


"l am the good shepherd; | know my sheep and my
sheep know mé&My sheep listen to my voice; | know
them, and they follow me. | give them eternal life, and
they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out
of my hand. My Father, who has given them tone, is

greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my
Father's hand6John 10:14, 230
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Prol ogue

AfDodgveudmy son! 0O

The puppy whined miserable, curling hislgack body avay from the frigid winter air
by borrowing himself still further intdy i s ma@adlderefur® Bla ma! 0 hfieCosnoeb b e d
back! o

iGood Sdalinreahdma

i No maHeuaembled more nofvom fear than from the incessant cold.

His baby voice was too choked with emotion for the golden retriever toSteagasped
for air, struggling to continue speaking: P i & theypwill comé you must bé the ONB to

surviveb As the first few snowflakes of the storm began to fall, hezevgrew momentarily

stongeri The Good Shepherd has a plan for YOUR I|ife, Pitrol!o

Then there wasilence Complete silence

Terror gri ppiecNliVamdboodDopéhrt e datheywihe her e
comeformél candt ! Mamaglhtt 6 & hitdadmoe rceodlsd t d Do ma!trireeds n o w
you!d Sobs now shook his tiny frame as he instiretiypawed into the snow, forcing his body
further undPlehsese thohber gse!

fi S edahle Emerald Caversonly theré will you findd safety) fromd the packo Her
voice again grew strong, but this time it rang with a tone of findlitn | vy t huelifefindi | | y o
meaning! o

Anguish dropped | i ke a rock .iRageatthewickkdny puppyods
dogs who had killed his father and his litter mates a week ed&thge at the evil creatures who
had just st ol.Rage dhissotherdar dbandodisg hilmi f e

Suddenly he pulled himself out of the protective tunnel he had burrowed in the snow

gut,

Baring his teeth, he c¢hdaowmeeyY au dldhrewtgogdd ehef or m: ANo! o

you!o But his steam dissipated before he tadebh three steps, and he collapsed into the feathery
hair between her nowtill forelegs Here hewaited, listening intently, hoping beyond hope that
she woul d speak a gRButsheidal not speak, and asltimeswent ly, realiy!
slowly begartosetin  She woul d speak no moreé

Pitro pushed himself farther under the stiffening léds dared not stay, yet he dared not
leave Every time he closed his eyes, he saw them &gtia reddened eyes, the bristling fur, the
stiff, bushy tail®@ Mamd Whyd i d n 6t y bYou couldhava outiuy thé/hy? Why?
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But he already knew the answkrwas because of hinit eight weeks of age, he was
too youngto keepup.She had di ehinl protectingée
Pitrodés tiny form now Whatarbgonnad®Whoemlltakey wi t h emoti on
careofmeno®Why di dndét th?zy just kill me, too
T h at 6 e finstreeagnizedhe emptiness in his heart, that tremendous void, the total
lack of purposé
For a brief moment he thought about running aftefidree dogs wh had just stolen his
life. Surely if they saw him, they woulglit an end to himiseryé
The thought brought some peace, but then reality striedyfadseen himAfter
reducing his motherds body to a bl emedfke mass, they had
hourg Then the leader of the pack, tBeamru himself, had barked odca commanding
barkd and they had all slunk awiai o , running after. them would not hel pé
With this thoughtselfpity set in:Why? Why m& Why did | have to be spared
From tre depths of his despalr,i s mo t hwerds@gain fesounddd through his
mind: You must b& the ONB to survive Seeb the Emerald Caverhs

. Out of the Pack

w

stared

I



Par't |

Chapter 1
The Sheep

The young pup stumbled a few paces northward in the.snow

Nothing

He changedirection and headed west

Still nothing

He made another turn, this time to the east, but after a few hesitant steps in that direction
he knew beyond doubt that it was hopel&ssshelter, no foad\othing but this incessant wind
and snowA whine bibbled up in his throaEven F he were fortunate enough to stay hidden
from the pack, he wouldhost certainlydie anywayy of hunger and cold

I't had been t wo day sHebhadspentthelfiistdaymmmbhafaf 6 s mur der
orphanhood whimpering agst her body, pawing at her side, willing her to wakeHip
desperate hunger had finally driven him away, but now, with the wind again driving the drifts
into nearblizzard flurries, finding shelter would have to become his number one pridftity
didno t | Il isten better when mavhyaidtchasesdowflakest each me how to surviwv
and dig up sticks instead of paying attention?

As he struggled on through the mounting drifts, a snowered hump appeared before
him. Was it a lo@ As his baby paws dug into the snow, natural instinct took oveitandwa s n 6 t
long before he had a tiny den formed among the roots of a falleT tresnow floor and walls
felt cold to the touch, but at least he was out of the biting wind, and hereédz @ointo a
miserable ball to await the passing of the storm.

Now that his mind was no longer taken up with the pursuit of shelter, the bitter memories
that he had managed to momentarily push back from the edge of his consciousness returned:
Why? Why didthey murder my family?

Pitro already knew the answerthis Reesu, the handsome black lab who had been his
father, had taught him wellhe Shamru and his bands of fighters had relentlessly pursued his

parents for one reason alone: They had dared thaveack
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Thisthoughtonl y furt her f uel &lyPag#yot knewythep upds angui s h:
would go after you, then why did you leawghy di dnét you just stay in the pack?
His fatherhadanswered that question, but the respdnsed n 6 tanyseasdBecause
itds not the way for one who foll ows the Good Shepherd!
Pitro could vaguely remember his parents mentioning this ci
interested him at the time,l fanddhiis RT&hdéephed go divemedtr ¢ altley est |
igoodo, He woul dndt encourage His followers to do anything tha
death
According tohis fatherhe andRebek P i t r o\osld hawe managed to escape the
pack if the litter of nijuewhénaleaytdico meRes®dmné&s omlayny kRxpect ed
of saving his family until they were old enough to travel was to stay hidden
Pitro closed hiseye® bvi ously it hadndét wor ked!
He hopedo somehowstop the flow of bitter memorigbut instead, thewtensified He
could nav vividly see the images of each of his littermates falling prey, one by one, to the
dripping jaws of deathlirhen came the horrifying memory of his father fighting until his last
gasg .
Pitro had been pr et t yirsstime;lsut novhhe wishbdahdtrhé,t seen him the f
too, might have found himself between these evil teeth
When Rebek had appeared an hour later with the still form of a squirrel in her mouth,
Pitrobs heart hBvdrything woold e dkaytame Wwas thedidHe ceutd
remember the comforting feel of her teeth as she had taken him by the scruff of the neck and
fledl 6m safe now
They hadnot phawkeer, whem violent wintef storm forced them to seek
the shelter of a fallen log-rom there they helpssly watched the snowdrifts grow until they
became impassible for puppy le@ée two had been sitting prey for the bloodthirsty pack of
dogs that found thera week later
Pitro forced his eyes shut, willing the memories to stop, willing himself tanvdlang the
incessant cold to go awaly was to no avaijlbut the blessed clutches of sleep did eventually
overtake him, and it was morning when he awole Wind and blowing snoWad stoppedout
as hecrawled out of his little den, hrealizedtwo things:he was voraciously hungrsind hehad
no ideahow to go about findingobd
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The lowlying branches of a tall cedar tree across the way caught his attention
Somewhere in the back of his puppy mind arose a meitying snow, playful growls,
tugging, tissling with his litter mates, chewing on stiéks
This stirred aother memoryChewind Chewing was something to dBhewing felt
good on his gum<hewing calmed the hunger pahgs
He leaped through the snow as fast as his baby legs could carry hiwitlendeconds
he was gnawing on a lelying brancht felt so good to chewaggiand it di dnét take his sharp
teeth long to reduce thtick to a pulp but this only served to set his digestive juices flowing,
making him hungrier than eveBesides, theap from the fresh branch left a bitter taste in his
mouth Maybe something fresh and cold would quell the fierce fire in his gBomething
likeé snow!
He abandoned his branch for a mouthful of the white substance, but he spit it right back
out The shap cold on his empty stomach was nauseatitegsat back on his haunches
searching his brief storehouse of memories for directiencould recall a time whehére
hadnot been any snow, a t i mves Weahteenr .t hTeheaet thsa dwhbeeten wat er t o drir
neededWater from the creek
But where was that cregk
He stood up, his nose twitching in the cold as he sought to get his behtinhgs
everything in the snowovered world looked different then it had when his parents were still
alive. He sniffedthe airinstead seeking the scent of wat&till nothinge .
He set out anyway, hemge a s t but it didnét take | ong for his attenti on
something more immediately gratifyinigke his pawsHe stopped to examine thekiYhen he
placed one intthe drifting snow, it created a tiny snow spriig watched the flakes fall for a
moment, and then he placed another.péhvis time he pounced upon the spraying snow,
bounding across the forest floor, charging through the mini flurries his movement created
Wait!
He slid to an abrupt halt
Was that a rock buried in the sn®We could chew on a rock, and toss it in the air and
chase i .
His feetdugdowntoselo, just another sticke.

Stick Nasty tasteWatet Oh yeah! Youdre sudmpposvad etr@ be searching
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He looked around agaiMaybe the creek was behind the stand of trees up éhead

As he staggered forward, more serious now, the snow that hadntwoearlier seemed
so friendlybogged him down, disorienting him, hedging himHie circled, puing himself out
of hidden pockets of air, stumbling on until he knew he vamspletely andhopelessly lost

A whine rose from the pit of his gutnd he sat down hartut the ground under his hind
end began to shift under his weight, and seconds haeavas sliding down an embankment,
towards the bottom of a snevovered dip in the landscape

Pitro dug his clawito the snow tcslow his slippery descent, but he nlidstopuntil he
wasin the middle of a wide, flat spot at the bottom of the Hig gruggled to rise, buhe
ground under him was slippery, anid legs sprawled out in all directioasa shargrack
pierced. the airé

Pitro looked upWhat?

The ground was collapsing under higngpppinghim into icy cold wate# .

iHel p! 0 hscrambiing ® an&irgath foothold on the slippery surfde aly
the trees overhead seemed to hear his cry as the crumbling cover dropped him cruelly into the icy

pool belowfi He | p! o

Once in the water, Pitrobs egantachuanl defenses kicked in, and
rhythmically as his tiny body circled the hole it had made in the ice

Maybe | can break my way through to the shore

He turned, swimming directly into the fragile layer of ice, but with the stiffening effect
that the freezing water was hiag on his limbs, the ice was stronger than he. was

Maybe | can get a hold on the i¢es thought, snapping at the edge with his tegtlenl
can pull my body ouit

But the icewas too slipperytoo thick, andhe numbing cold was now reaching up icy
fingers, grabbing at his limbs, draining away all his puppy reserves as it pulled him downward,
sucking himrelentlesslytowards the bottog .

Visions of the Shamru finding his frozen, black bothe bottom of the creek next
spring rose in his mind\o! He raised his eyes now, searching for any kind of help, but there
was nothing to be seen overhead but the dangling boughs of wespgwillow treeé . And
thoselbugh® t hey t wi st ed ahymhoticalpytesting biv velé thasiagdié to
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giveuphh s quest fGojoin yourfamily,Pard N& more hungérmMo more fedrNo
more cold!
Pitro felt his legs slow their thrashing
Yes! That would be the best solution, woul dnot it
Just as he was about to give up the fight for good, howavaer,of sunshine emerged
from the heavy cloud layer overhead, sparkling through the frosty limbs of thEdrehe
briefest of seconds, Pitrods eyes tore away from t he
of light and hopeand a he did, he couldgpa i n hear hi:¥oumaostlethe 6s wor ds
ONES to survive!
One | ast surge of wildl supea tlhavetdgdoehaPi t r ods puppy
mama saitll have to find the Emerald Cavetn&/ith renewed vigor he snapped at the ice, and

this time,his teeth dug deeply into a vine of some kind, frozen just below the surface of the pool

He hung on desperately, al |butteooldcortinuedtdcieeped | i mbs a moment 6

up his legsandthe pain sharpenéd.

Give up Pitro

i N o , @pedtes, gritting his teeth around the vind mu st tbsurvitdhwbl on e
find the Emerald Caverhgwill! 6 With these words, his sluggish feet propelled him into the ice
It crumbled under impacand more of the vine became visilite snappeadt it, further up,
pulling himself a few inches closer to the sh@eger and over again he caught hold of the vine,
using it as an anchor to propel himself into the ice, until he could finally feel the gravelly bottom
of the pool under his feefhen, wth the last of his adrenalin, he pushed himself out of the
water.

Matzuk lifted her wooly snoudtom the snow, her ears swiveled in the direction of the
creek There it was agajrthattiny cry for helg@ . She leaped across her meadow and capered
arourd the treesf the surrounding wood¥Vould she be in tinf2She pushed herself faster,
charging through the swellsnly skidding to a halit the top of the creek bar&he did®ét k no w
who she would find floundering in the ice, but she could only hopevshes N 6t €t oo | at e

Shehad prepared herself for the worst as chgtiously peered down at the frozen creek
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bed belowand the sight of thgoungpuppy pulling himself out of a jagged hole was more than
she had hoped foPointing her wooly snouttowardse® s ky, she whi spered: AThank you! o
But t he dangeThe pupwas soaking/veet, andtheevind was friljide
stopped moving he would succumb to hypotherimiathe poor thing was completely spené
was already crumbling ontothe sndwNo ! 6 sihlke e p i mdlen thege'was no
response, she bleated out another warning, and then she slipped over the edge and slid her way
down the embankment
The puppybs eyes had already c¢andbhewattoby the ti me she reache
far gone to notice as skeampered to his side and nuzzled histda@ di dndét even flinch when
she | ay down on top of him to shield him from the stormy wind:s

penetrate the icicles that had once been his puppydimbs

Congiousness only gradually returned to the young puippyas more than two hours
before he was alert enough to realize there was a weight on top of him, but then terror seized his
heart He wiggled, trying taescapeand to his relief, the weight lifted.
The strange creature who stood over him was enofimass@ so fluffyd and it
was all put together wrong, tbdhe middle was round, the legs were a little too short, and the
entire body was covered by thick, curly!fite blinked, staring at the creature & full moment
Somewhere in the back of his mind, he knew he had seen fur like this. [Bafoveher®
The creatureds ey eTheydvereasoftbiosn, admodt lguidin on now
nature, and they held his gaze steadilgw long he stoodthefe st aring into them, he didnoét
know; but when the creature spoke, he jumped agddisfeet scramigd for footingon the ice as
he tried to get awdy away from this furrywhite thingd away from the frozen credkaway
from this incessant coéd. But his still-stiff limbs would only respond enough to throw him back
on his haunches
The guttural voice seemed to gefmlermtMatizwkn deep within the
What 6s your name?0
Pitro was far too terrified to respartde shook himself instead
i Do bebafraidl 6m here to help you!od
fi Hé butd whoé .0
The beastds jowls seemed to turnlockpf i nto what might have be
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excitementand the deep rumble sounded agdi€ oin'vée can tal k mome where itds war m!
Without further ado, shecrambled up the creek baikCo me ! 6 s he r epielaat ed from the top
isno6t far!o
Despite his terror, something about Matzukds motherly stan:t
the pull that only an orphan would understand, and when she turned and trottedfitesth&e
followed.

The cave among the roots of the Sequoia tree was indeed riBaghyreature was
pouring warm goatds mil k over .%erudgeditwithhergr ound oats when Pitr
muzzle until it stod beside a fire on a rocky shelf, ahén the throaty voice rang out again
AEat, pup, and then 1 il answer all of your questions
The smell of warm food and the welcome heat radiating from the fire were irresistible
just a few seconds the bowl was licked clean and the creatureidiag ahother bowl! over to
himand t hen she slid a third and a fourth, only stopping when P
signaled that he had finally had enoughe motioned towards a skin of some kind that lay on
the dirt floor, and the guttural voice bubd forthi Lay down now and get some rest! o
Pitrodéds | imited world knowledge wasndét broad enough to incl
skin had once clothed, but it |l ooked so soft and warm t hat he
The creature lay down beside him andziad him with her snoufiSo what is your
name®
Though his baby voice shook with shyness, Pitro sensed that he was in no fildnger
I dm ®itro.
iPi dBxoc?i t ement moutone@doudr Matzeekdse !ll 6ve been | ooking for
knew your mother.o
fi Men you know thatsked0 He coul dndét bear to finish his thought
Matzuk nodded sadlyi | f ound h e r.lvebeeh jookingefar yoa ever aince
Surely your mother told you to come here if you were ever in danger
Pitro slowly shook hisheadd Id on 6t r. 8he lthimeelots of things, bl I 6 m
afrad | di dndét aloways pay attention.
Even now he was having trouble focusifige pleasant fullness of his stomach, the

warmth of the fire and the calming voice were making him sldépyblinked and looked up
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shylyfiJust wbat angway?o0
It was a rude question, but his tender age and the shock he handesionenade it
excusableMatzuk stood andherrily shook hercoafi Why, | a@m a sheep!
i & asheePWh a t30ssh eae p ? 0
A trace ofmirth again seemed to appear on the woolly ficA. s heep eiwBo a creatur
follows the Good Shepher.
Pi t eacsdlatened against his heddd a sheepHum.0 Papa had mentioned the good
shepherdwhatever that was, but try as he might, hedauld6t r eme mber either of them saying
anything about sheeput if a sheep followed a shepherd, then maybe it was all related
somehowHis body relaxed at the thoughnd hiseyes began to feel gritty, like he haal
choice buto close thembuthe snappethem back open agaifi | dond6t know anything about
sheepAl | I know is that | have to |l ook for the Emerald Caverns s
He paused herélis muscles all felt extremely tired, like he could hardly hold his head up, for
one thingandf or anot her, he felt shy .hvwasastthewelear i ng hi s mot her ds | ast
somehow betraying her memoBwven as his muzzle settle onto his foreldgsyever his
curiosity woulidHmdte lyeucewvtai medrd of an O6Emerald Caverno6o?
AY®s Mabdgz ukars snapped upright and her stubby tail began to
iThe Emeral d Ca.voanmshavya havtorggtthéred mes ou wi sh! o
Mat zukédés words seemed t o ,anwahiseyessmagainhe sl eepy puppyods mind
flickered shuthis mind suddenly fixated on tmeemory ofthes 0o f t curl s t hat covered Matzukds
body. Where had he seen curls like that befoke® then he knewThough hers had been
gol den and not white, h i sandrcorty, lcamplétely utlilkeshe had been just as sof't
long, silky hair that covered the restof herboalydhs f at her 6s bl ack back had been that way
tooé . Waves of sleepiness blocked any further thougihd as much as he wantedhave
anotheldookat t hat f wrcehis heavy eyésdped dgair.
NSl eep, pup, 0.ficSrl cecerpe d st hweh as h eyeoWMe dnlele dwdfrorry t he moment
about everything else latér!
It was only seconds before the rhythmic rise and fall of Pi
obeyed
i Popoppyd Mat zuk nosed anot hefirT haeniwmarll ds ksi hno uwlvdenrd thibse bac k
this cruel Two monthold puppies should not be robbed of their parents and litternTdtas
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packd But her voice dropped off suddenlyt di dndét matterthewpmuo&bhsshe despised
actions its Shamru still ruled the lanend he only thing she could do was to toykeep as

manyinnocentpuppies as possibfeom falling under his cruel reigishe stared at the entwined

roots overheadi Oh Go od [Kekpeop lrieginghénmd outof t he pack! 0O
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Chapter 2
ThBuppi es

Pitro pushed himself to his feet, stretched his tiny frame to its maximum height and shook
his nowdry coat The fire had gone out on the hearth, and a quick glance around the tiny space
under the sequoiaee failed to reveal the presence of any other living creature

Alone again?

He reared up against the caveds wall to sniff the dried her
that hung from the tree roots overhead, then he shook himself again and paddesittoavard
animal skin that hung over the opening to the little.den

Where was that creature, anyveayhat did she say her name ®wadatzul?

He sniffed everywhere, but there were too many jumbled odors around the entrance for
his inexperienced nose to be atdesort out whether any of them were freldis throat tightened
and the lonely emptiness in his heart deepe8bd lefime tod Just likemamd

How | ong he had sl ept, he didnot know for sure, but s omewh e
he remembered witonly dreardike clarity lapping upanother steaming bowl of mash floating
in a lake of milk

It 6s al | 'aA mére teasersent tB ortnenbyou, to make you realize how awful
your life has become!

He blinkedN o , t hi s ¢ ouThe cae was tea enauglahd se wasthe fresh
scent of the creature who called héfrdgatzuk.

