohal,the phekglqoeade gbne. Wheneela d . i
dondt know, but the really amazing thing is t
Shualu and his fighters, have thrown off their sheepskins, and every one of them has doeepted t
Great Sheeéepods ski

Lionak gul ped. fAEvery | ast one?0 A whisper
they all took the Great Sheep6s skin?bo

Bru nodded solemnly. AdAll but a handful . I

our work. o

AWhat are we lgaoven gt da ohdlop? tWeem get away frc

Bru shook his head. AWe are so few, and th
was the Great Sheep Himself who orchestrated this entire thing. Imagine, an entire settlement
taking off ther sheepskins and accepting His. No dog would be able to put such a massive plan
into action. o

Chabrik spoke up next, and her voice shook
the settlement dogs?o0

Bru shook his ears and ebhstward, éltbwiagiha yacks af T h e y

the pack dogs. There was onlfeav dogs at the settlement when | arrived. They told me what
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had happened, and then | tracked the traveling group for a couple of days to verify the story.
That 6s why | 6 d |gaettetri ntgh abna cekx.poe ct e
Lionak jumped up, panting with excitement.
girls to Hayakodos meadow. They will be safe th
Bru considered this for a moment, then he glanced at, laskdonly when she slowly

nodded her consent did his ears cock forward:
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