Butthe fact that he was aloheagainb was al so very real é.

He whined and pushed his wet nose through the animal skin, squinting as he did at the
bright sunshineeflecting off the piles of new snow took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the
change in light, but then he let them roam over the meadow, sniffing the air occasionally for any
sign of danger, for any trace of the pack, for any scent of the credtareras now just a vivid
memory

It was a small clearing, encircled by a negriyfect ring of treeandlittered with white

bumps that Pitro could only guess were tree stumps or fallen logs, now buried by th& snow

. Out of the Pack 13



single set of footprints weaved tlugh those white bumps, headed generally in a westerly
direction, out of the clearindgfle stared at these for a moméerttey must have been made by the
sheepbut where did she go
I't doesnodt r eal | Whanmattdrsesthatvelhedgtote s he went
This thoughbnly served to drive the small puppy deeper into depression and loneliness
but fleetingpuppyat t ent i on can someti mes be an advantage, and Pitrods t
to the snowladen bows of the surrounding spruce trétessfound hinselfbriefly wondering
what it would be like to balance on a tree bow, to be a lump of snow so far above the earth
A soft fAplunko sounded off to hisPitroight, in the direction ¢
jumped and spun arounélaybe the creature wase t ur.ni ng é
But there was othing Nothing but treesAs he vatched, a patch of snow feliinding on

the white ground below with another soft #Aplunko

Youdbre way too jumpy, Pitro!
The sun wasnét casting many shadoewts at the moment, which he
somewhere around midday and he coul dnét hebeensmehmideri ng how | ong it ha

mo t h e r 0As hegdlacedta paw into a driéif snow however his fleeting puppyattention
again came to his rescue, drenoticed, perhaps for the first tinmw largehis paw vasas
compared to the rest of his bodyith this thought s innate playfulness took over, aasl he
watched the snow spray up under the weight of his ¥emtiies about the creature, Matzuledl
his mind He sneezed at the fine layer of fluffy white stuff that landediemdse, then he
watchedas the displaced flakes drifted weightlessly in the still-ércrouched down next,
daring the next snow shower to touch him, and when it did, headinto it, chasing after the
spray, pouncing on the snow banks, barking out of the pure joy of having something to chase
Then he stopped short and shook his helagv canl even hink about playing when they
killed mam@ His heart squeezed into a balfhere are you, marfidde sniffed the air, willing
her curly, golden form to emerge from the woods, willing her soft, clear voice to assure him that
it had all been nothing but a nightmare, that his father and littermates were just behind the
tree® .
Waita minuté What was that peculiar od@r
His body snapped to attention, ears forward, nose twitching in the colthairfirst,

brief whiff carried the scent 8f puppies!A whine erupted from his throat and his tail began to
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sway, getly at first; but as s excitement grew, it pounded back and forth, wrapping all the way
around to beat against hissides wasnét the scent of his littermates, but the
puppies in general managed to bring up memories of better days, making him, for a moment
anyway, forget the familiar ache in his heaktyap escaped his throat as his silky tail began to
beat so fast that his entire back end wattigl heart thumping wildly in anticipation, he charged
across the small clearing, leaving a spray of snow in hig.wak
His feet slid to a sudden halt when the group of ten pups broke through th&tees
leader was an older, meéooking, gray pup with pointed ears and a stubby tail, and the mere
sight of him sent chills up and down Pitrobés spine
At the sight of Ao, the grayleaderskidded to a sudden halé well,and he stoofbr an
entire moment watching the black pogfore yapping out his questidhhWh o a2 e you
Aidl 6m ®itro.
The older puppy momentariocked an ear forward inl@ok of curioussatisfaction
fi Y o u Géro&herPlis ears flattened fi P i t r.blum NewemuheasdafyyalNhere do you

come from?09o

In his joy at having someone to talk to, Pitro didndt noti
countenanceand hisvords tumbled forth before he codtbpthemii| dr owned in a creek and
thisd this sheefp saved my lifeShe took meinandfedm@ut shedés gone, too, so now | d&dm al/l

by myselfoHe si ghed and then added, iAgain. o
At the mention of the sheep, the lead pup scovfie@ 0o me wi t!'Noudeno6Pi wanot
to have anything to do with sheep! o
Pitrods ears f | op pRudningwith puppicdiVhatatengptingi ci pati on
ided Definitely better than staying with a strange creature who seemed to have abandoned him
anyway
But his stomach was aming, as if something was definitely wrongthis what mama
would have wantetl
The grayjowls of the leader pulled baalntil his upper teeth beganto shdwMay be you
dondét know how dangeroas it is to hang around sheep
fi N.&ntil this one saved miife, | had never even heard of asheéfh at 6 s wr ong wi t h
sheepany way ? 0
il dondt suppo¥euvoe winmleadertkshet s'head proudly
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and pranced over .fitJousstnitfefn daetr! Pairiorutn&s$ evgheet kehaar vse n 6 t
eaten reafood yet You were probably still a sucklinghen your mother died!
Pitro shirked back a few pacésow did he know about marra
Timru now threw his head back and peals of laughter erupted from his gaping jowls
Pitro backed up anoth&w pacesWhat rightdid he have to laugh like thaffo make
fun ofme? Toé .
AiWhat 6s wrong with sheep?0d r elpeduanedbdcktohe dar k gray pup, howl
the others in the puppygroupHe doesndét know wIDdyobeverhearong wi th sheep
anything so funny?2o
iNever! o | aughed.a small, brownish pup
A black and white collie pup rolled around on the ground in his niirfWh at 6 s wr ong
with sheep,heasRPoesnot??he know
AiNever did heap acholkeidng $doofwvepnawnwd white beagle p
Pitrodéds ears burned at t hetwhadidtheyithngthey eer s and insulting worl
werg anywaHe di dndt v o,ihaweverhdtesall, thénshaemHhadisappeared, and
without these pups, he would still be albne
The | e atingtonik softaneda fittd Co me r un wWWelll teachiyoy Pitro
about sheep, and then you'll see what kind of danger we've | us
Thisi snd6t what mym@deéwoul d want
ABut the Dhedep.MEd ag@d e
Seek the Emeral@averns
Pitro puzzled for a moment.
The sheep called the Emerald Caverns her hdfaenawould definitely have anted
youto stay with the sheep!
He shook his head in confusidghd | ¢ aHefutméed slink away
One of the gr oujpgges ovgto hinmtteie $She \pas Ipidponeevath
fluffy golden hait@ No, dond6t go, Pitro!o
Pitro slowed his retreat
AThe pack got omg hpeafblefe@isth endoodon 6t been for Timru and his gan
woul dndt have survived! o

The golden pupdés beady eyes seemed to beckon him with a pul
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feetdrug to a grudginghait Who are you?o
i My name ©0She meseadhinagerily with her straight, golden ndse 6 m a
Gol den Retri ever,h dJashalitld ofdenth&nydd! mont hs ol

For some reason, Pitrob6s heart had started pounding with e>
golden angel with the sweet voitée s wal BEowed: il
i C o meComawith us Timru knows all about findingfooHe 61 | t ydué care of

Something in Sharackds voice igheankcd a sudden flash of hope
Sharack were of the same réceort of.Maybe she would understand his dilenhiHa
swallowed droppinghis voice toawhispefil| can6t ¢ o me.Mymottersgidbtas, Shar ack
seek the Emerald Caverns, and the sheep knows the way
Sharack glanced over at Timru, and her dark brown eyes flashed an unspoken.message
Then she turned baclind her voice became serious i What exact!| y Ddli d your mother say?
she tell youo stay with the sheep?
i Wedlnbd s h e a ct weaBlutlthg sheep fdchngetand gave me milk to drink and a
fire to sleep by aré 0
AOh, Pitro, o Sharack whi sper eldBesidds,Jtueep are al ways doing st
dondt need a s h at®pacdYoo uh eclapn yloouo kf ifnodr tiht no matter who youbre w
AB&d Pitrods hesi tShnar aveoki &cse vdo Bupgd. enda doef fsens e
Sharack looked around again, almost nervously, then her voice lowered even more:
fiSheep ar e al wa g Fheytwanyto majke ybuoonesot theBinéy wahotaturn
you into a sheep.
She peered at him knowingly, as if her comment should make him turn away in;disgust
but Pitro was too confused to make any sense of what she had jusinsbédl he could do was
repeat whathehadheafdTur n me into a sheep?0o0
Sharack nodded her golden head wis@ély) mh.iBuatyouc a n 6 t . Ydoou & dbgd t
She looked down, her beady eyes dancingwithmfithnd a mi ghty handsome one at that!o
Pitro dropped his gazeshyho one had ever said he was fihandsomedo before!
iSo, you see, Pitro, you ahandsendlyggYar e what you were born to
wer endt b or.if yourdestmewere to bdtame p sheep, you would have been born a
sheep
Pitro stared unseeihginto the distance for a moment, trying to understand it\dtlat if
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it weretrue? What if Matzuk reallycouldturn him into a sheefiwhy woul d she care if |1 06m a
dog or a sheep?o0
His mumbled words were more foimself tharfor the goldergirl at hisside, but
Sharackheard angnorted indisgusi Because t hatdods what sheep do!
ABdwhy?0
il dondSh&maoowds voicefiBesaukse ¢ieyperasherp
seem to think that you can only be happy if youdbre a sheep! o

Ailt doesnseise mRker.didShegeaddt maklebmea idhag! &8 sheep
The eyes flashed out of the goldenhdad¥ e s slhed @aratit know how, but she can,
andshewilAnd she wondét ask.Tyhoautrd sp enronti .3y do litsh eeyi tdhoe ri t
of nice stuff for you and fill your head with lies about some celestial place until you start to feel
obligated to themiThen they do some kind of magic and you begin to wear a sheepskin on your
backOnce youdve gotten.la 6sh otepofiiedeforeayod btcome oo | at e
a sheem
Pitro looked back at the entrance to the cave under theCweéd it be tru@ He
suddenl y r emember e d andhesglanoed hdcleat Hisowndlaak,Ismmooth a ¢ k
coat Wasmama changing into a she2pid Matzuk do that to h€rWould she do it to him, too?
APitro, did Matzuk tell &ou that she was once a dog herself
Pitro shook his head miserably
A Wel | , .Shéveas angeeat, white St. BernéBtle was mightily honoured for her
heroic efforts irrescuing pack dogs from dangerous platésn she got tangled up with the
sheep and novd well, she still thinks of herself as a rescuer, only now she thinks she needs to
rescue dogs from the pack and change themintoshde@at 6 s why ®he took you in.
Pitro looked down, tryig to sort it all outHis eyes fell to his front pawand he lifted
them in turn, admiring their sizkle turned his head slightly, noticing for the first time how long
and glossy his tail |l ookedotgmdarédiwwantheéosbeepbs stumpier, \

sheep 0 he whi sipeded wafmt her to change me! 0

Shar ackds e aandhectal beganbeatngtherdilwh at was?It hat, Pitro
dondt thinok | heard you.
His voice rose in volume as his resolve deepefidd isd, | dondét want her to change me

I like my smooth, black coat and my long taiike my big paws and my floppyeals don 6t
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wanttobeasheep want to be a dog! o
Sharack glanced back at Timru and Pitro almost thought he saw one of her eyelids drop
momentarilybutshet ur ned back i mmeithiustheaWed 1 I Ctoenac i uywou t o hunt
for food, and youdll never again beoThe danger of becoming what
golden pup then turned, poised to trot back in the direction afiiséng puppiesi Y o u
coming?o
But Pitro suddenly remembered his mottielS h a rdalc kc,anldt ! 0 .Aildé whi spered
promised my mother | wad look for the Emerald Caverigs.
Sharack groaned and turned batkP i t r o, we | .lHewdo yoekmavthis ver t hi s
sheep can lead you to the Emerald Cav@&nvlerever that BAnd what about the pagia
sheep candt pr otTenmuandhis pupdy gaogeantgiveeyoumpeteckion from
the pack and fromsheep, too, for that mattéfou can still seek youraves, but you can do it
as a dog, from t hé&lowcenfetet y of Timruds gang
Pitro sighedand glanced once agdimwards the tall sequoia at the center of the
clearingWas t hat Matzukds wooly f ace?Shpeseemdding at him from the cave
beholding some kind of a kill in her sn@ut bird, mayb@ For hinf? He blinked, but the
sheepds steady.gaze was unnerving
Seek the Emerald Cavefns
He coul dndét reséi st that drawing stare
Only there will you find safety from the pack
He took a faltering sfein her directiog
ThenhehaltedSshar ackds wor dslownauld a sheep pravile s e ns e
protection fromthe pa@Wo ul dndét a gang of dogs, even | ittle ones
that?

, be much

i P i tlrwashat musical voice agaif.Ae you coming@imru is ready to go out
huntngCome on! o

Pitroturned towardshe gang of pups with their gray leader and the golden angel who
had befriended hinbut kehind him, he could hear Matzuk snort and paw the grddhgdwhat
do | do&?

i Come o hwantB show you how to catch a bitdThen, after a few seconds of

silence, ADohadduod rfeana) edody #nd s ome one at that! o
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HandsomeDog.

Suddenly it all became cledte wouldstill seek the Emerald Caverns, just like mama
told him ta Hewould do it as a handsome d@pd the gang would protect him from the pack
during his searchHis decision was made, and he leaped into the air, running after Sharack as

fast as he could

Even if he had looked back, he was now too far gone to seeotheflanguishn
Ma t z bédady stare
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Chapter 3
Life in the Gang

Timrubés taunting voice screamed of even more sarcasm than
muttso
Sighing deeplyPitro blinked against the endless driz&&ame would be hard to catch in
therain, and Timru knew it
iGet out there, al |l o fTheygmyleadeapawed the groongd, me s ome meat ! o
and his voice became even more menading:s t her e something wrong with your ears?o0
Deéatsustepped boldly forward, his taowls pulled backuntil the bottom of his upper
teeth became visible
Pitro cringed. He had seen this stubborn stamtiee miniature dachshurmfore One

day Timru would stop putting up with henlyf r i e saledce . i n

Life as part of Ti mrhedste agpleagant bséPirohdd t ur ned out t o
envisioned when h eTinrehhd puskia the puppp gang rorefer dooire/that
day, and when night fell, they found themselves miles away from the tree in the middle of the
clearingThat 6 s when $truscolorsFash e see the stage by making fun of the
fact that Pitro was a halfreed Next he informed the hapless pup that he was expected to give
his shamru one kill per day, and only then could he hunt for his ownFooah that moment on,
evenyne, including Sharack, either ignored him completely or went to great lengths to make fun
of him.

Being only two months old, Pitro had no idea how to catchghmie i t hadndét been for the
fact that Deétsu had joined the gang the following day, Pitrodwoetl have survivedrhough
only two months older than Pitro, Deatsu was a skilled hudtersausagshaped body made
him the perfect fit for scurrying down rabbit holes and for tracking rats and mice through heavy
underbrushThough he was apurebre@le 2t sudés small stasalilm and strange shape mad
laughing stock as weland wth nowhere else to turn for friendship, he befriended Pitro, often
giving the younger dog his own kills to eat

The friendship of the little dog was therapeutic for Pifiloough the empty loneliness in
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his heart never completely Il eft him.Bitt did seem to dull some\
n o w.8Vould Timru stand for the obvious challenge to his éestdp?
AWedr e halnwaywg f or vy o tan muZziesnd pawcontréseed t su d s
rebelliously with his black body, givinhim an even more defiantladkYou al ready get t he
best of our killsThe rest of us barely have enough to eat, budyéw u 6 rodle gaased! then
added more quietly, AAnd Il azy!o
Alowrumblebegann Ti mrudés chest and rose in volume as it bubbled u

throat His piercingeyes stared at Deétsu as jbisls curled back to expose a rowwhite teeth

Sharack suddenly jumped between th€omeo dogs and playfully

on,Tinru! ¢ shélLetdengd tussle in the mud!o
Pitro cringedHe hated Sharaclhe had grown to look like a near double of his mother,
making the poor orphan do a double take whenever he satuhéne resemblance was
appearancenly. Rebek had beekind and friendly with everyone, while Sharack was as mean
as Timru himself
Her initial friendliness had turned out to be nothing more than a ploy to con him into

joining the gangHe had seen it happen over and over again with each new addgidad

heard her say, fiyoubre so strong and handsome! 0 so many ti mes
sick, and each ti me, as soon as her hapless victim was hopel e
she would turn her attention back to Timru and ignore the newcomeieteiy

Sharackés only redeeming quality was that she often came

TimruwasangryaPi t ro coul dn6ét understand why, for it was contrary

Nor did he understand the calming effdether words seemed have on the ferocious shamru,
for if any other dog had tried to change his mihdt poor creatureiould have been the next to
feelhe f ul | i mp a c.trorsome r@asgmimiu dssiallywisteneédho Sharackhr
wasnot | i showeveiAmew gtowl cumbled in his throat as he took another step in
De?2tsub6s direction

Sharack changed her tactics slighiiyHe di dndt &Skeaippedhisear Ti mr u.
againfHeds just toying to act tough

Timru growled againbut less ferociously thitime asSharack cocked her ears and
wagged her taili Wh a t su bveahts that he and the others are hungry this moriiig 6 | |

bi ng you your quota, do ncatthsomathingoyaurselvese n we 61 | go out and
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As she turned her head towards we/ward Dachshund, her ears moved slightly
backwardsand her tone changedtoamé ur gency: fi. e dowgndto n g , De2t su
continue to enjoy your pobotection from the pack, donét you?
This line of reasoning may have worked for any other dog inahg,dut not for the
stubborn dachshund puge rose to his full 4 inches of height and stretched out his long body
i No ! w®Hebdtarrled his head towards Timful dondét car e!llwhveotn 6o w ada ht o me
you any more game!
Sharack barelyhadi me t o get out o befotelssekemimgygry of Ti mruédés rush
emerged from the tiny dog as the mighty jaws clamped around his. thrgas all over in a
moment 6s time, and De?t subsAgmalmogelaped/framody | ay i n a broken heap
Ti mr uoatsas he tumed to the rest of the pé@etout thereand hunt, you mutts!
Fifteen puppies scurried away in fifteen different directions, ears plastered against heads
and tails tucked firmly between legs
Pitrods flight wasthegest?Vhamoweutdsphperdbvewt hhout De@®tsuds
friendly presenceHow would hee&tHow woul d he fill Timrudés quota of kills, and
happen to hi?m i f he coul dndt
As he sl oshed through what remai nedofof | ast winterodéds snow,
going on forever, of never turning badkhy not put as much distance between himself and
Timru as possibRWhat was left for him here, anywapone of the things he had hoped for
when he |l eft the sheep6s mead o isdiffibultiesén mont hs ago had been real
learning to hunt had even made it necessary for him to ab&igleaarch fothe Emerald
CavernsNow that Deé&tsu was gone, what kind of a life was left forshim
As the cold, misty fog settled over the land, he sighed hedivily Whag rfever left the
s h e ep dcvedHe brokentoarunfi Or bett er vyeetheenboravi sh | had nev
Pitro knew better than to try to escapeweverHe had seen others try and had
witnessed how Timruds tr ackiemandlpingphpm backtoal ways managed to find
where Timru eagerly awaited to administer the brutal punishment
Do you even care anym@r e, now that De2tsub6s gone
Pi tr ods nmguwith angidelas of eadape, werexpectedly halted by a noise at

the creekHis nowlong puppy legs scrambled in an abrupt ab@age at the sight of a lone dog
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drinking from a hole that had beleonlytbokhimaen i n what remained of
moment to recognize the sheer mass, the dominating stance, the matted grayJyanahe e
peculiar odog . It was the Shamru, the leader of the pack! And more notably, the dog who had
killed his motheé .
Pitro swallowed a whine of fear as he pressed back into the brush, willing a tree to fall on
him forever
Drops of water trickled fromh h e  dreegoéns jowlsHis crueleyes shifted as the
pointed gray ears cock e dscdrrednése aniffed thsbredfhe ect i on and the battl e
lips pulled back, revealing a double row of yellowing, bloodstained seseththreatening growl
rumbledup the massive throat
Everymuscl e in Pitrods bodpanisrootedl@nmetiespoor hi m t o run, b
iSo, it 0 s-breethodt wds mareea shearlthnatruevoitd shoul d have
finished you off when | tok out your motheo He launched himself into the air, covering the
distance between them in a single le&p he landed, just inches from the black pup, he snaked
out his teeth and nipped Pitro roughly in the ear.
Though he tried to squelch it, Pitrocduh 6t compl et ely stop the yelp in pain that

up, nor could he stop himself from flinching at the mention of his mother.

AisStil]l a !&Thewther SHamryphusesiané his words were momentarily
replaced by threatening growldis mere presenadcaused t he panic in Pitrobés heart to mush
with each passing second, and the massive dog séemedd e | i ght fAIn HWad rtod skitlelrr or .

her, you knowShe chose the sheepskdnn d s he woul dndtl tcuorunl dynobut olveetr ytoou me
grow up to bea sheepnot a puppy that could become a useful fishing.dlbig stared at Pitro at
length then he growledi But oywdur, e yn ot hi 0Bvil lughter new randbledh r d
from his throat as he lunged forward
Hi s intent was n orPitrbeenkmork,land heoanhieyed hisalesfred i g ht e
purposePitro was so petrified that he failed to hear the brush cracking behind him, and he
thought the next words were directed at:him
AfWhat are y@u doing here?
fidléo
AShut wup! 0 r o awhiehdPitra bureed s Mmasemavan farthertinto the dyud
slush; lut he looked up quickly whesnall-too-familiar voice spoke out from behind | 6 v e
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come to get my puppy
Timru!
The face of his own shamru suddenly seemed a friendly one to Pitro, tvelailger he
had harbored for him just moments before melted away
i So t Hbreed haa joified your gang, has h#ught yar had more discretion than
thato
It was evident Timru wasndédt afraid, yet the sneering remar
obviousl bothered him, for the furristled on the back of his nedk:| do have better discretion
|l 6ve regretted my decision toBuakédelbsdnai netromvehe moment he |
though not a purbreed and if we can staunch his independent spiiit e@@wardly heart, he
might start bringing me some figiBaliva dripped from his jowls at the thought, but he quickly
licked it away and turned to Pitrd B e s, i hdickte keep him away from Matzk.
A flicker of pur e heges iGetthimout of bedelf Ickvetldye Shamr uds
eyes on him agai n, | wi || not be so merciful!o
Ti mru di.dmié&t wfoleidwwcaippmoh have my worah With his gaze
never waver i ng fidrce eyaes, he Bpeal: GD h rauth Get bask to the hurd!
Pitro had no choice but to ohédye took a faltering step backwards, then he turned and
scamperedawdyaway from the creek, away from the Shamru and away fro
gaze All former ideas of abandoning the gang were completely gone from hisithim di d n 6t
like Timru, he despised what had happened to Deé&tsu and he loathed the life he now led as part
of Ti mr;buddal of that was thousands of times better than his fate would be at the paws
of the Shamrwf the pack
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Chapter 4
Shar®&akme

Pitro stopped in his track¥he meadow he had just stumbled upon looked familiar
somehowAs he stood blinking his eyes against the seemingly unceasing spring rain, a lone, tall
sequoidree near the center caught and held his atterfioere wasa burrow of some kind
amongst its roots, and the sight of it made him sigh de€pbugh the mounds of snow had
been replaced by a carpet of new grass and colorful wild flowers, there was no dieisyives
Mat zuk 6sé Meadow
Memories long repressed, memes ofthatbrief 12 hour period of his lifeshen he
h a d feltpain and sufferingnow flooded his mind/Nhy didl ever leav@
I f possibl e, l'ife in the gang sinclherDe®tsuds murder had bec
ranks had swelled to thirty, and st@f the newcomers were older pups of either Rottweiler or
Pittbull descentThey were into much bigger games than digging up rocks and tugging on sticks,
and the constant puppy t uss| elssteadjtbseddwpspeem t o i nterest them ir
spent their days laying around, grumbling abihgir boredom, an@limru soonbegan taking
them out on what t htbaytooktheimlaveay forfigurs atd fimeg parti es o
Pitro never knew exactly what went on during these raids, because he aadripery
smaller pupsvere always left behind to huriut when the dogs returned, they were often
dragging bloody sheepskins behind thémmight of wild partying would follow, where the
sheepskins would be hung frontoav-lying treebranchand the older pups would take turns
attacking themPitro never did figure out the rules to their game, but it seemed to him that the
one who succeeded in ripping out the biggest, bloodiest piece of the skin was honored
The howling and tussling would wally continue until morning, when the raid dogs
would finally collapse at the foot of a cliff or tree to sleep until the next raid was Chiflisd
meant they would wake up hungry, and Pitro and the handful of others left behind were expected
to have freb game ready for them to eat when they did
The hunters never received any appreciation for their effogtead, they were
relentlessly bullied for not bringing in the kind of kills the dogs felt like eating on any particular

day. A few of the pups g tired of having to provide meat for everyone and tried to run away
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They were always caught, and then Timru and his raiding pups would kages&into play
with instead of a sheepskin
Normally, just thinking about these dekins would make Pitro skider with fear, but
today, with Matzukdés meadow | ying Bhedepupe him, a new idea domir
were the lucky one3hey were the ones who were finally free from the 'gang
A heaviness washed over hitas itdepression®r simply a resulof this incessant
rainHe d i d nla fact, kenoolything he knew for sure was that the lonely emptiness deep
inside was growing bigger by the day
Hef ully intended to turn away from Matzukds meadow, but som
the burrowampgst the roots of the sequoia tree for a moment | onger.
that there were no prints in the mud leading up to the entadrtice warm hollow. In fact, as far
as he could tell, there vbDdarde trhd Xphefellatnaeheat all i n the meadowé
in his gut deepened, andven he turned away to slobhck into the muddy forest, his tail drug
the groundWas Matzuk one of the lucky ones? One of those who no longer had to put up with
this miserable existenc&Vasdeath the only wayut?
His ambling steps were aimless at fitmit with each passing momehis melancholic
thoughts were replaced by the problem at hand: The Herttad to bring down a kitbday, for
Timru, naturally, ot the rumbling in his stomach only served toireithim that he also nded
to bring in one for himsedf .
Maybe becoming a skilled hunter will fill the voidyiour life!
Pitrods ear s c oc k,andhifsepsbacamde mare putpdseful ashies u g h t
nose dropped to the ground in earné&it What was that
He stopped, ears swiveled forward, nose twitchiigere was definitely a noise in the
brush A mousé@ A squirreP Maybed a bird?
He had never yet caught one of those flying delicacies, but of late, whenever he went out
hunting, he was lm®ming more and more fascinated by these strange credfotdseing
confined to the Earth like the others, they were far more fun to chase
FuntochaseSi nce when was chasing afrything to feed those brutes
The momentary cock of interest was gaend his ears droppelevertheless, he slowly
turned his body to orient himself to the noiBan or nor, he still had a quota to fill.

The sound wasnédét the quiet scratcltmwasng t hat birds make when
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more likeé . He sniffed the aiN o it definit el .ytsnkeiled like t s mel | |l i ke a bird
Cracld
The sound came from behind, and as the creature Pitro had been stalking scampered

away, the odor of dog overpowered any otherscderitt r 0 6 s e arad g pulledhied back

tail between his legs as he slowly turned to face his torméntor

Sharack cocked her silky, golden ears to frame her pointed nose in a playful, jolly
manner Her muzzlewas closed, and her flowing tail swished ever so gently from side to side
There was anischievous spark in her brown eyes, one that seemed to call out for a tussle in the
mud or a chase amongstthetéeés 6 ve been hopi ngPitb.®onsd@ et up with you
Her voice, as smooth as silk, was only loud enough to rthaamiserable black pppy 6 s
ears.
Her eyes sparked anefvl 6 ve b e e n dr singectHai meadowback thedhe
paused here, puzzlddi t r o6s stance didndét shbewwoedsen the tiniest spark of
werendt havi ng.Shédchanged hestactewdsh ¢ 1 yecfi Yoaveknow, you h
grown into one handsome pojshe carefully modulated her voice, adding in an element of
enticing excitement: il éam dying to have a romp with you!
Pitro had heard these words so many times before that they nauseat@dMimmakes
you lower yourself enougtodayt o s peak to the | ikes of me?0

Sharack dropped her tongue ever so slightly out of her madhher tail began to wag

harder as she walked forward afewpateBe c Adse been around | onger than you have, m

friend, and | 6ve seeButyad Yowmlrer hafnddsogmee, youdre quick on your feet

and you |l ook |ike youor e .Alyhatnagd ybudavhaleokofsomeone t o play with

intelligence about you t hdrontlcadmredatdoghbileyomi dden by your submissi Vve
Pitrosnortedfi| f you admire me s o ?iwoaldhhavethbught do you i gnor e me

that you would have been different me an, youdrmee ,a erxecterpite weoru,6 rlei kae pur e

breed Retrievers love everybodBut y o u, teothadtheeotherdAs faras he was
concerned, the encounter was over, and making a pretense of seeking shelter from the drizzle
under a stand of oaks, he moved awaglid no good, however, for the branches were only just
starting to be covered witlght green leaf buds

Sharack paused a momelder expression briefly registeridmyirt. Itquickly changed to
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one of puzzlementhen pst as quickly, the prideful cock to her ears returfied alléa game,
youknow.! f you doindt uddy awu e Dlhavesta play alongethe same as
you. o0

With each of her words,@r owl deepened i n.Howdareghefitl fof Pitrods throat
itdéds althea ¢&@Hmenot Opelgdwlddng anymor e

Sharack purposefully covered half the distalnegveen them before speaking again:
ABut you ar e .l|pdvgop backghers at that meaddvegw how much you
wanted to break fromthe garu t vy o .Notgat Yoor@ame is that you are humbly
biding your ti me wudntsitlr oynogu 6erneo uogl hd, etnhoeung hy caunbr e going to make vy
breakfrom Timruo

Each word brought her a bit closer, untiéskas only a few inches awafien she
pushed her golden muzzle under the silky flap of his ear and \
move, Pito,| 6| | be runaing at your side.

Pitro jumped as if hemose were a glowingcod YoaH®2 di dnd6t even try to hide his
sarcasmil Y ou 6 r e T Everyonedksowsthar |

Her proud head dropped a few cenltdpmmet ers: fAl dm only playi ng¢
trying to survived Then her head came back up and her tone again changed to one of charm and
deceit: Al d&m just biding my time, Pitro, until you are ol d enc
thenl will be your girl and yours alone

Pitro waeced, dot evenonavmomefitNo y o ul édwmw nndott hi ng but a half
breed,asyouandalltltet her s wondét ever | et me forget.

Sharack dropped her head agai nNabodyy her tone sobered: Al dort
shoudYoudre an i nt elingdgTemat, 6 ss ewhsa ttoHareeext words mat t er s .
howeverwere spoken in her normal, controlingtoieNow dondét you go doing anything stupid,
my dear Your time is not yetYou still need to growif you try to make your break now, Timru
will kill you forsureand | wo n 6dp hiim;end evénlif gou are cleget enough to get
away from him, you arendt y.dheSkamnubasgeargkilledigh t o deal with the
youtwicebShe moved a step c Pimosaadygu wilfittllylsetmylerol i tt 1 e whil e,
But if you make your moveoo soon, you will not surviveShe nuzzl ed ,fori s shoul der . il
onecoul dnodét bear oThereshetbacked gprand slwobk her.baest !

Though Pitro maintained his wary stance, somethingénsidim was falling under her
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spell The sense of despair that he had felt moments earlier at the thought of those bloody dog
skins was being rewritten laytiny ray ofhope, the first he had felt in montWghat if what she
says really is possibfWouldbreaking away from the gang fill the hatemyheart? Then
reality set in:'S h en@&Jer chooseneover Timrud He shook his head as the tiny glimmer of hope
flickered and diedit was an impossible idea
il t makes Twoedngs minnindPtagéthdave a much higher chance of survival
than oneBesides, if you were a little older and a little more consistent with your hunting, it
would be even bettérShe pushed closer as a smug look washed oveitdh en t he t i me i s
right to leave, | will tellyou.0
She turned to go, but after taking two steps towards the lsfuststopped and glanced
back over her shoul der : .That mdaasy leavettocconkneegqplay p my front , Pitro
the game,andsomustydil ease dono6t t dantndthing! | of this has m
Then, as quickly as she had appeared, she melted into the forest.
Pitro heaved asighVh et her it was from relief or confusion, he wasnot

Just what was? Sharackds game
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Chapter 5
The Stone Al tar

Spring finally melted into summeFhe oncebare limbs of the abundant maple and elm
trees grew their dense summer foliage, displaying vibrant shades of deep forest, silver and
reddish greenThe rains stopped completetiie muddy ground turned into hapdcked clay and
the raging streasslowed to mere tricke
The temperatusalso soaredand t became increasingly harder fiimru to motivate
the puppies ohis gang tohunt It was even too warm fdrim to bully them into it and fnally he
moved them a hundred miles to the northeslsere there was a large settlement of dogs along
the banks of a great river
The idea of a dog settlement was completely foreign to.RAitrough he had always been
surrounded by a group of dogs, he had spent the short months of his life roaming fepotone
toanotherl t di dndét take him | ong t oForbeedhing there hat he di dndt | i ke the
were never any quiet momenBven in the early hours of the morning the sounds of occasional
barking and whining could be heaifithe smell was alssometimes overpoweringhough dog
noses usually enjoy the occasional whiff of waste and rotting carrion, the constant barrage of
these scents that wafted around théeseent was sometimes overwhelming
Though the settlement dogs paid allegiance tg#uok in exchange for protection, they
did not consider themselves pack dagsd rither were they overly happy when Timru and his
puppy gang moved into the neighborhobde widespread belief was that puppy gangs stole
their puppies, and indeed, duringth f i r st few weeks of their stay, Timruds ranks
nearly 50
Though the close quarters and strong smells bothered Pitro, the lack of friendliness did
not He had become used to functioning in a state of-bestility. Besides, despite the filtme
the stench, the close proximity to the water made his life much easier
The river was wide and deep here, flowing peacefully along its banks, and Pitro found
himself drawn to itAt first he only waded at the edges, enjoying the brief repose thedohe
wate broughtto hislegsand bellyj;ut t hen his body began to cry out for more, an
long before he discovered the joys of swimming
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This opened up a whole new world for the rgangly pupOver the past monthhkis
legs had grown far toleng for his body, and his feet continued to be about twice as big as what
you would expect for his overall size and body weiglsta result, where he had once scampered
along the forest floor with relative ease, he was now clumsy, stumbling over thessmuait,
the tiniest rock, and sometimes, even his own feet

He soon discovered that though most dogs have individual toes, his own were.webbed
Not only did this make iasier for him to swim than to rubut i also gave him an advantage
over the otkr dogs in the wateGiven these facts, along with the reality that the river was well
stocked with fish, hunting in the river was not only easier timalamd, but also a lot more fun

Not that he didnoét still e whijleoBspeaallyrifeher t hr ough t he f orest
was a squirrel to chask was cooler and denser here than it had been to the southwest, and for
some reason, despite the clumsiness thrown on him by the fact that he was in a growth spurt,
land game was no longer such a probteroatch In fact, though his quota had swelled to four
kills a day, henow had no trouble filling itand his own hunger pangs were a thing of the past

In addition,Timru seemed somewhat appeased by the fact that Pitrconsistently
filling his quota and especially by the steady supply of freshrivetAise a resul t, he di dnot
pick on the black pup as often as he had in the pdign all, life in the gang was much more
tolerable than it had once beémfact, Pitro was as close to being happye had ever been in
the eight short months of his life

If he took the time to think about it however, there was always an element of sadness that
still lurked just below the surface of his hedtrivas the same alonsuming emptiness that had
seededtself in his soul the day his mother died, the same one that never seemed to fill up, no
matter what he tried

One evening in late July, Pitro found himself deep in the wdbdss a beautiful, gjet

evening, with just enouglréeze to make the hot &iearableHe had spent the day in the river

(O |

and had managed to bring in six fish, so although he woul dnot

chasing anything that .insteaght waskimplywrgogyimgbhe r eal |y hunting
moderately cooler temperatures, the freedom from the stale air that continually hung over the
settlement and the relative quiet of the farest

The only problem wasie suddenly found himself witime to think, and as usual, as

soon as his mind was no longer engaged in the mebyemoment challenges of basic survival,
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his thoughts turned to contemplating his.life
They followed a positive path today, at least initially, and he found himself chuckling as
he stumbled over yehatherrootfil| t 6s real ly not so bad, Iliving |ike this!o
As he picked himself back up and shook the dust from his black fur, thpresent
sadness arogmce againWhat are you sayirgjThings may be better now, but for how [@ng
Youbr e sobpihdttyrand sl ave t
He walked on, more carefullynovt was true that he was still Ti mruds sl ave,
sl avery was n tohcebaen Afteraaltl Tirars now seenfedtd be taking most of his
wrath out on the newcomers
An intense feeling ofidgust swelled up in his gutYhen didyou become so cold to the
plight of the new puppi@srou, of all dogs, know how they feel
Maybe this was the reason he felt the need to distance himself from the gang this
evening To sort out his thoughtso put mself back on the right patroé .
To figure out how to fill the emptiness in your heart!
Pitro whired as his steps slowed to a hek squinted up at the evening sun, looking for
any distraction from this thoughie already knew that nothing he coulnwould fill the
emptinessLearning to hunt and swim had worked to some degree, but onlyfioifea Even the
fact that he had finally won an el ement of Timruds respect sti
The sun was just dipping into the eastern horizon Raimd forced his thoughts to
thinking about the time. As near as he could figthrere were still a couple of hours left before
sunsetThere was still plenty of time to enjoy himself in the fogesbut as soon as his mind
was no longer occupied with calcudats of time, the sadness returned, stronger than ldeer
had to discover how to fill the void in his heafe had to gain soe sort of purpose for his life
May be it gosrfaimily was wrenehed froyou Maybe thatés whatés missing!
Hisfeetagan slowedtoastopr he pai nf ul memories of his familyods murder | e
with only one desire: To crawl under the knanging branches of the spreading spruce tree
beside him and sob away his misery into the layer of spruce needles that carpetedttfiediores
Unfortunatelyhe knew it would do no goéd.
Then came the thought planted in his mind by Sharack. Maybe it was time to run away.
Maybe this would give his life the meaning it lacked
The thought sent an icy stab through his veigining away from the gang would be
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like signing his own death warrant

He forced his feet to move oHis steps were aimless nofhese random thoutgh
wer endt get ti nThenkuddenlyatheyforebtgaveway to a large.fishé south
end wasbordered by the same woods he had just traversed, but the northern border ran along the
river. The grass of the field had at one time been long, but the heat and lack of rain had already
brought it down to the ground in matted clumigere and there thehite puff of a dandelion
head waved in the slight breeze, sending scads of tiny seeds sailing into the breeze

Pitro took it all in with a sort of dull curiosity, and his feet were just turning around to
make his way back towards the settlement when wedtsahe strange pile of stone near the tree
line about three hundred feet to his left.

Curious!

It appeared to be a rectangular structure of some kind, wide and flat dihwegs
obviously not a natural occurrence, and it seemed so out of plackdhghtexperience had
taught him to be wary, his feet moved him in closer to investigate

With the sun this low on the horizon, it only took a few bounds for him to reach the long,
wavering shadow cast by the curious pile of st@imen, with one finaleap, he found himself
sitting at its base

There was a picture etched into what Pitro judged to be the front of the structure, and this
now drew his attention: A large, emerald green cave with a tiny lamb at its entrance

Seek the Emerald Caverri&tro! Only then will your life find meaning!

Surely thispile of stonew a s théBmerald Caverns!

You abandoned your search for the Emerald CavéMagbeh at 6 s what your
missing .

He glanced around fleetingligxperience had taught him to keep #myughts of sheep
or Emer#éd Caverns completely secretytovhen he neither saw nor smelled any of his fellow

gangsters, his attention returned to the structes, maybe he should beginseek out these

i f

Emerald Cavern&And maybethiswas the place whr e he coul d find out what

messageneané .
There was no one hetsgweverand t he col d stone coul dnodt
know.

He sniffed the ground-resh animal scents were abund&ame were clearly left by
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dogs, but others, thigh distinctly familiar, were definitely differerithey were more liké
more | i ke the durewitthemeadawA tvgle ranudwd Bis spinéle was
picking up the scent of shelep
i Wel ¢c o me tegatidnloféhe Enteralg Caveros.
Pitrojumped in surprise at the sound of the friendly, guttural vdite had been so
intent on his thoughts that he hadndét heard or scented the
A small group of animals followed the sheep into the clearing and began mithngda
the stone structurébout a quarter of them were sheep, like the one who stood befar&hem
rest were dogs of various sizes, colors and shafest of their backs were covered by the same
tight curls that covered the bodies of the sheep, bte there also a few ordinary dogs, and
curiously, some of these wore dirty sheepskins tied tightly around their bellies
AWhat is this place?0 he asked cautiously
AThis is ®DWOThestbprpepadkt an/asiftliswaseadughdfad or war d
explanatoni Wondét you join us today?o
Asuddetmovement at the edge of Apaihaedpuppiee ari ng caught Pitrods
from Ti miPanit evergamahjand he jumped into the shadows of the alfahey
saw him, they wouldbe sure to report thito Timrié .
Tohisrelief,h e pups dindicedar they scemperad @around the edge of the
clearing and disappeared into the trees on the oppositosidé Pi t r o wasnét about to take any
chancesAs soon as he was sure they were gone, hedwamné ran back into the forest, away
from the funny pile of stone and its strange gathering of animals
He didglance back once, however, and when he didgaén thoughhe heard his
mo t h e r 6Seek the Emerld Caverns, Plt@nly therwill you find safety from the pack
Only then will your life find meaning!

Pitro thought for a time that his little adventure with the Congregation of the Emerald
Caverns had gone unnoticdthough the two pups seemed to seek every opportunity to make

fun of him, this was not altogether unusual behavior, and when Timru, Sharack, and the raiding
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party dogs continued to treat him with the same cold indifference as before, he concluded that he
had not been discovereHe determineghowever, that he would find out whaetstone altar
wasall aboutand whait had to do with the Emerald Cavefns
His resolve proved easier to keep than he had originally anticipdtedthat he had
discovered onelir, it seemed they were turning up everywhere he ladkach one had a
different pictorial inscription, but most of these showed large, emerald green caves
Pitro was never alone at these times, howdudact, curiously, he was never alone at all
arymoreTi mruds newest rul e was t h.&eclaimedckthagthiswoul d be no more sol o |
was to protect them from the growing hostility of the settlement.dogs
Pitrohad hisdoust about Ti mr u dhenetheless, de wasrtow alvaysi o n ;
accompared by another puppy, and as the days of hunting in pairs went by, a curious pattern
begantoemergdVhenever Pitrobés path brought him close to a stone alt:
accompanying him would quickly lead him in a different direction
The first time ithappened, he was hunting with Miédkijraless beaglpup They were

heading for the birdich forest on the other side of the river when a small altar loomed up in

their path
Pitro, who had been watching the base of a stand of trees for fallen bahwntiudlly

didndét see it until Mi a8k suddenly jumped in front of him
iLet s go this way! o she shouted, ni pping Pitrobés foreleg i

iBut t bihesquigkestway to the river.
ABut | f e &MHerktoaxing waa a ligtlavo urgently as she pointed with her
muzzle towards theirrighff Let 6 s go t his wayob0so we get to swim farther
fBut you donodt Oe PeordatestediiBe sti dieser mfheesndt run that
directiono
It was as he was lookirtzgack up the trail twards the rivethathe saw the little stone
altar sandwiched among the trelde stared atitforamome@ur i ous é
iCome odm, MiRfeld fr Yogqg u godowdthatpatilr i mr u wondét | et youl!
Puzzled, but not prepared to do anything rash, Ritred androtted after the little
beagle; but Wen the same scene repeated itself the next day and the next, all in different places
and with different puppi.dhenextRimehe anddidksversquti ci ons mushr oomed

hunting, he decided on dtle test When they again found themselves in the same part of the
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woods where Pitro remembered seeing a stone altar, he trotted on ahead, purposefully turning
downthe forbidden path
Miéak, who had been ignoring him completely, let out ay@IN o  PANetdmaigoing
thatway! 0
Pretending he didndét hear, Pitro broke into a run, only ski
thealtarHer e he nonchalantly turteadsaraowrhd:r.ti Whuat @¢so wrheen g,i vMira k

Comeonl f eel l'ike a swim!lbo
iNNWe canod6t .Ggomthatwowkdyndt | ike it
AfAnd why not ?0

i Co me o0,00me dn,iot | with be forced to report this to Tinmu

Pitro slowly started back up the paltte was pretty sure Timru would find out whether
he obeyed or not, but there was sense acting in defiand¢e did allow himself one fleeting
glance at the stone altar, however, and the pictorial inscription haunted him for days: A mighty
sheep with its muzzle pointing towards emerald green éaves

Seek the Emerald Caverns, Pit@nly there will you find safety from the pa€knly then

will your life find meaning!
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Chapter 6

The Dogs of the Golden Sheep

i PidSrhoalr ackods voice wviade rhmaolki nglivydsemidodugied to reason with
you, but you keep insisting on doitfyngs your owmn waywhy wonét you stay away from the
stone altartWhy canét you just olmey Timru |Iike the others do?
As her voice floated out across the open field by the river, Pitro cribigekinew this
confrontation was inevitabland he had beenehding it His only consolation was that though
Timru was within earshot, it was Sharack administering his lecture and imathiaenru
iPay at t eYowknavwhat TEHnrutoesto those who refuse to ohéy
Visions of the limp, broken body of Deatashed througt? i t r o @sndigmanh d
anger mushroomed in his heate well knewwhat Timru was capable &f.
Do you care?
iDonét wor,d yheé&hsaaiackc,k his voice risinge just enough so that h
overheadiil| have notforgehhdw Tinird kiled Deé&tsuenrcokblooded anged.
fi P i dShavack looked genuinely shockédY o u  cyothing<t likeghat about Timru
You could end up with the same fate as your friéfidien her tone softedi You have no i dea
what went on before the scene you were so unfortunate to have withesse®eRitsa was
belligerent, rude and undisciplingdde def i ed Ti mruds authority every time he got a
Her critical gaze then riveted on himas herivc e r ose i n vol ume: AAnd you, my friend,
have been little betteFThe only reason he has not administered more direct punishment yet is
because of the fish you bring But | warn you,Timru will not put up with this any longer
Either you shape up, ooyrfateco | d be even w@orse than De?tsuds.
Pitro scoffedi Wo r s e t haHow dareahytthing ke svorse than death in that
cowardoés teeth?o
Sharackoés upper [fiYpo uc wwbsheshesbedec k sl i ght |l y:
Unfortunately,le r t hr eat dagathatdhe mesnbraf Bedtsu haderebirthed
i n Pheartfiodhsat was wrong with going dfopAvmd t hat path, anyway?0 he
what 6s wrong with going near the stone altars? And why candt |
Sharack tanced over her shoulder to see whether Timru was still listening and then she
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jumped directly to the third question: @AYou candét hunt on yourt
incompetent hunter 0
The hair bristled on .PYdou mdthatbirargikapgedsedt he si |l ly excuse
by the fish I bringinl 6ve become a very accomplished hunter, Sharack, and
know it. Enough with your games, your petigd, your efforts to control m&ell me the truttd
Sharack didndét FEiemr U1 ohdhmese thlkeatr dby hunting with the others
learn somethinghough | must admit that his patience with you has aboutruhdut i t wer endt
for me2 .0 Her voice trailed off.
A wave of heat rose fr om.ltbioughtvatidisanigtande, expl odi ng i n his chec:c
boldnessand hehrew cautiontothe windi What are t hWhy doesmebdtal Tams@
want me to go near them?0
Sharack hesitated as she glanced back over her shoulder again, but the encouraging nod
from Ti mru madtedshelrexcaonsge naife:t fid st onBeingl t ars that the sheep h
around stone altars wouldod put you under the sheepbs spell
ASpeéeRilt?r 0 6 s s u.Mheilnterest Matzakhad shewnlin him had seemed
genuineenouglBhe cert ai nl yandmadipulating likeeTenru ard hisi gamg
Aiwhat kind of spell coulbd a sheep possibly put me wunder?
Sharack added a new measure of sarcasm to her response: ATI
into a sheepYou remember MatzulShe wanted to turn you into aeslpb She stepped closer, a
light dancing in her eyes as she lowered her voice to the faintest of whisgersd such a bi g,
handsome pup as you mesay a dogd
But her words were not having their desired effecttodlay o w ¢ a m ddgietoy t u
sheepXou di dndt answer thiw, quredty owmd e OHaitlzlukadwo imeiarde it
beginningd t hi nk you dondét know yoursel f.
ABut | doiSh atrelclkk 6owoi ce agai.nl toéghkthebnouts i mpatient edge
power of the sine altan
fi B & what is the stone altar, and how can it give p6werd what does all of this have
to do with the Emerald Caverfé/\h at ar e t he Emerald Caverns, anyway?o
Sharack was suddenly overcome withféaw en s he coul dnét completely turn Timruébs
mind when he became riled about sheep and altars and the Emerald (Bwesis d e s she didnot

have a clue how to answer his questidn¥ o wst maver talk like that, Pitd, s he whi sper ed
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hoarselyfi T i rmamTher her tone once again became loud and taufitihg now under stand why
Timru is so adamant that you do not go near the stone.altans see it all so cleatlyour early
exposure to the sheep hasdulledyourmindat | i ttl e bit of sheepds food you ate has
you to truth Pitro, you must neveagain allowyourself to think such thoughtgou must nger
go near a stone altar again.
Then without waiting for a response, she turned hetegphead and trotted past Timru
andinto the forest

As Sharack disappeared amongst the trees, Tgotrup and shook himseHis gut
response was to sink his teeth into the throat of this belligerent upstart and put an end to the stone
altar nonsenseonceandforalnd had he been the one giving the warning, he wo
been able to stop himself from doing justtiah at 6 s why he had sent Sharack instead of
speaking directly to Pittd’hough he was young, experience was beginning to teach him to not
besoquiktokil.Ki I I i ng otsbeep puppies only seemed to create sympathy
younger members of his grougmd he aleady knewthati f he coul d-fgpetusteldedse fisheep
pups to turn against the altars, he would have loyal subjects fddfi®urse, there waalsothe
matter of those delicious fish dinnefey did warrant one last attempt to curb this particular
p u p. Resolutelynoddinghis heagdhedeterminedo continue approadig the situation calmly
He would make one last attempt at figina way to turn Pitrods heart against stone a
Now if he could only figure out what that attempt might beé

For some reasoihge was having trouble concentratite shook his ears to clear his
mind, then he turned to follow Sharack into theod® Something was wrong with the way she
had spoken to Pitéo. What was i? A growl of impatience bubbled up in his threat he
realized his task was twiold: He had to figure out how to curb Pitrods obvious
and hehadto stop Sharack r o mé

From wha?

iSharack! 0o he growl ed

The golden form stopped instantly in her tracks and slowly turned his way
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The hair on the nap of rehtiappreledsonimtercstancdr i stl ed at t he appa
but then she was at his side, pacing aroandwhining. Her obvious anxiety was unsettlingnd
suddenly he knew what was that was bothering hirBharack had been too eager to be the one
to administer Pitrods warning!
It was true that she often came to the aid of wayward puppiéact, herability to make
him think before killing was just one of the reasons he had chosen her as his speBial girl
today, today she had shown too much interesté

He growled, then henapped at the golden retriever, his teeth just missing her soft,

flowing ear fi | may have tol &ill him, you know

AN®ondt &ill him

Timru growled againHer response was too quick, too eagewwh at 6 s wr @&ng, Sharack?
He moved forward, roughing pushing her neck with hisrmos®r e you getting just a |little bit to
interestedn another dog¥He pushed her again, harder thistieT o o i nt erested i n a certain

black coward named PitroMe pushed her a third time, nearly knocking her off her feet, and his
voice escal ated i rBhavaokl imeho 1 have Yoput ahaperene on youe
too®
Sharack stepped back a pace
Was that fear he saw in her eges
Then it was gone, and she was moving forward to rub her golden jowls against his
shoulderi No w, ,0 nmfemedfiJ eal ousy dbecomes you.
Timru continued to starat her, but his gaze softened slightly
fi lyfouodol | calm down, I think.IIlt 6ln ashel kel éanswer to your dil em
pushed her nogender his earflapnd whispered in his eahan she turned away.

AiYou stay doaBatyhe bite wamgoheiumh of Ti mruds voice.

Pitro shook his ears in frustration as he nearly ran to keep up with his skiinyru
would Timruaccompany him on a huhtimru nevertook part in the hunAnd even worse, he
had insisted they not begin until eveni@m anyord nar y day, if he and his partner werenot
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hunting by midmorning, there would be troubl8onething was definitely not right.
Timru then proceeded to willfully ignore dozens of small animals asdhimat a brisk
trot overmilesof wooded trailJus t what wpts? Ti mr ubds
The furious pace didnodét sl ow umnshapdd the pair of dogs had ent
meadow Just at the centre stood a stone altar with a gathering of animals milling about.its base
Ti mruds purposef ul thesoutskins of teedyrouphem directly to
AGO he giDiwleed you have such a famthenati on with stone altar
Dogs of the Golden Sheép.
Pitro looked from Timru to the altar and back ag#ihad to be a trap .
i GO, Ti mr u.frSepeygodrsedrvehat a bunch of lunatics they.afde bounded
to the edge of the meadow where he purposefully sat down with his back to the black pup and
the pile of stone
Still Pitro hesitatedi No, .Td mHeat tor dti tse & hilal mrduodnso tshisdaer e about
place. Let me catch you a trogt
fGo toldthe altar
Pitrod s t ai | sl unikn behame,n Mhits whkegs t here didnodét seem to be an

options, he slowly walked towards the group

The altar was decorated more beautifully than any he hadlsaas taller than most,
and it was completely overlaid with golout the most curious part was that on the top lay the
gilded image of a slaughtered sheep

The only other time he had been at an altar when animeatsgathered had been his
accidentabisit to the Congregation of the Emerald Cavelng this place was nothing like his
brief memories of thagroup Even in the few moments he had been with them, the sheep and
dogs at the Congregation of the Emerald Caverns had seemed fridedlyeveyone ignored
him completely

Another blatant difference he immediately noticed was that the Dogs of the Golden
Sheep were all, obviously, dogs None of them had sheep@sl wool growing from thei
all of them wore sheepskins strapped around thigirsections

Thenthere was the leaddnstead of being a sheap at the Congregation of the Emerald

Cavernsthe leader was large German Shepherd with a particularly dirty sheepskin
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This dogstood just to the side of the getdvered stones of thatar. Some of the other
dogs were lined up in front of hidne by one they would whisper in his gand he would
whisper backSometimes he nipped them behind the ears, other times he nipped their noses and
still other times, he bit their bottoms
After their nip, the dogs would walk over to the altar and join the group already circling
it. Some would lie down in front and chant whispered waBdkers made low moaning noises,
while still others rolled over on their backs in front of the altarysiped, as if in pain
One dog in particular, a J a.She dddeed @aomridlon Ter ri er , held Pitroo:
her hind feet barking little fAyipso, until her sheepskin, whi c
hind legs Then she would jump onto her féget and dance for a few moments until the skin
covered her head.
This little dance so held Pitrods fascinated attention that
left his line-up of followers and marched over
AYou forgot !loyour sheepskin
Pitro shook his hed, bringing his attention to tlggowling German Shepherd Wh at i s
this place?0
An el ement of pri de e nretheDoegsofthh GoldéenesShetpe r 6 s voi ce: AWe a
Then his tone again became chaldl enging: fAl said, you forgot yc

il @dé@oébndtondt ha&é a sheepskin
AYou donét have a sheepskin?o
The loud voice of the leader carried to every dog in the clearing, and it was only a matter
of minutes beforall the othes gatheedaroundd@ Thi s one does métt hheayve a sheepskin
laughedii Byo, itds been a | on ghed¢pskmeamshete.ce a dog without a
Pitro was suddenly angrit What 6 s so funny about that?0o0
A Why, dond tltwgstheJadk RusselPTerrier, the one whose sheepskin was
toobigAh You candét wor s hHonealtar witeout & bheepgkinjustd otelsen 68 g o
that wayo
ABut | @omdhteelpadke n, ond elp edaotneddt Pkintorw ,hoiva t o get one
ifiHe doesndt pPavauatedeepslkr afilHeo fd otehsen dyto uhnagveer ad o0 g s
sheepskin,& d o e wem 8heepdkia

Immediately all of the sheepskaovered dogs converged upon htheir voices coming
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from all directions at once:

AYou canét idomeouhadrondd have a sheepskin.

=1}

Only those with sheemskins can worship at the altar

=1}

| f y ohave dsheepskinygo candt wor s hiPptorebreoryBwile at Sheep
be forcedo leaved
Pitro backed up, trying to get away from the oppressive vditegs lone tree now stood
behind him, blocking his escage | ome seeking the Emerald Caveinse cried.
The crowd of sheepskicovered dogs backed away a little now, and their leader stepped
forward Under different circumstances, his stance might have been somewhat fétHenly or d e r
to get to the Emerald Caverns, you must worship at the altatimes a weekyou must stop
eating fish, yolhave to rub the whiskers ofbur muzzle, ad you really should take a baih.
At this final remark, thentire congregation backed ofi:P h'e w
iBdbut what 6s wrong with eating fish?0
AfDonod6t worarbyugso ymwah food, 1l ittle alHe, o crooned the Jack Ru
sheepskin was now hanging from her neck and she reared up on her hind legs so that it would

slide down around hermiddi@ Just st op eati ng GrdatShespwligige t hi ngs, and The

you foodo
ABut | ¢@ethehwenmrgreyd, fiand | have t® give most of my kills to
The crowd took another step backwards inshdc®h no! 6 t heyi Tchrei ed i n uni son

Great Sheep must be ydshamryjand He doedsndt eat fi shl!
The German Shephepaished forward now and barked onlcstantly the clamor
stoppediLook | ittle one, 0 he nsthingd o weaoasheepsdini nd | vy, iThe i mport a
Pitro shook his head in frustratidnBu tn dt dlonow how to get a sheepskin.
The leader gave dmpatientgromdi| al ready t ol d.Ypwmustwhat you must do
worship the Great Sheep at the stone altar four times a Weekmust stop eating fish, you have

to rub the whiskers off your muzzlend you really must take a baith.

ABaédbut | dsianddt Pwade®now whi mpering in frustration, but he c«
seem tbBowtopan A worship at the altar to get a sheepskin if | ¢
unless | havene2oHi s voi ce rose then to tasthestanmaer i ng crescendo: AJust

who is thisdGreat Sheep why should | worship Him at the altar, and how can this help me find

the Emerald Caverns?o
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Instead of addressing his questions, the Ger@fmpherd nudged him with his nose
il &8 m s or r.Nosheépskinto warship, m Emerald Cavern f you wondét put on a
sheepskin, you will have to leave
fi Btd bud | d o n @vant aesheepekid, Pi t r o hearfil hjiaohewte | W sayi ng
find the Emerald Caverns!
His final words were not heard, however, for the rest of the coatjpaghad again taken
uptheirchanti He doesndt have a sheepbkioanbe Wdoeshdp have a sheepski
the stone altar without a sheepskihe won 6t giHWNe dge shridt fhétadhe a sheepskin
Pitro took one more look at the getdveredaltar and the sheep that lay on its.t6pen
as he glanced arouttide sheepskicoveredgroupof dogs, a sense of utter repulsion came over
him, and he turned arnabltedinto the forest
His flight didnét | ast | onlgnuappeareeinfeontpf f or after just a few
himé .
iSo?0
Timru was the last dog Pitro desired to see right.dswwas fatoo confused by what
he had just experienced to think straightS?¢o what ? 0
iSo, how did you enj oy yourGoldéntSheépdtwasncount er with the Dogs
more of a sneer than a question.
iéd OPi tro didnoét k,rhoweveriHowcoutdde tell dimu whatthad
happened back thetélow could he admit that he had been wrong, that Timru and Sharack had
been right all alongHow could he explain how he felt, when he, himself, was so confused?
Timru donned asuperiorstanceand a fatherly toné | hope that this has forever satisfie
your curiosity about the stone altar and those green ©aves
Pitro stared at him blankly, butinhisi nd he wasnodt.Hswagdeeing hi s s hamru
his mother, and he again heard Waisperedsoice Seek the Emerald Caverns, Pit@nly there
will you find safety from the pac®nly then will your life find meanitg
The bitter emptiness in the pit bis soul seemed to double in sizith this memory
Was this why there was avoid in hisheé®8te cause he wasndét fodl owing his motheroés adyv
But how could he ob&How could he find the Emerald Caverns without worshipping at the
stone alte® How couldhe worship at the stone altar without a sheefdiow could he get a

sheepskid Why was a sheepskin necessary, any¥&at did it all meaf
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Then from somewhere deep inside, a new though dffdbés is what stone altars are
about, then maybleshouldjust stay away from them completely

Intense grief bubbled up from his gut and spread through his bddyratuctantly
turned to trot after Timru. Withi& last hope of finding meaning for his liflew completely

gone, whathoice did he have?
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ChaptTer

Escape!

The brief wvisit to the gol diéewerardextday di dndt

Sharack appeared briefly to inform him that his daily quota had been tiigtexh he dared to
ask why, he was informed that it was now his sole respoitgitoilprovideherwith food.

Up until then, Sharack had always hunted for herself, and the fact that he now had to hunt
for her made Pitrobés blood boil hotter

He was still not allowed to hunt alone either, and his hunting partners complained
continualy about the length of time it took him to bring in his kildot that any of them raised a
paw to helpOnce they had their quota for the day, they would slouch ahdmiging and
growling for Pitro to hurry up

Pitro was used to being bulliedowever,and the extra hunting did serve to fill up his
days, making them somehow more beardblhis had been the only change, he might never
have contemplated anything differebait with the mounting opposition from the settlement
dogs, Timru instituted a gud each night to protect the stockpile of fresh kills that had been
brought in during the daye divided the nights into two watchdhe late watch was to be

rotated amonglkthe puppies, including Pitrdut Timru gave the sole responsibility of each

early watch to PitroThis meantthahenever got a f ul | nightés sl eep,

he didndét get any sl eep at al/l

The strain of hunting hard all day and then staying up half or more of each night quickly
began taking its toll on him physilty; but even worse, the amount of time required to bring in
12 kills each day left absolutely no time for him to further investigate what sheep and stone altars
had to do with the Emerald Caverii$his made it completely impossilfler him to follow his
mot h e r 6 and thid facexbausted him mentally and emotionally as widl a result, the
dark hours of the night were always filled with depressing thoughts of how empty his life had
become, and during the little bit of time allotted to him, siemmlly refused to come

After the first week of the new regulations, Pitro made up his mind: He would run away
and he would do it sooile doubted he would succeed, but he convinced himself that even death

would be better than his present existence
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The fact that he was being continually watched, however, made it impossible for him to
begin putting his plan into actién. ntll one daywhenPitro miscounted his kilks .
It was hot, and Miék, who was his current hunting partner, drug bekimiding and
growling about the fact that she always seemed to get stuck hunting wittihkhr e n 6t you done
yet?Wasndt that | ast quail your twelfth kildl of the day?0o
Pitro glanced up at the skie judged it to be around 6:00 p.m., the time at thie
generally finiied hunting, tn he slowlybegan to review angcounthis kills for the dayTo
his delight, t h e q.Utavaslhis thideenthpand sbvensof them bad beerh  a t al |
fishé .He wasno6t sure howithdéedi Oa.dhahimbeted vaasttate d, but
Mi 2k hadndét lcyownttendergorarnedctnow he had an extra kill, one that
accounted farHe decided to cafzlize on his good fortup@nd he turned resolutely towards the
beagle fINGm sti lol one short
With this, he plunged into the river, and 15 minutes later he came up with a fresh trout
Now he had two kills théat didnoét need to be accounted for
Ti mruds favorites were still asleep when Pitro finished dr:
where he had been insttad to leave them, and when Miék quickly abandoned him for better
sport, he coul dn 6 tNotorydid bevhave twd extradilts obdt hd atso Hadi n e
ti me that daccbunted forthe anlg oppoatuniby ée would likely ever gettiegin
to put his plans into acin had just been handed to him
He quietly slipped back to where he had hidden the two extraHisking one up in his
mouth, he plunged into the water and swam upriver until he reached the outskirts of the dog
settlemen Here heclawed his way up the riverbardhook the water from his fandtrotted

towards the very centre of the settlement, to the cave of the Medicine Dog

As many as fifteen dogs, mostly of German Shepherd descent, were lying around the
caveentrance when Pitro approachedt was t he Medicine Dogds personal body guard,
one messed with the Medicine Dog without first dealing withthé®m di dndét have ti me to
contemplate how he would geastthe guard, however, before tblesesishepherdose and
sniffedtheairf What do you want ?0
Pitro set the fish dowmithe grassi| have come with a oift for the Medicine Do

The shepherd eyed the kill carefully, and Pitro could hear
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mean that fish?o0

fi Y elst 6 s e Medicine Ddmp

As one, the rest of the guard rose to their feet and split down the rudéleealthe
Medicine Dog himself, lounging in the late evening sunshine at the entrance to his cave

Pitro couldndt bel i eve tonidenceogrew asmmapactd g o o d
slowly through the line of dogs, fish in mouth

The little Chihuahua opened a lazy eye as Pitro dropped the prize beside his Hrizzle
appeared even tinier up against the massive bodies of his guard, but as he gallantlijtstasd
ears cocked forward in interest at the smel
dictate a dogdés i mportance

Pitro gulped back his nervousne$@ | brought you something 0 e strbveto keep his
voice from shakingfil thought youmight like a fisho

His nose didnoétfAi¥whppasei ydbunhrihegi kgl me a

fiBecause | t hou gdPitrowas feelinga lgtimore dourageousmive .
thoudht you might not get fish ofted.

The hair on the back of the timgck bristledii Wh?aYtou t hi nk t hat | ust
small, | canét catch a fish?o0

fi N ocried Pitrofi O f c 0 W Bu this waexdctly what he had meant, and the
Medicine Doghad seetthrough his little lieAi L oo k di dndt meanl @ we i meswdrt
seen smaller dogs out hunting for fisfust thoughd Oh, | donét Kk nLsten, what |
if you dono6t wadiith thathe reathed fdrward to lsnake up the Iprezed kill.

The medicine dog had already pulled the skirtoff e f i, fidwéveransl was e
gnawing at the flesh underneathl t 6 ® Hi®voieeywas muffled around tfieesh meatil J u s t
dondét you fdoregetdtt lmatc oudikk sudkedra tagtyvmensel downihis g .
throat and swallowedi N o w|, metWyl are you going to all of this trouble to bring me a
fish®Then he archedane@rSay , I d o n 6?tAre koo wew to the settfleménd |
Youbre not one of theobdpuppies from the gang,

Before he realized what he was doing, Pitro gulped the Chihuahua raised a knowing
eyebrowfi H u hthoughtsBut t hough his tone became | ess
at the fish

Pitrods eHaer swodurlodpriméechisbmay oat bftthssond | 6 m wi t h t he
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puppy gangd 0 fleut@dimi dTohedtt 6 swawhlyotrhodtny ghiemge t o br eak

away from t hed Ngamyownlneedhel cano
The Medicine Dog curled back his upper lip, but his ears were cocked forward in interest
iSo why c?dfteeall, sy o me have al rverpasingll amdmat eed/ strog.d m
iStrength, size awayspeem whewtdalgedmae,i trr o
because | have all of those thingsn d | 6 m. What | nedd is buaning, and what better
sourcethan he Medi ci ne Dog of the settl ement?0
The compliment seemed to appease the Chihuahua, for he pricked hislyoltarears

ACunni PWel IThuihf cunning i s what you mHdeede then youdve

paused and his voice lowered severdibdelsi But cduinensmégt come foor free,
He sidleduptoPt r o: ACunning must be paid for.
Pitrod pwils pulled back slightlyii Wh y  d onk ybooughttthle fishAnd | have
another one where that one came fréimould be yours as wellHe watched as the tiny brown
ears twitched ininteresi | é m ready to bring you.lnexchangedh f i sh
ask for your silence, and | ask you to give me a supply of sleeping herbs strong enough to make
at least 50 big dogs sleepf at | east 24 hours. o
The little dfoydws keryiersg dmae, ase bwill de Whateyaue r y
asko
Pitro swallowedAn extra fsh every day would be next to impossiliiat he nodded

Somehow he would manage

It took a week for Pitroat acquire enough of the sleeping herbs, and another three weeks
to dry them and grind them into a powder fine enough to hide in a fresFri#l to his word,

the medicine dog didndt breathe a word of Pitrods

gang, and as far as Pitro could tell, no one was apprised of his plans
As soon as he had enough of the special sleeping pgvinebid his time, waiting for
just the right opportunity to come algrand then, one hot, bright morning, it didmru woke

al | of the hunting puppies up early to make an
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special raid tonighand a few of you will hae the honor of accompanying ais.
He looked from one to another of the hunters, sizing them up for strength andecourag
AiYou, 0 he sai.iYoiun diec steiDogp dMimekhwe k! t hat al |

spent hunting with Pitro has gone unnotideughly value your services in keeping this

particular rogue inlineyou may go out on the raid tonight.

Mi 2ko6s nose rose into t heruffiedinpridesShetttee f ur
cast a disdainful look towards Pittautfor oncehed i d n 6 t A tingling seasation had
seeded itself in the pit of his gut when Timru had begun his annoent@radaycould beTHE
day é

Timru paused for a moment, allowing his eyes to roam thesremainder of the group,
then he calmly pointed with his muzzle towards two border collies and a-lwoighg terrier
mix.AYou three wil/ aalorgy@He humedddtridenawaydut ttemhec o0 me
jumped back aroundi And t h e 0 youswe ore extra kil each, to feed the new
raiderso His eyes shiftedto Pitréi Bt that doesndt ! ¥op pustbringio y ou,
double your normal quotd h & 240ad at least half of them must be fisffhen he turned to a
sablecolored sheltie with a wide, white band around hekn@ You have t & &lisunt
jowls curled back to reveal the tips of his upper tefme more thingPitro will take boh the
early and late watches tonighThen he trotted away

Pitro eyed the small group of hunting puppies for a moment before rising from his
haunches to shake himselfost of them were raidevannabes, and most of them would do

anything to impress tiremposing leaderA bunch of idiots, as far as he was conceyexdthis

t he

mut t

wi t h

ti

h i

me youdve

m

di dndét c on cTe timglebf exaiterheatdabhpde gun at Ti mruds announcement

mushroomed, and it noeoursed through his veins and down through his lifibday was,
indeed,THE day!
He had hunted with the sheltie once or twice before, and he knew hebathlaebit lazy
anda bit inclined to take a brib&s she slowly climbed to her fedte was halashamed to
realizeheddndét even ;kubitowr dvalr | y adidié@® As Soon amshe lboked ,
his way, he trotted off into the forest, in the direction of the ridercould tell by the cracking
of branches behind him that she was following him Hauwaited until he was sure they would
not beoverheard before spinning arousad alopting his most pleasanttoriel ' ve got a

you. I'll bring in half of your quota in fishfiyou'll catch me two squirrels.
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Pitro was well aware that her quota for today was only four, and he also kneslveghat
hated water and never brought in fisfis plan would work, but only if she would play along
When she continued to look doubtful, he lowered his lefteye lid atinfiBtr i ngi ng i n fi sh
impress TimruHe ' | | never kno w.lfye split dpi ydum@rkingtha foresh t hem
and me the river, you'll be done before noon.
A Weél.d
Her voice wastill doubtful, but he could tell the prospect of spending the entire day
hunting with him had not been in her pl@dnOf cour s e, Ildaytofilimyl qtuaok @&, me al

he hastened to adibut you could just laze aund a little while | finish upNo one would be the

wisero
He knew he was winning then, for a spark ignited in the brown 8By¥so u wo® 6t tel | ?
ANot @& wordd.h eWitnalhishearti t
Al 'l 1 meet yol!oShetaroed tedtampercawayt dus k

Pitro coul dn 6 himseleThgre washustomhelpiece of information that he
had failed to share with the sheltiehe salmon were starting to fu only tookhim until noon
to catch 30 fish: 22 for his quota, twa fbe sheltie, and six extrhey wereall big, fat
specimens, togust the kind that Timru would like .

He piled the fish in the meadow where he and the sheltie had agreed to meet, then he
drug te six extras tdie spot where he had hidden stiash of sleeping druglis next goal was
to take a little nap, which he did under a cliff by the ria was low on sleep anyway, and the
morning swim had further tired hirBesides,fithings rolled outs he hoped, he would nesit

of his energy for the nidé .

The sun was still bright in a cloleds sky when Pitro awoke eHudged that he still had a
couple of hours before his rendezvous with the sh#lt@rking with stealth, he tore apart the
extra fish and laced them liberally with the sleeping drigxt he made his way down to the
rendezvous point, and upon meeting up with his hunting partner, the two dogs brought their

catches back to campo anyone who might have been watching, it wasgasordinary day of
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huntingandt wasn6t until the hunters had all gathered around their
Pitro began dragging out choice pieces of.flshhe had anticipated, his companions were so
excited at the thought of having fiftr a change that no one even questioned his benevolence
Only Sharack looked at him strangely for a moment before accepting her piece, but then she, too,
began nosing it with the kind of interest that would only come
morths
Pitro retreated outside the circle of puppiesent upon making it appear that heswa
preparing for the early watchut there was a smug loak his eyesas one by one the hunters
curled up into sleeping balls of fur
This had been the weak lik his plan If any of the puppies had suspected anything at
all, his careful planning would have been for nothidg could taste his freedonmow. Just a few
more minutesand he would be gonEorever
As soon as he was sure all the hunters were asté@epsprinkled the rest of the sleeping
drug over the stockpile of kills that haddn brought in during the degndthen withouteven a
backwards glance, heade his way to the river

——

Pitrobds escape .0Onoeattheniver b epiyeasedlhimselfiptathe
water and began to swim upstredhwas hard work for a dog who had spent half the day
swimming, but he kept at it until he was about two miles upriver from the dog settléteent
he cut off to the east to follow the patheofiny creek
Though exhausted, Pitr o.Bdahwbulddaquirdgettirgoust op f or food or rest
of the water, which woul d eBedgdesl hgknpwhewasi mr ués trackers on his t
moving more slowly through the water than they wouldbeabt o move on | and, and he di dnot
dare waste time on anything as mundane as food
Over the course of the next five days, each time his creek branched into another, Pitro
was careful to choose the path that lead the most easiayche felt drawn towardshe distant
eastern mount ai n;butevdné¢he thonght oflardiffearentaliregtiondillechhim

with dread Then, on the morning of the sixth dapmething completely unforeseen happened:
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Pitrods creek dried t mhwadHewould &theehasemodhatgar ned sharply no
directions or leave the water behind
It was another clear, hot day, and though the days were getting shorter and the nights had
cooled off a few degrees, summer weather was still his frignfibrtunately, it waslao the
friend of those he knew would be tracking hiie carefullystudied the area, staring for a long
moment into the heavy, mixed forest to the north, then he shifted his nose towards the more
sparselywooded area to the eablis body ached for reshd foodHe knew he woul dndét be abl e
to go on much farther without b@th
To his pleasant surprisBitro had not seen any signs of the puppy gang, or any other dog
for that matterD o | dar e Hbepmere thdught cauaefd bilegs to béghuckle
under himJust in time he pulled himself back to a standing posiki@was too practical to
think that he, a simple retriever mix, was smart enough to outfox Timru and his trébkers
there was some ot her expl uwmodimiyedTiheyfvareasurehhy t hey hadnoét caught
just a day or two behindie would have to keep movinut which wayshould hego?
Logic dictated that he continue to follow the shriveling stregfter all, wading through
the water had served him well so;fautthe fact that the streambed now wound its way
northward left him feeling even more uneasy than the thought of possibly leaving a scented trail
He coul dndét stop his feet from turning towards the |ighter
continued over land, ia roughly eastern direction, for the rest of the morrimg way, it felt
good to not have to push his tired limbs through the wltehtime a branch cracked behind
him, however it sent his heart leaping into his chest
It was midafternoon when hentered a tiny clearingde knew he should skirt it, but
somehow the thought of taking even one extra step didnot si
paws He took a moment to study the trees behind him, then breaking into as much of a run as he
couldmuster, he crossed the meadow and disappeared into the trees on the other side
A creek gurgled through the woods a few feet away, running roughing east tamgest
drawn to the sound, Pitro dipped his muzzle into the cool water for altarlg He rased his
head to sniff the breez8houldl risk a hunPHe d i d nahd wthdaaighene resigned himself
to his fate and plunged into the water, once again wading upstream.
Despite his fatigue and hunger, Pitro pushed himself on for another miléhertieek

widened a little as it bent sharply to the I&ftsmall island appeared, near the outside of the
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bend It was just large enough to support an old willow tree that bent out over the water, and as
Pitro eyed it, he could feel the last of his eyaserves draining from his limhde climbed
wearily onto the island and clawed his way under the willow to burrow into the dried mud and

dead leavedHe would rest, just for a minue.

How long he slept, Pir di dnét know, nkmow whait idwadtleat i mme di at el y
awakened himThe sun was still high in the sky, and when his keen nose and ears detected
nothing unusual, he curled up into a tighter ball and his eyelids again began to droop.
Cracld
Pitro jumped to his feet, instantly aldre siiffed the air The wind had shifted directions
while he slept, and it now blew in from upstredfthatever it was that had made that noise was
downstream from him, and his nose could tell him nothing about the source of the sound
Splash
Pitro tensedWhatever it was, it was big, and it had just entered the ckekniffed the
air again Still nothing Every muscle in his aching body was posed for action, but he held his
position If the source of the noise was friendly, flight would be unnecesiéart  wasnét, then it
would only serve to mark his locatiddis only hope was to stay as quiet as he could
A dog rounded the bend in the creek, walking as he had, right through the water
Pitrods br eat hThe @og,giotwasialmout higesspdrtédthaldyt
matted, dirtyyellow fur. Despite the obvious signs of wear and tear, there was something regal
about the way it carried itsetfausing Pitro tpush down even further into the dried mhié
watched as the dog emerged from the wategheroutside bank, shook the drops from its fur,
and raised its pral head to sniff the ai® n ¢ éwviced .
Then Pitrobds keen nose ,canfiungngthathisheart f f of t he dogds scent
already knew. li$ body went limpSharack!
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Chapter 8

Di scovered!

Sharack must have caught Pitrodéds scent at just the same tir
alert, staring in his directom@ hen, as i f what she found hadnét been worth the s
climbed farther up the bank, shook herself again andday in the mud, her nose pointed in
his direction

Sharackés actilonsf awetr, e SphuaasplzAing®why piould s e nc e
shebetracking hinPWh er e wer e Ti mPRANndisShdraclahadkbeen gble todrack
him all this way, why washe calmly watching him from afar

She di dndt | eave him | ong heoheadfo Yuleecbeenbef ore she cal mly raisef¢
hard to findo

Her voice was cooAlmost cold It was as if she had been involved in nothing more than
a simple game of Hidand Seek It was all too flabbergasting for Pitro, and he could think of

nothing to say in return.

fi Do n 6 t. Yowrdittlersgcret is safe with m&Then hertone changefil t hought we
had a deab

Was it just another of her games, or was there really disappeinttin her voice

il thought you would wait urmitwelwouldbreakl d you the time was ri (
away togetheo.

AfYeah,0 right
Sharack stood up and shook herself agaih 0.4k f ar as you've made it, you coul dnodt
have takerthetimeto hunt,s o  ye daur@dnto be as hungry as | @With this, she scampered
into the woods to return in a few moments with a q@&ik let it drop to the ground dmetcreek
banki Come o&m, Pitro.
AAnd just how do | know Timru isndt around that bend?
Sharack linked, and her jowlpulled back, revealing the tips of her upper te@tly o u
dom8ut when Pit rshestdrieditomldugh Gonnse¥eoun, donét think | woul d
have put out thismuch effort to find you, only to turn you back over to Timraready told you
that when you left | was leavingwithyou havenét tracked you to bring you back, VA
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you to joinyou!o
The sarcasm in Pitro®Ri gloth.e was nearly palpabl e
ADondt sound h®Baold s utr pmra sleidd Y odeonneddt ftuhritnhke rt hat | i f e
wasexactlyfubb ei ng Ti mr uds Dudkiogrthé guailanher mouthosheywaded®
across the stream and crawled under the willow fr¢¢ et £6s about time | brought you a kil
instead of the other way aroua&he nosedthe meal beside Pitrd H a v e . Itsvill make you
feel bettero
Pitro couldndét. even think of eating
AiYou didndt beAn dc vyeouned o dd tdYoytodughetivael wase n o w
just trying to con youd Sharack sighed and her voice went déwa w : AJust | i ke | have so many
other time She shook her heaBhewas silent for a few momentsy ki when Pitro didnot
respond, she continued: iYou thought that | l' i ked holding the
You thought that everyone should bewstg to have my position under Timru, and that no one
in my position would eveleaved

Pitro swallowed and then nodded

AYou and | ar e .Youtwers misemblefinftre gaeandsg wadliThe r o
only difference was that | was sly enougtkeep it hiddemd She looked away, but when Pitro
still di dnot respond, she continued: AfYou know, before you cal
dogcouldwantbout the day you joined the gang, I began to see things

A low growl escape®itrod s t hstamed dt henirecredulously Slanade you
unhappy, did 'Med thedog everyondiatesAnd | 6 m suppose®d to believe that?
ioh Pitro, you have completeldy forgotten what | told you i:
Pitro forced a cymial chucklefi N o t f qustglisntisseelvoy know, Sharack, after
our little heartto-heart that day, you had me going farkile. | really thought that things euld
be different between usubafter weeks on end of continued abuse, | realized it was nothing
more than one of yauittle games
Sharack swallowedi | d e s e r v e Shelioaked, awdy, angher sheurned
back,all of her former pride had vanishédL i st en, P imake me unhappywhén dn 6t
you joined the gang here was just something about youthatd mi r ed, somet hing | didnét see
in the gang pup$erhaps it was your proud stance despite your haunting loneldresgybe it

was the regal way that you always carried your ears, even when your tail was dragging in the
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dust But probably it had to do i the look of pure innocence and fear that | read in your. eyes
Something inside of me became very angry when | first saw yeas angry because | knew
what would become of you if you joined the gahgasangry because | also knew what would
happenty ou i f you di dhwasangyywithmyselfadan khowng ts t woyld

be forced to hurt yoa.

i Wh aRi?tor o coul dnditl bdeildinedvte sheies aenayrasife f orcing you to
he hadnét been so tired, he would have stalked away
Shaack looked down for a moment, and when she finally spoke, her voice came from
deep in her throafi Ma y b e n oButd tthoughél i dt hought that if | didndét play
Timru, he would kil metool was so scared of hiwmtumhist | vowed | 6d do

wrath away from meand then I just allowed myself to bened well, you know what |

became Her voice then became strongérBut t hat di dnét change the fact that

of me wanted to preserve your ineoce from what was sure to cet

Al though still on the defensi.vle, Pitrods curiosity

manipulative Sharack of six days ago seemed to be completely gone, and in her place sat what
could be, for all practical purposes, a perfectly honest, humbleHdeg w aeady fotgiverin
yet, but some of the bite left histoieYou sur e had & pfresrey vivayd my

6innodoencebod.

He thought he heardtai ny si gh emautapke &Shdnadckdéay that | was
my behaviorl di dndt e v e nhimmaShe lboked upchowt, dtaeing hirn dirbctly int
theeyeid Pi t ro, can you forgive me?0o
The apparent sincerity in Sharack&Me voice continued

would have to be careful to not faito another one of her trapgde growled, his gaze never

wavering fromhersi So what makes you suddenly change your mind

Sharack buried her muzzle in the dried willow bows and Pitro had to strain to hear her
reponsefil t was thbe stone altar.
The stone alté&# P i t eacs drsnediately alerted

ifiMake yourself comfortablode, Pitro, and | wi || tell

Pitro sighedHis curiosity could no longer be containddWhdéawh at i f t hey find us?2o

A Il ook of concern briefTyhationgosgepedbbeear 60Sharackos

she admittedi But f or ,Tihmar modnead n 6t . He thiokw Borshuasr e | am
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tracking you to the east, and it should be several days befor e

fiYou were out tracking me with BorshaRitro shivered at the thought thfe powerful

Rottweiler pup that seemed to.think he was Timruds personal b«

i WedlnbtexactyoShar ackds voice trailed off for a moment, and t hen
AiLook,l Fintoow |I havenét done very muchhtineddat woul d give you reas
to tell you the whole story, and you will simply have to belie

before I finisho

Pitro sighed agairHe could only think of two courses of action: He could listen to
Sharackoés story an dcosldranBu if he rai, where wauld hegad t y, or h
howwould he get away froher? Besides, maybe hearing her starguld help him know what
to dcé .
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Chapter 9
Shar@c&tory

Sharack stood up and turned around twice before finding the exagttsreshe wished
to sit Onceseatedshe licked her front paw for a monéaefore looking up to begin her tale
AJust | ike you, I wasnb6t born part of the pack, and just |
were killed by the pack when | was very youiigey coutl have killed me, too, for my mother
was out hunting when they came uponhug for some reason, they spared Mg.mother
believed there was a better life than the one we were le&liiegvas a seeker of the Emerald
Caverns. o
Pitrobés interest perked
Al was born in the regi oandwatenliwhsewerydyougg settl ement by the rive
my mother would take me to the Creatures of the Stone. Slter loved it there, and so did |
The sheep were so kind, and itngasindtol anghéepode my mot her be
AfChange i?Htoowv @i sshedhe do t hat?0
Sharack stared at him impatientfiyd on 6 t!0 k n o w
i S o!d r M n fdunditieat haruly was He was also a little hurt at the sharpnesisesf
tone but the story interested hjrand hepushedtiasidefiDidyoue ver change i nto a sheep?b9
Annoyance replacefl h a r doarlerGnspatiencefi Wh a touttiok?l 6 m not a sheep
nowam | ?0
iYou mean, once you are a sheep, youdre always a sheep?o0
iYeNo.Il DONO T oKi¢@iked away.
After a momenbf silence, Pitro againspoké So what happened then?o0
His question seemed to bring Sharack back from a very distant place in her memory, for
she shook her headdamumbledsomething, then sheat quietlyfor a moment, as if gathering
her thoughtsi My trheer began to change into a sheep,0 she repeated, fiar
the sampbut when | saw the other dogs and how much funtheg heelld | wasndt sure |
wanted toNot then, anywayShe kept pushing méough, until | finally put orone of those
removablesheepskis, and once | was wearing it, she stopped buggingdsmiéme went by, |

became more and more fascinated with the pRakk dogseemed so carefree, so full of flin
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remember askg my mother about it one dayh&told me that she hadae been part of the

pack, and that it wasnodt quBheasistedthanbecomingas it seemed from
sheep gave her life a lot more meaning than being part of theafortunatelyj t di dnét make

sensetome and iitostil]l doesnodt .

tdi dndt make s e n gemenberingthertimpatiendee Heltl Hisetangue. b u t

AWhen | acceptlleadbpgrdmse te rewrejgndhle padnd eery time |
went near a pack dog, | .dwas dgid of myewerd backy mot her 6s eyes on me
theaté

Pitro sensed heavyfeeling of regretand ke touched his nose to hers as if to $ay, 6 s
okay!

The brief gesture of understanding served togh8harack out of her glooifiSo | stayed
away from the packrhen one day | met Timride was big and strong, and though still a pup, he
had the makings of a true Shamrwas absolutely delightedhen he told me he was not part of
the pack, but that he led his ovittlé group of dogd all puppiesHe was different then, you
know. Or maybe I yst saw him differentlyAnyway, | was flattered that he would pay attention

t

he

(

to me,a much younger female wearing a sheepskin di dndét know at the time that his primar

goalwas to steal pups with sheepskias,d not knowi ng hi shinkofarg purpose, | coul dnodt

reason why Ishoulddt r un wi t h.Thatdayl veent dut tb telshimgade was
thrilled, and he said if | would take off the sheepskin, | could be his special girl
fiTo tell you the truth, | was glad take it off It was itchyand hot and andd just not at
al | ¢ o mf Thent rauktlhavejust fallen under his spedicause twen he said | would
have to leavall sheep, including my mother, behjnd I  di dnélt whsnktt wbog before |
started to forget the kindness bétsheep at the Creatures of the Stone Altatd myselfall
sheep were bad, because they wanted to keep us from being the dogs we were b@é/hea be
received the news a couple weeks lateriivamother had beenkilelh coul dndét hel p but ask
myself what possible good it had meherto havebecome a sheefi certainlyd d nét pr ot ect her

from the paclkd

Pitro nodded. He had oft.en entertained the same thought é

fil tried to ignore the obvious fact that my mother had been caught and killed because she
was out | oo ki lnrigdtHemta néakeengsalirhdte sheep anéaspskins as much as

Timru did. There was always the nagging thought in the back of my,mmaever, that would
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never go awayWhat if worshipping at the stone altar was retiky right thing to do®
Sharack looked at Pitras if seeking affirmation, arwbhen he noddedgain she let out
asighofreliefAil guess Ti mru s e ®roenedaymyooksntetoagpgdiale, becaus
meadow with a high stone altar all overlaid with goddu know the oneHe took you there,
t00.0 She looked away, quiet for a moment as she contemplated the ménWie/l | , you know
what i was like therelt was awful Theytold me thabecause | had taken off my sheepskin, |
didndét belong among the sheep, andbuthewasndt worthy of worshiopi
worst part was that they refused to answer my questionas that day that a deepoted hatred
forshep and stone altars seeded itself in my heart. o
It all sounded so familiarthat Pitmou |l dnét keep hi m#nel f from nodding again
understandingi So what happened to make you change your mind?0
fi 1 h ahaegedinty mind!She snappedtthe air, and herext words came out
betweerhergritted teethii | s t i | | hatoe sheep and altars
Pitro raised a quizzical eyebrowBut y ou & eYbumust haee left & forgome
reasonWhat happened?
fil already told youYou happenedAs winter began to set in, Timru movbis little gang
of pups southwest, to the region where you were.ttersaid it would be warmer ther@nd it
was A little,anyway Then came that day we met up with you back in Mat zuk:¢
alreadytoldyouhat the day | set eyes on you, | realized that the | if e
nearly as fulfilling as | had thoughtbegan to fe€l agair® a longrepressed craving for the
warmth | had know as a tiny pup among the sheep.
Pitro was puzzledi A | | bedalsadf me ? 0
il t ol d.Yguonere different from the rest of the pulg®u were still innocent
You still had a tender heatthad seen Timru scare this out of the other gimps and time
again yet you wer &imd&ourefusetdd camfonaad sodnetting about you
made me wanwhat | saw in you
Pitro looked awayThis was certainlyndt he way she hShdhadobe at ed hi mé
telling him one of her talés. A tiny growl escaped his thradiut ke felt a gentle nudgiaen
and asoft tongue began washing his edtréelt so goodIf reminded him of his mothér. But
no! He knew her tricksHe woul dndt f!la&de pullefl Wmselfttorhis fleetand a i n

bakedawayii| donodt !0obel i eve you
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Sharackdropped her gazé. A nydu have every right not t&¥ou see, although all of

those things | just sa@ret r u e, my actions .h@amendtr v hPBiwnr ony hetar It

wa s

afraidl was afraid of | osing my position as Timruds favorite,

otherpups, afaid that | wad that | wa® wrong.I6 m strong like youw She paused and
looked up agaimi C a n ewverdougive me@
Even in his confused state, Pitro could sense her sindarithegrowled. Hewa s n 6 t
readytogiveinf So what wlaes yiotu tlheaatv enfad
ADond6tDorPdtt rime s oo0Sbaraokflobkedreiwasini rken.ow t hat you have
evey right t o bWheashegturned badkPitrowhs sure he read aniguist
eyesiYou ar e t h eouldpossilgly understandinieea you to believe nmie.

Pitrob6s heaythewasi mel toobdndt shake the inner urgency
iGo 0Bbns tone was stild]l a bit t.odebrumé, what he dadnobt

that made you leav
i Pi t r oofproud ofinmy staryl only hope that you will forgive mé She paused
again, but only for a few seconds, and when she restarted her narrative, her voice resounded of
the strong, proud Sharack that Pitro had cometokfiow j oi ned i n Wi th the other
laughed at yoandmade fun of you. | told lies about you when your back was tubést
voice shook at this last confession, but only fora monfieht wa s a flwasiafdhid of f hi m
being thrown out of the packhad seen what happened to dodgmeft tre pack, andd | was
just afraido
Pitrobds ear slighhefrlkefdt ftdvevagalaok dndét hvawe | eft t he
werenébét even in the pack!o
A look of superiority once again came over SharacR i, Pirodon 6t be so napve

Canybotu see that Timruds gang was just a part of the

pups

pack

pack?o

t

ry

t

(0}
t

Pitrobs soft brown eyesfip@ldhedhbaogathd@i mrondsoncentration

gang was separate fraime packButé .0

Sharack laughed softlfi | suppose t hTaitndrsu ad i gdopojutotwhainntg t h e
know he was part of the packt least not until they were wéticorporatednto the gang o

ABabut it cano6t be truel!o

iOpen yourYoew seentheBhamru ofthepddk dndét you notice how
much he and Timru | ook alike?0
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Pitro noddedlswly. He hadndét really thought much about it, but yes, t
of the same breéd.

AThey | ook ealtihkke Shemaormwoi s Ti mruds father.

A knot swelled in Pitrods gwihthe&mmrutushedme mory of his only mee¢
to the forefrom of his mind So that was why he had been turned back over to Timru so
willinglyé .

A Ti mru i slfhepassesthte itests will e chosen as the Shamfui mr ués gang
is simply a subgroup under the patkhen, as if she felt she had already sa@much, she
changed the subjedt| was afraid of | eaving the pack because | was afrai
dotomeiflgotcaughto | stayed and | pl ayed myokHeol e as Timrubs girl as
voice again went quiet with shanfe P i t r sothe reasorvha always knew exactly what you
were thinkingl f ol | owed you when you didndét know you were being foll
closely that | even began to be able to sense what you were thifikingeorst partthoughis
thatl reported youantics to TimruEverythingo

AThen he knew | was planning on | eaving. o

fi NoSharack shook herhedtll st opped telling him everything after your v
Dogs of the Golden Sheeép

AWhy?o

ifBecause.

Pitro was relentlesst T e | | me! 0

S h ar ac k Bosk wittoeimatien, and she pushed her words out quickly to get them
past the rising lump in her throat: AfBecause when | saw how Yy
realized that what had happerniedne would happen to you, tddigured | wes already too far
gone, but you, qu still held on to some of your innocente coul dnét stand to just sit back and
watch you lose your virtue as | had do8e | just watchedOh, | reported back to Timru, but |
was sure to tell him that you had now totally abandoned esiyadto associate with shedépall
honesty, | thought you had, and it ripped my heart aphdugh | still hated all that talk about
sheep and altars, somehow | knew thatasyour quest for the Emerald Cavethatgave you
the virtue | so admirechi you. 0

Pitro didno6t ¢ uHistgeardwasstil uppiutehér wards strsick im

deeplyi He di dndét get suspicious?o
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i No , .Youplayed your part welb.
Pitro looked awayfi | wa s n ot cpoluadydinnbgt st and wlhahe happened back there w
Dogs of the Golden Sheepf t hat 6és what happens when ani mals gather around

I dond6t wandt any part of it
Sharack stared at him curiously, but she nodded heriidad t hat 6s t he case, then why
ddyou |l eave?0
Pitrods andofhispennipsangede: fi | |l eft because | was tired of bei

e v er y o n.dléftsbecauseanutidng outside of the gdngh the pacé could be as lshas
the nightmare Iwas livingHi s voice rose in volume as he shook his head mise
succeeded! was fee of therhUntil you showed ug¢ .0

APitro?o

Thesingle word was soft, gentlejth even a tiny hint ofondness|t took the edge off of

Pit regponse AWhat ?0

(1 I return to toBharagkawallowed lbackyher emotifelliya me t o
backand 1" 11 tell t.lOebettedyetH'lbtell ehendl fouhoardead bogyo u
I 6l 1l eave you alone to seek yoobhechwokedbackesti ny, if thatoés what
sob and shifted her gaze backtohinB u t  iilfhavg may | wauld like to travel with you

wonoét be your s hamruwillhuntforwdul will lidk gourywounds | wdlle ¢ o n d
be foryou what | have been for Timau.

Somet hing about her t alHestaredashaslendtiitiehhiyng Pitrods pri de
Sharack’¥hy woul d you do all of that for me?0o

Her response was i mmedi at.lewantyoBtefndwhate | want you to be free
youdr e s elaantybu tofigd te erue meaningyour life. | want you to avoid
becoming what have becomeya Ilwand but onl y i f i tdlswanwdhcwhe you want, too
with you, because &lso, want to be fred want to find what am searching fot want to find
the true meanintp mylife. | want to go back to being what | wasrnto be, nowhat | have
becomeMaybe ités already thotllateafd@tr gselfon Idiowniéng kwiotwh m
knowing that | didnoét try.

Pitro didndét i mmedi ately answ8hewastood Sharack hardly dared |
afraid that he would, indeed, selnelr away and he very thought caused her pulse to quicken
Although the story she had just shared had been 100% thae, not been 100% complete.
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There vere a coupleletailsthat she had omitted, antdiasespecially one of thostetailsthat
wasrespnsible for thesour feeling in the pit dier stomacland the fierce ache in her throat.
fiPitro, youhave to let me travel with yolou just have t®

fi T h e B get semedest before we start.

Sharack jumped at the suddenness of the respprid® mea® 20 Her heart pounded

wi |l dloy youDmean | can come with you??o
Pitro slowlylifted his gaze fromthecreek He di dndét fully understand why he was
agreeing, but his eyes were now drawn to |l ook at the golden gi

attention to her appearance when she first showed upehubwregisteredhe matted furthe
mud-splattered bodandespeciallythe ugly cut on her left haunch looked deep, and there was
fresh blood oozingroundthe edgesHe sniffed it for a momenthen he purposefully began
cleaning it with histonguei How di d you get this?0d he asked between 1licks.
His tongue stung the open woyrgdusing Sharack to wince
AThis |l ooks | ike i, ¢twmwentedaphedmshdisygleaninggr y t eet h
job.iHey, you never told me hmavageytogetawayimmen t o be here, how you
BorshuDi d he do this to you?o
Sharack shook her hediit wa s nBoutt htihnat 6 s0 aSiod hleaolkse b rayway .
iSharack, i f you and | raeneedtpbeaopepandbondste traveling togethe
with one another. o
She knew he was r i ghduiterehdy to telstioahpah fo We &lhle wasnd
just say thaBorshu got his justrewaydd0 s he st ated fiemdnodyt. bied can assure you h
following uso
Pitrolooked away again t should worry him that she so obviously didnodt
about thisput instead of questioning herrfher, he found himself noddind:You may ¢ o me
with me But not as my servajfor]l k now wh a t bulliedldy everjondreu mayo b e
come with me as a companion

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he knew it was the right thing to do
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Chapter 10
The Getaway

Though Pitro fell asleep as soon as they had shared

SharackShe knew she should be rejoicing in her victory, and at any other time in her life she
would have been doing justthkbr r easons s he dhowewebherlatkwof | y under stand,
total honesty with Pitro left her feeling uneaBut if he kneweverythingwoul dndt he see her as
toobigofarisRWoul dndét he?send her away

Besides, how could slever admit to hidd or anyoned what she had dof2&he could
hardly bare to admit it to herséNvith this thought, the entire scene that had transpired the night

bef ore Pitrobdbs departure passed before her eyesé

Timru woke her up from a sound sleep and nosed her roughly forward until they were
deep inthewoodsi| have some good nastesnipfjedherapddriedtdé he gr owl ed
crawl up her back.
Sharackvhipped around and snapped athinGet awal fr om me
Timru only laughedit T h e y  alveays this tvdy ¢he first tim@He dropped down
his haunchesi You ar e my ¢ h.&¥euanmn bosen & p¢heddading termake of my
harem, the leading ffieale of the pack.
Fear grippedher. Shehad al ways known ;muthadsheduly hi s fichoseno
comprehended what that meant?
i Tiis a great honor, Sharackeothat, | might add, | have geto great risks to bring
about Y otlhedvrorg breed to kibe leading female of the padbutmy fatherhas finally
agreed
His eyes gleamingred in the moon lighsentwaves ofsheerterrot hr ough Shar acko6s
Sou .
AfAs my | eading female, you havaenetyduarepri vi |l ege of
not allowed to speak to another male, you can never leavgomeare in charge of teaching
these basic rules to the restof thefereas i n my har emé.

He went on with his 1|ist, but the words, firest of

. Out of the Pack 67

t

he

ng

he

g u:

wi t |

f emal



regeinherhear®Why coul d he have as many females as he wanted, but she

to another malePler thoughs had suddenlgone to Pitrahen and her heart had lurchddow

could she keep Timru from kihiming him if she couldnét even spc¢
AYoudre n@tTilmrsu.8eshhaagped the greatest of honors, and youor e

even listening He lunged towards her, and she backed away only just in time
Timru seemed content with the terror that had come ovehbereverand he remaied

where his lunge had landed hifbondt even t hi nko abbékedii | fuymiung oo f fl,

will seek you until | find you, and when | do, you will return to.rA@y male dog who has

touched you in any way will be killednd so willany puppies yomight have produed with

anyonebutmd swear with my I|ife that if you ever | eave me, I owi |
Sharack knew thahts, in and of itself, might have been enough to make Pitro revoke his

decisionto allow her to travel with hinbut it was what happened next that filled her with

utmostshame Shehadput on her little actShe walked over to Timru and submissively

succeeded in convincing hithrough her words alddeven more shamefullythrough her

actiors, that he had her full allegiaeg .

A lump the size of a walnutow lodged itself inS h a r dhoo&t &ssthese scenes came to
a close in her mindN o , she couldnoét tell P:iartd she woullll o t now, and maybe not e
never be able tiorgive herself, eithér .

AYou @dkay?

ltwas Pt r o 6 s Hevresilessaess must have woken himaug for this, she feéven
worse but she was$oo upset for nicetiesi F i'on e

Pitro didndt seem t depdledhimsetto hiesfeefi Moe kymg t one as
feeling up to moving on?o0

In response, Sharack made a show of bounding into the water ahead lof teiatity
however, the combination of fatigue, fear and shame dampened her spirit so much that the
simple act of putting one foot in front of the other required all her will péwer
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Their path through thevater initially took them eastward through a dense forest, much
more heavily wooded with evergreens than the forests they had been travidrsingere also
gradually climbingfor the stream was leading them relentlesslysadurce, high in the
mountains to the eadf they continuedntheir currenttourse anothefew weeksof travel
would bring them into the foothills
Despite the fact that they were walking through water and making quick progress, Pitro
c o ul d n.after all, & Sharack had been able to find him, why not Thun d S har ac k 6 s
assurance that Timru wouldndt come | ooking for them for sever:
pressing need to use utmost cautmnovertheir scent traihs much as possible
Helooked over at his traveling companion from time to tadneng those long days of
travel She had been very quiet since setting bigtknew she still had plenty to tell, however,
and hispatience was quickly running out. He had towrhow she got awalyom Borchuand
why she was so insistent that Timru wouldnét find them for a f
Out of respect for her, heaited a couple ofalys before pressing her furthbot when
patience alone did not release the rest of her story, he grew bolder. It was nearing midnight of
their third day of travel together when firally pushed the issuét have to know, Sharack.
How did you managt track me®@
Sharack stopped sft in the watergazing deeply into the darkened forest.
Pitro felt his ire begintoraisandhec oul dndét compl etely stop the growl that bub
from his throat
Sharacldropped her gaze back to the water twaeredher feet, and her words were
nathing but a faint whispefDo n 6 t , Pitro. Dondét be angry. | wi || tell you what
know.0
Pitroés feet stopped moving through the water and his ears
il didnét track you. o
Pitro sniffed. fiYeah, eweit?t . And you expect me to beli
iBeli eve what you want! o
Pitro winced at the harshness of her response.
Sharack paused t henltwadliked | o b 1y & fike kjust&kiwdmo me nt : fi
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of happened upon your scent
Pi t hearttsudded all the hardérf t hi senadd tida$tparack, what would stop
this from fAhappeni n@bewaounabletmcomplegely Hidelthe shakeinac ker s

his voice: AHow did yow know what direction to take?
il déo dnodt
The response was even motkmwibw®oesponder ti ng, and Pitro didnot
Sharackstared ahim for a long momentthen the story begantounfofdll t wias | i ke

kind of liked like | was supposetb find you or something
This only made P.iAtWhoo svolud alr tT i bndodrackifey £t essre nt  y o u
anyway?| mean, neither of us is from ancestry that isosened for its ability to track.
Sharackods eyes da rockieass retsningl time daSkersi@ashied ol d ¢
ahead to the next bend in the creek, purposefully spraying the coolowatéer traveling
companion, tten she stopped and waited for hincadch upf When you gave all of wus that
poisonlacedmeat, | only pretended to eat mine, and | gmtended to sleefVhen you left, |
followed you, just far emugh behind for you to néinow. As careful as | tried to be, however,
by noon the next day | was totally lost, and by nightfall ofstheondday, Borchu and Dikbad
found meo
Pitrodéds heart shkndpiplktud?@ beat: ABorchu
Sharack looked sharply in his directiéh e dikedeing intertuptedshe charged
forward in the water for a few feet to crouch in a quiet pool before continuing her narrative:
fi Di k u a nwere Bsgigneditousearch to #astfor both of usl had to do some fast talking
to convince themthatlwasdbt r unni ng away, butltwasreallyout tracking you myself
strange, PitroWe were at the top of an outcropping of rock arguing over who would go back to
tell Timru that | had been found when Diku slipped off the edge and crashed to the jagged rock
bel ow! o
Pitrods eyes op &he Bikuheiwnavewld naverhave eeniss e
carelesé .
Sharack nodded knowingl§il| t el | you, Predallysupposéditobatais | i ke it was
way. Diku broke several bones in his fall and was nearly dead wkeagot down the cliff
Borshu wasnét sure what to do, but apparently Timru had threat

returned without both of us, so he started trying to convince®me backl had to do some fast
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talking again to make him understand the¢duse | knew you so well, he would have a better
chance of findig you if he let me go with him.

This news served t o .AleastdherbvastonlycBarshmtoRaorry r o6s f ear
aboué

iSo we | eft Diku at t he bdSharackmighedasshbe cl i f f presumably to
snapped at a bubbl ewhylfeeltbideaboptthatpat. il dondt know

i Do.mR&tme mber how many do.gd¢ O0atpuishgnen8ep heds kil l ed

Sharack just shook herheddh en, as i f s hewottawbrrythgabouded it wasnot
anylonger she continued: fi | knew you were headed east when you | e
hoped you would continue that route, because | convinced Borshu that you were traveling a bit

southeastWhen we continued our searchinthatde ct i on, | was delighted that we didnot 1
eventhes | i ghtest trace of you. o
Pitro nodded. He was pretty happy aboutthattbe st i | 1| di dnlet know how much

could trustanything Sharack saitbut so far her story explained the fact that he had Hdena
get this far without being discovered by anyone but heré
fi Aout a day later, we came upon a little lake in the wdBdsshu wanted to stop for a
hunt andl  d i d n 0 Itdid waatnotloset honhowever,so | told him | would keep sniffing
for your trail while he caught a squirréhad just started off wén | heard the cry of a wildcdt
started to run, but t hen .llookedatkiowend shioudder, cry wasndét foll owing
and there was Borshu, trying to swim across the lake witbahen hisbad® Her voi ce went
down | ow: Al 6m not tbubh emre uwo wlifdwhtathdveaibleeamrexanything | coul d
do anyway, so | ran a few hundred feet up a small creek that fed thetdkefound a hole
underabank
i The c guickwoed Borshu, then he came after nhée wasbigger than | was
however and only his powerful claw fit under the battkwas in my efforts to stay out of his
reach that | got caught on a sharp rock and ripped my side ap:
Pitrobds effydewwididé ngdu get away??o
il waited until he .dnoywaytheeventiglly wemtoffmedr haps hungry
dragged Bor s hu 6 sAsksaudas heomas outoffsight, hceawlédalt ef my
hiding place and headed upstreduhecided to walk in th water so as to cover my trail of blood

| see now that this is hoyou managed to hide your scenttrdlle r y cl ever , Pitro!o
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The fur around® i t neokpusfed out in pridebut only for a moment. He had heard
enoughofheicompl i ment so0 to know t hatfiTheoyowjustof t hem could be believe
happenedipon my scero
ifiYes, but not wunt i | .Thdughthe straame was fdlloing,chisu pl e of days
stream, headed straight upad the great mountains to thasgwhich is the direction | figured
you would take, | was pretty sure that my chances of finding you after all that time were slim
indeed In fact, after the first day, | gave up hope of finding you altogether, and | just focused on
trying to put as much unented trail between myself and the pack as | cdiidn, about an
hour before | caught up with you, | suddenly felt bone tiredw a meadow off through the
trees, and | figured that if | staolcawea for a quick hunt, | 6d I
out of tattheexactrsane kpdt you enterddAll | can say isthat it wasmeant to be
that | find youo
Pitro began moving through the water again and Sharack folldw#dlost in silent
thought.The fact that the hand of fate had obvigusiought them together was too plain for
Pitro to ignore, and as he splashed along through the cool, quiet water, the last bit of his
hesitation at having a traveling companion completely vani®esides, the fact that this
companion was the showy Shekamade him puff up a bit with pride
Sharackdés thought s.idarstalwhreg ea edkiafcft d rye mtr el iymasr headed,
anyway?0 she asked after a ti me
Pitro stopped briefly to look around was dark, and the quarter moon of earlier in the
night hadong since seiNot that it would have madenydifference The forest of giant trees
that they now traversed, with their ancient branches and thick foliage, completely blocked any
light that even a full moon might have giventhémd | 6 m af r a iowdoTheddrknesé t k n
felt suddenlyheavy, so heavy that it weighed upon his sgiriMy i ni t i al goal was to get away
from the gangd uhd the packNow that I've done that, | suppose | just want to be on my own, to
beoutfromundr Ti mrudéé®formebe, to I|ive
Though she didnét i mmedi ately pinpoint what it was, somethi
caused Shar ac.Rsihe two eoatinuedilentty walking tlerdugh the water, she
began to recaBnippets of their conversatiam the little islandl  wa s n 6 hehadlsaadif i n g ,
thatdéds what happens when ahnammall sd ognadtth ewa natr oaunnyd psatrotn eo fa littaér s, t

Suddenly she knew what was bothering. iRtro had given up his interest in the stone
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altars he had abandoned his searchtfer Emerald Cavernkehadforsaken his mothegiven
d r e a and thigealizationsaddened her more than she cared to aditér all, she was, in
part anyway, responsible for his change of h&esides, smething inside wanted to protect
him from beoming what she had becorend she coul dnodét stop the hesitant words fro
tumbl ing & wahatabouy diuNh amot her 6s final wishes?0
Pitro sighedHe too, recalled his wordm the islandThey had bothered him when he
had said them, and their memory tioned to trouble himHe hadndét rthemdithey bel i eved
time, but once thejad beensaidie coul dndt hel p budaboatsuch hi msel f i f he stil]l car
things Of coursethere was still a smalart of himthatdid continue to carelThat was the pér
thatsoughtto fill the emptiress in his heart at any cosutBenes of the Dogs of the Golden
Sheep were still so vivid in his minbMaybe just escaping the pack would give his life
meaning . fill think we should justrud  h e s afiLde t adl smaspdmiles ketsveen us and
them as possible, then we can sort out the otherdstuff

Sharack didnodtit comment further
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Chapter 11

Pi tsr o0Go a |

iHey,,thRirterdbs a dowegtheme Should we stapn t

Pitr o6s .HKethadpeen if on toptée hillabout 3 miles upstream from where
they stoodand he had been ignoringite had hoped Sharack would do the saDisviously
she ®Badnot

The pair of dogs had been traveling steadily eastward for the past two months, and they
now found themsebs high in the foothills of the great mountaihsst thepreviousday they had
entered a long valley, and though they had passed through a few small stands of trees, they were,
at the moment, in a large open area, littered with rocky oyitrgp Pitomo ul dndét hel p but
think how nice the grass felt on his feet after so many days of walking in water or on the rocky
forest floor
They had skirted just one other settlement since their departure, and that habidugen
four weeksearlier. Pitro had choseto ignore if for it was very small and it stank of sheep
Sharack had naginored it In fact, she had brought up the subject of dogesatthts nearly
every day sinceé
Pitro growled at the memogs he shifted his gaze to hérN o , I donseéea want to go
We need to keep moviriAs he turned back towards the trail, howewestone altar, set
prominently on a knoll at the centre of the settlement caught hés .eye
The emptiness in your heart is increasing daily, Ritro
He swallowed back another growhd purposefulljooked awayHe st i | | coul dnét make
himself think about stone altaand sheep and Emerald Caverns.
It was with a worried sigthatSharackooked away fronhe settlemenPi t r o st i | | di dnot
seem to have any specific goal for their flighr even for what to do during the upcoming
winter;, butwith each passing day, her body screamed more and more f@hegingerly
lowered her back end to the ground A Pi t r o, we canét Posdtdegep ®n running forever
how the thickmeadow gass had become brownand m&&&chd havenét you noticed the trees?

Just a few weeks ago, they were all aflambright reds, oranges and yellowsowmthey are
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bare. d She shiver ed cads ttamec et. hlicdwgnwt y o 6t dvemot isc @ad kt, he
frost every morningSure it burns away bypidmorning, buwe cané6t keep i gnoring these signs
of late fall. Winter will be here before you know it. Hét are we going to do for the wintér?
Pitro di dndt mhesveiceantd somethangin hinmneckesd a littie C 0 me
on,SharackL et 6 s j ust get esettldment, and thenfwa gan reseandafiibuto m t h
it.0
He watched for a minute as his traveling companion resignedly stumbled to her feet, then

he turned andharched onward

The settlement lay about two miles downstream from them when Pitro finally stopped.
He lapped few svallows of the cold, clear watend sat down on the dried masd Sharack
collapsed at his side. If the truth were to be knowrhddenaoidea what to do for the wintelt
woul dnot do to admit this to Sharack however. After all, he di
incompetentEvery irstinctin his bodytold him to keep pushing onward, and he felt perfectly fit
to do soHe was approadhg his first birthday, and he was a picture of health and strefigéh
two months on the trail had been good for How an avid hunter, his ondanky frame had
filled out with rippling layers of muscle tissue, and he could easily move on for datishat a
without proper rest and foodiravel in the winter would be no problem at all.
He c¢ oul re théfac, hogenen, that theore fit he becamehe more bedraggled
Sharack lookedShe had once been the tireless one, but now she hung back, dregdieet
after just aéw hours of their daily marchle had made the decision to abandon the creek just a
few days ago, hoping that not having to move through water would improve her endlirance
obviously wa8Whdtt 6veo rakriomgy , d iBdtartarck ?too Hrei dle t he mounti ng
frustration in his tonei Y ocused to be able to go on anddn.
il  Kon oShh avasaealty sobbingith fatiguefid I d o n dwth aknbssw wr ong wi t h
meltods | ike | 've used up echlsleep)tl feal teedy vy , and no matter how m
With herwordsPi t r 0 6 s enel®dimoenvoreytid moved over taose her ear
Was she coldOr sick? His voice wasnuch quieternowi Do you have any idea why you feel
tired all the time?0
Sharack shook her head miserayd o n 6 t!lokljusgdwd on 6t 0 k n o w.
Pitro sniffed her shoulder and down her sideer the course of the past two montines
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had grown accustomed to fixing her problekis could dig burrs from between her paw pads,
lick water out of her ears, even proeider with her favorite meal of quail when she was too
tired to hunt To his utmost astonishment, hadfound that caring for her needs gave him a
sense of purpose. No, it didndét fill the emptiness in his hear
distraction fromit.
This particularproblemcompletely bafflechim, howeverHis nose moved to her flank
where the raw, open wound had once béemas healed over now, but the skin bulged out at
this spotand he could feel that it was warmer than the rest of her. btisl voice softened

further: Als it this bump on your side?0
i Oh, | dbom&t &moetw hurts when you toluch it, but thatds not t
justachealloveMhe way | 6m feeling, I think that death in Timrubds |jaw

choice than this endless march
fiDonot even t aldk Phoitdnanl his yniaeteyven fBrther astheched
his nose to hersut he pulled it back sharplit, too, was too warin
AiDo you really think tohey will still be |l ooking for us?
fi'You kow singlenhinded Timru can herou were his person&vorite, chosen to
be part of his harermis forme, well he always hated melis rage at my ability to get away
from him must be driving him insane. o0
Fear seeded itself i matthelsueldepmemorpdi nsrhuadrsack 6s st omach
words:Any male dog who has touched you in any way will be &illéd P i?d Sheoswallowed
to control t he s hakedjustd justgoon withoutcml:.canfjoMack don o6t you
to the settlement we pass&8he startetb rise but winced and then fellbackdoih know it és
dangeous,butd 1 r eal | y.loclabn dt |gueke tabbhanced t o
Pitro staredat herfor a full minutebefore shifting his gaze into the distanBeme weeks
ago he might have considerleaving her behind ut somet hing inside of him wouldndét all o
such thoughts anymar®laybe it waghat up until nowshehadnever questioned $ileadership.
Or maybe it was the funny feeling inside that always came over him when she looked at him
with those trusting brown eyés.
If he had given iproper contemplation, Pitro would have realized that he had grown to
care too deeply for the golden girl to abandon her, especially now that she was growing weaker
iMaybe we could move , anvher dii,0Oghgusta tyneadr ewes lcoowll d f i nd a

. Out of the Pack 76



place to hole up for the winteDr ma b e é

A lump had succeeded in .iPdgrog | tdehoti waBhatackhkésthbaroat

cause of you getting caught by Timtu coé&l doéul dndt hsotao®Bhd t he t houg

suddenly di dnoét Wasdthe thoaght ofthion gettimgcaught by §imru that
frightened he? Or was itthe thought of Pitro leavingerbehind®
As if reading her thoughts, Pitro whisperédT her e 6s no waShardclowi | |

Sudden relief fl.ooded Sharackés heart
AWe will find a place tosphiohg, uped loHe mbee
licked her nose just onc@ Y ostay herel 6 | | start |l ooking.
—m_—

A cold wind had arisen while the two weagdking, and before doing anything else, Pitro
led Sharack farther up the creek bed to a place where the bank was a littleNégineéhe top
the wind had cleared out a small cove, just large enough to provide some shelter from the
elements, and here ket her, bedded down on some dry leaves from the willow tree that stood
above the alcove

Heh a d n Gatspetife plan when he had said they would find a place to hole up for the
winter, and as he again found himsaithe edge of the trickling streaime realized that he had
no idea how to proceeHlis eyes roved from the left to the rigfihelow bank where Sharack

crouched was the only one in the immediate area, but he could see higher cliffs near the hill

|l eave you,

womter , t hen

where the settlement stadtwouldbe tre perect place to find a tiny caveybhec oul dnét st op

himself from turningaway. Hec o u | bear the thought of being among so many dogs. He just
c oul g thérd

He put a paw in the water, wondering at its shallowrtéeswithdrew it and raised his
eyes across thaeek until they came to rest osmall stand of evergreens to the northeast of the
wide meadowthatthe creek traverseMemorieso f Mat zuk dés warm shelter
theSequoi a t r e e.Mayhenwae of tliosertriéasrase the way wouldave large
spreading rootsé

The thought of his seargiotentiallyending so easily caused Pitro to jump the creek in a
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single boundcharge across the tted grass ankkapinto thestand of trees. kfortunatéy,
however his search was completely unfruitflhe lowunderbrustdid provided a small amount
of shelter from the novicy wind, but whenhe ventured out of the trees on thedide of the

stand it struck him fullforce That was when heoticed tke aninous clouds rolling across the
skyto the eastDid they carry rair? Show? Either way, the need for sheltappeared to have just
become all the more intendde pacedhe edge of the stand of treesly to return tdis original

spotand sitdownThepr obl em seemed straightforward enough. Why

out of this oneThis thoughtonly served to bring abouatore confusion, and for the first time in
his life, he lifted his muzzle to the wind and released angeching howl
Though itcontained every ounce of emotion in his bdtig, soundose and fell on deaf
ears, and the fact that nheddPdhoéobaodEMamgeesnyt bnng
cried Then he chided himself for even thinking about her. He haat, @ftabandoned his
mothergiven goaé , but try as he might to ignore the memories, the words bubblei Mpa ma
what do | do?0
Only the eerie wail of the wind answered him
iMam@a&®ndét ynme?Whlyeaondt you tell me what to do?0
It was more of aimpression than a voice, but nevertheless, the thought welled up inside
his mind like a bubbling sprindlama had already told him what to.@&he had told him to seek
the Emerald Caverns

Pitro hung his head in shame as snippets of his life thus fadetbinto his thoughts

Mama mi ght have approved of Matzuk and her meadow,

he left to join the gardy .

He shook his head violently to push this thought aside, to force his wayward mind back
to his getawayYes Here wassomething positive to think aboutfter all, mama would have
approved of the fact that he had finally broken away fronpéo#

Whatwas your motivation for leavirfg

Pitroshook his ears

You left because you wanted to make it on your. ¥au hopedhis would give your life
purpose

Pitrods pr dropgkd andtheranotdheatingthel packh a d n 6 ¢d Hevstilf k
felt as empty as eveand now there was something very wrong with Shaile&.needed proper
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food and shelter,and hejusto ul d n 6t asbeziallymow that vinter was settling M.
whine bubbled up from deepinhischést f ai | e dandpow, | daaéma ven failing
Sharaclo He rose to his feet and charged itite windfi What do o6l do now?
For a brief second, theind dieddown, and he once again heard his motheros
his memory Seek the Emerald Caverns, Pit@nly there wil you find safety from the pack
Only then will your life find meaning
The windregained its momentum, hurlirgyer him again with force thainearlythrew
him off his feet This time it carried a few drops of rain, rain that felt as heavy as stones
Scrambling to maintain his balandge fought his \y back into the stand of trees; b t
underbrush only offered a tiny bit of shelfeom the fierce winds nowShivering with cold, he
stumbled onHe hadto get back to the creeKe hadto find SharackHe had to tell her their
aimless wanderinpad finally regained itpurposé
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Chapter 12
The Flood

When Pitro arrived at the streambbd,was so excited by the prospect of seeking the
Emerald Caverns that he completely forgot about Sharackés | acl
found enthusiasm was so shar p athadhbeentaeeayi dndét even notice that
dry bedthirty minutes earliethad transformed itself into a raging torregite  di dndt even t ake
heed when he/as nearly swept away as he crossed to the other side

Sharack came down to the creek bed to meet him, and his wordsduwubkes he was
still shaking the wat er Sharackimofvi $ nowatwhefile Wwave et he answer
goingo

Sharack raisedawaryeyehe word figoingo was not what her weary body wi s
heari Wher e? 0

i We 6 r eto lgok fomttge Emerald Cavesio

Sharack clenched her jaw to hold back her frustrated respéeseshe had wanted him
to resume his quest, but not ndvot with winter nearly upon themi Wh e n ? 0

Pitroarched an eastaring at her quizzicallji Whdyn o w! 0

fAndwh at about winter?0

Atiny bit of annoyanftWdfindsenmethingbefdreowinkdi. t r o6s st ance

AfBut we coul d st &Sharabliem =i Stoed,t hfeamwd ntt een owe coul d continue
the search in the spring

Pitro shook his head adamanWh y ¢ ou | d n nd thathhey warnotigeimg $o
stay this close to a dog settlemefitT her e are still many goMed traveling days | eft
already know the Emer al d.IGewwene,wswoald@vedotndher e in this valley
them They are somewhere dilitere in the grat unknownWe need to keep going forwatdow
le t getsacrosshis creekd

Sharack tried to keep the impatience from her vdidfeve move onwardwe may not
find any more stlements before winter setsan.

S h ar appkrénsdefianceaused Pitr o.didWhtoe m\fgerGer sa?on dtl ar e
looking for dog settlements anyway.
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Sharack sighedBomehowshe had to make him understaiidc o o k | Rittbrso,go back up
to that little bank where | was waiting for you and talk about this ~ vkeep éut all te rain,
but at leastit will block the wind a littled

Pitro started to argue, but when a sudden gust nearly knocked him back into the water, he

gaveahalfnodr here was, after.all, a storm going onégé

The climb up the nowglippery mud wdked to drain some of the fight out Bitro, and
when they finally found themselves standing out of the main force of the wind anlderain,
huddl ed up against Shar atdki dnoért amefaemnd dbrmodngeentt sa n girlydo.m Isor r y
know what came over @D

Sharack buried her nose into the napisineck foramomenfil 6 m gl ad our wandering
nowhaspurpose | t 6s what | want for you, for us. o0 She paused. Was
herself? She knewaf course, that it was not. She wanted itfor mél t 6 s jou s td otnhda t |
knowbl just think we shouél.aHerwagicetaledofft i | spring, thatods all/l

Pitro stared at her quizzicallf Ar endt you worried about Timru?o

fiYes, oButtcdour s e

fiDondét you want to find the Emerald Caverns?o

Shar ack di dinéoto ka evePsirgeryau allowed me to travel with you,
havenodot ypurdesisionsandédidét watarthowt obut | need to tell you whatds on
my heart, this once anyway.

Pitrods stubbor n s teanodded fomhardorcdntinues of t eni ng, but

Aidbnét you think it would be crazy for us to go out there
seasoft We have no idea how long it will take us to find appropriate shéltee had no other
choice, it would be differenbut wedo have a choice She paused, but when she saw the hard
glint in Pitrod%hayejfshbkbeceni?§héedahatRér settl ement

fi en we find a cave or a tree2o

The response was still shagausing her to shirk bacde stildi dndt @nder st and

APi t©doj ulst dldo®dt tthhinkk |  &Netrightgaw, amywayeShey mor e .
glanced back into his eyes, willing the hardness to be.joheo o k Pi t r o, asf | said earlier today,
you really feel like youneedwont i nue, | éd6m afrai d ybeeadse | have to go on without

1€ justt ¢ a n @Thélumpthat had risen in her throat made it impossible for her to finish her
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sentence, for thihought of being left behind was almost as frightening as the thought of having
to go on.She turned away, trying to stifle the sobs that wished to surface, but the movement
brought a stab of pain to her side and she winced.
iltos the wound, i snot it?o0
Pitroéds tone was a | ittlhlenxldedmiserahly Thi s gave her courage,
il 6 m.oRADhe drgpped down beside hée finallyallowed himself taconsiderthe
reality of her situationil n my exci tement about renewing my search for the
10 | totally forgot that thee was something wrong with ya@He looked awayrealizing that he
truly was faced with a choicéte could either continuen alone, or heouldgivei n t o Shar ackods
desire to go to the settlement. Asdienced around at his immediate surrounditigs thought
of being among ot hseemsadomgpad. kb ugudess yweli dodtd stay here for a
few days if it would help yoo.He pressed hisoseagainsthe wound but he pulled away
immediately when she winced H & p ejumped backtohisfeesiMay be t hereds a Medi ci ne
Dog back tlere Maybe hecould help yow Then he nodded decisivefy We 6 | IWelbgo i t
back to the settlementusi as soon as this storm lets.aip
AThank yoo uSh afhispeoekddi Than!lb you
Pitro dropped back down and nuzzled the nap of her neck, marvelingliasaidhe way
shecuddleduptohift wasndét | ong bef.ore they both fell asl eep

It was he sound of roaring waténatawoke Pitro. Affirst hethought it was coming from
the streanbelow. Whenhe opened his eyesowever, andaw the rushing teent just inches
from where he lay, his next thought was that he must have slipped down the muddy bank while
he sleptOne quick look proved this theory wrarige and Sharack were in exactly the same spot
as when they went to sledpwas the water thdtadrisen to their levél

Pitrojumped to his feetsuddenly angry with himselfle had known the water was
risingWhy hadnét he pus?tHe ared aprandirastgdhhis frontgpaws enrthe
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top of the bank, and what he saw frightened him evererihey were on what had become a
tiny island in a world of swirling watér

iCome dre, sfihVdeu theadv e t o O0get out of her el

The sound of panic in Pitrfiokhsatv Besdilledtp?Pwws hed Sharack to her

heriWhat happened??90
i The musthavereleased some sort of a flash flgugireamWe have to getip on
this banko With this, he sprung upward on powerful hind le@ise nals of his front paws
scrambledo find a foothold andthoughit took every ounce of effarhe succeeded pulling
himself to the top
Sharack unf ortunately, couldnét make ité
With the added height atop the bank, Pitro could now see the extent of the fsrent
quickly as the water was rising, hereaé d t hat t h eouldsodnindldngeeex&i.i sl ando c
APidro?
The quiver of fear in Sharacko63hewweiece caused him to jump
now standing in two inches of watér We ' | | have to swim
Sharack nodded, calmernofivl ex peWhiedh tway to the nearest shore?o
It was so like Sarack to panic over the little things, but to rise up to the real challenges
He gentlynosed hersidd Can you make it?0
iDo | haved any choice?
Al ' 11 s widedsnakediodt bis tyeth and caught a stick that was racing by in
the swirling water. Heffered hemnend i | ' | | tolyaw,ljudt in@asé With this, the two
dogs plunged into the current

They didnét have much t dopravilédeoma shelterifrerst , f or their |little
the violent watersbut as they became caught up in the full force of the flow, the stick snapped
and Sharack was swept aw®jtro tried to follow her, but it was no udde watched for a
second as she bravely thrashed hes Ie@ valiant attempt to push for dry laR@r now, her
proud chin was out of the watemtfor how long?
He turned slightlyHe was wise enough to realize that if he was going to be able to help
Sharack, he would have to ddrom the safety of dry gund; hut his attempts to fight against
the rushing water only resulted in him being carried along as its vidgnsould feel the
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roughness of boulders and bushes under his thrashing legs, but never long enough for him to
clamp onto anything, and thougdhe strained to reach the still visible branches of buried bushes,
the current always pulled him aside just at the last minute

Despite his strengftPitro probably would never have been able to fight long enough to
survive i f the itetTekingadfartadeodthe baebrépmere] he pushed
across the current, and to his surprise, the shoreline drew.ne@yagh already exhausted, the
thought that his destination was now possibly attainable released a rush of adrenaline, and he
pushednward evernarder A stand of tall brush at the edge of the flood was now just a few feet
away He snaked out kiteethJust a little farthe .

The watersverechurningonceagain, andis remaining strength plummeted.

You canod6t gi veneedpyoul Pi tr o! Shar ack

His strong jaw snapped for another brardbthind He snapped again, but the current
had already pulled him too far awadye stretched out his muzzle in one last desperate attempt,
and this time, his teeth closed tightly onto a braScltceds

Paddling furiously, Pitro pulled himself out of the water and onto the rocky shore where
he lay for a moment, fighting to catch his bredilt the water was continuing to rise,

threatening to pull hinback in Scrambling to his feet, he turnedand Where was Shara@k

Shar ack wasImhéotu gfharwraewacayhed out of Pitrobdés grasp, she,
downstream, following much the same path that he had follcavetjust as Pitro had done, she
was now approaching the stand of bisghat he had used to get o8he was weakening
however,and she knew;itand &en now the current was drawing her awiayvas like some
great, terrifying force benea.tNbtjuttundertheat er sd surface was
water Thi s wo u begmnéarly as fiighteninRather, i was pulling heinto some kind
of a blackness acold, catulating, thoughtless blacknéssa blackness laced with
discouragment, with angeaindwith fear, andthis blackness seemed toteaching up cunning

fingers,grabbing her with its icy, vicéke grip, pulling her dowa .
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Was this death
She fought to keep her muzzle above the water, but the cold, liquid substance was already
covering her eyes and occluding her nostfiliN.06 s h e sficlréena neodt !d eady t o di e
A mouthful of water was all she received for her efforts
As she coughed out the watber mind flashed back to the days of her youth, to the days
when she had run withthe shéepSheep wer enétHeaf maoitchetrd sdiwor ds now
resounded in hemind, so calm, so filled with peac8harack, when | die, | will be in the
Emerald Caverns with the GreSheep
The icy fingers continued to draw her down, down, d&wn
fi |l & mdb md nobready tod todied s he .figd s péochdrnt 6t have peace
C a ® d@ie withd without that peacé!
With this admission, a new surge of energy erupted from somewhere. Wishéhe
pushed upward with her front paws, the cold calculating fingers seemed to loosen their grasp a
tiny bit, allowing her muzzle to break the surféoea few secondsShe coughed, gaspiffior
air, and then she saw thefthe same branches Pitro had used to get out of the rive
She snaked out her teeth, but they snapped together just short of the Srarstretched
out her muzzle to try again,ightime snatching at a tendril of what appeared to be a vine waving
in the rushing water, and this time her teeth sunk into the wood
Unfortunately, the vine wasno6t needeadtoyggg enough to give her
out of the water. floughit provided a moment of relief from the ragifugces of natureshe
could feel herself, even noweing pulledbackinto the main currenind she was too weak to
fightitt A Hed ps he whi mp e r eyklippes througtehenteietihenit svds gome
and she could feel the rush of the water pushing her relentlessly downstream
As the inky, calculating blackness again began pulling her down, drawing her muzzle
back under the water, she opened her mouthrfoeo | ast pl ea: .IMSo mdgane,e hel p me

to die!o

From his vantage point on higher ground, Pitro saw a group of animals in the distance
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Some of them were sheep and sameedogs and hey seemed to be working in paiEach
animal wouldslip a loopof astrong vinearound his upper laly, then one of the two would stand
firmly on higherground while the other jumped into the watdore often than not, the one who
jumped would be pulled out by his partner with nothing to show for his trip, but onaehiea
he would be clutching a sth animal in his mouth
Pitro stared for a second before it dawned ontham this was some kind ofrascue
mission Glancing backnto the riverhe couldseE har ack és head snapping
helped him break free of the roaring torre3ite seemed to have caught hold of something, for
her trip down the swollen river slowgblut her body wastill being pulled relentlessly
downstrearé . Towards the rescue teahiBh at 6 s i t !
Pitrotoreacross the rocky ground, running as fast as the fortteeafrosswind would
allow. As his feet crested a tiny ridee paused to glance back at the wahere was steWas
it already too lat@
The rocks underfoot were thinning now, giving way to sparse, long strands of grass, and
Pitro spurred himself onwar@he animals dropped out of view for a moment atohedown a
narrow ravine and scrambled up the other.ditdewas thrilled to see that the grass was thicker
here, allowing for better footing, and blearged forward untthe rescue operation was only
yards away
One of the rescue pairs broke away from t
you okay?0 g rspotedsheéep tishhe luntberedwm
Al édm fine, 0 Pitro bkWeavaré caughtinihéfload a Sobpdermides k 6 s
upriverl was |l ucky to get oGanyoubelher? 8 heds still i
The second creature, a St. Bernamtked an ear in the direction of the shéepvh er e i s
she?0
idl donddt Pkintorwo ttulren ewdd T & © @espodirtedingttehis nose to
a spot just upstream frothemiil t hi nk b just saw her!
It was difficult to be sure, however, for there were other animals in the WWate6t.
Bernard di hbwederfi lhse ssihidclatae dog?
AYeés cri efNdA RSotl rdee nbusehterbise nhaurrsth e 6 sPleasehely we a k
her! o

i Come o!aTheSN Barnarcroke intoarunil 61 | g o!OHerbardlyhi s t i m
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waited until the sheep was firmly anchored on the shore before grabbing a long, thick stick and
sailing into thewater, just upstream from where they stood
Pitro charged to the water 6sHeeodldglseetheSgui nti ng agai nst
Bernard in the flood, shooting downstream, stick extendedsaw Sharack now, too, struggling
bravely to keep hermuzze above the water, dr aTwkeit,g nearer to the St.
Sharack Take the stidkThen he saw her muzzle snap open, and he watched with relief as her
sharp teeth clamped onto the wéod
iGi ve me sodme help herel
It was the sheep, the one calledridand he strained as the weight of both big dogs
threatened to pull him into the water
Pitro jumped to his side and sunk his teeth into the
muzzle, and together they slowly backed up, inch by inch, until the browsgfathe St.
Bernard scrambled onto dry ground dragging the golden form behind him
Pitro dropped t he r op eHeaogsed her beatly, dp¢ athertttman Shar ackds si de
the fact that she maintained her degttip on the stick, there were no otlsigns of life
The St. Bernard had dropped his end of the stick now, and he sat, crouched on the grass,
his sides heaving.
Pitro picked up the stick, backing step by step, dragging the still body untititday
yards fr om t htes fasastthe waes was risigge this spot might not be dry for
long. He had to rousedt Letting go of his end of the stick, he again pushed her muzzle with his
nose
Herteeth relaxed their hold on the stidihere was no other movement
Panicking, Pitro begato paw at her side
Noru joined him now, pawing her chest with both of his front hooves
Nothing
Not knowing what else to do, Pitro nipped her shoulder with his sharp teeth
This resulted in a tiny groan
Encouraged, Pitro nipped her again, hatbirtime
She groaned again, and this time her sides started to.heave
The sheep continued to paw her with his front hooves as Pitro nipped her a third time

The heaving became stronger until she lifted her mariebegan to vomit.
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Pitro barked shaty asher stomaclemptied itselof the river waterand wten she

coughed and sputtergle rejoiced. As he hamtedicted, the place where they stood was no

longer dry While Noru turned his attention to the exhausted St. Bernard, he 8baeatk to her

feetand pushed her forwamdnt i | t hey were about. 50 feet from the waterods edg
Sharacldropped back to the grassre her sides still heaving from her exertibter

whispered words were more gasps than anything elsét, aad as if she was staringhi

through him:fid | 6dnh 6 md nobready ready to dieYoud Youknewd [0 wasndt® ready

ready to dié and Yo You saved m@ Then, as if these words drained away all of her

remaining energy, she fainted
Her loss of consciousness was worrisome, but Pitro @@ved and encouraged by the

rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. As he stood over her, trying to protect her body from the rain

that continued to pour down in sheets, he puzzled over her words. The St. Bernard had been the

one to pull her out of the watenot him. Besides, neither he nor the St. Bernard would have

known whether or not she was ready to.die. Surely she had beel
But there was no one else aroundé
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Chapter 13

Shel ter From the Storm

I't wasndt Fraginggatets evdérepagain claimimg the land around them, and
Pitro was faced with the challenge of arousing Sharack yet anotheftim&t. Bernard, wise
name hdearned was Churano, was on his feet now, and he and Noru Ritned ogether they
pushel and prodded, sometimes even dragging Sharack by the scuff of her neck, until the four
animals found themselves on a high knbiough there was no protection from the wind and
rain, at least they would be safe from the flood
Pitro watchedhow as the golden gistumbleyet agairto the ground in sheer exhaustion
He understood, for everishown words came out pants fidrokuay ? 0
fiBetter, o she wheezed, and Pitro was relieved that her eye:
though she continued togm@for breath, her sides were rising and falling with a rhythmic swish
i Whéawhatdowedddo now??o0
Pitro scanned the surrounding area before responding, but it was hard to see much
through the drivingraim As soon as you c at bihkahoat findingsomeat h, we need to t
shelterd
AThatdo wahyur ano sai d, pointing wi.ifhbie @amounezle to the cliffs
caves up there, andtheydwe gh enough tdThen heyaodWNOrl turned tedly a f e .
towards the main body of the resayeration
Instead of moving, Sharack heaved a resigned8ighd m s od I8y, dbnpusknow
what 6s wr @eng with me
AfLook, IBhédsaftkst eesttlaefihewemMdbhulbead for shelter.
Sharack blinked the rain water from her eye& o u 6ht, PitrarWe fpave to get out of
this stormé .0 Her voice dropped off, then she struggled to her feet and began making her way
towards the cliffs that Churano had indicat€de farther they wenthowever, the slowerer
pace becamé&he wasiowso weakthe s he coul dn6ét shake the driving rain from her
coat, and the added weight of the water @algved to further drag hdown With each blistery
gust of wind, she had to struggle to maintain her foptiogethelesghey were within just a
few hurdred yards of the base of the cliff when she lost her battle with the wind and rain and
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toppled mto the mud
There was a crowd of animals milling around the cl¥sstly they were dogs, but there
were also deer, rabbits and squirrels, a variety ob@t@ pair of possums, a few raisd even
a bear or two
Pitro eyed them for a momeefore shiftinghis gaze to three or four obvious openings
in the rocky facelt would be a perfect place to wait out the storfa glancedback at Sharack
just as shevas making a feeble attempt at risiagd vhenher effortsfailed, he walked back and
nosed her ear
Her only response was a sigh as she dropped her muzzle onto her forepaws
A whine erupted from Pitr oobregatdggplastared at t he pitiful sight
with black mud and unabletoriseHé&y he call ed after the animal team that had
Sharack from the fload
They were already too far awayhear him over the noise of the wind and rain
Pitro charged after them, but they had neaglgahed the banks of the flooded creek
before they finally heard hini She candét makkbebds tooottwveakaves
ATry the barrel, o0 grunted Noru.
Churangpawed a keg off of his neck, and picking it up in his tethénthree creatures
sprintedbackto whereSharack lay shivering in the rai@huranmosedthe kegtowards her
fiHave s omeordefedfitiiti sw,id lhegidove you strengt h.
Sharack glanced atPit@ What is it ?0
It was Noru who ans we made byufiMedicgne Dogltvdll speci al brew
give you somedded energy to get to the cave.
Pitro rodded at Sharack as if to sayt 0 s, and &hea weakly lapped up a few swallows
It had a strange taste that tickled her tongue, but warmth slowly crept over her and she soon
found herself strggling to her feet

Noru glanced at Churano, obviously relievedVhy donét you take them up to Daltuébs

while | go back to the settlement for a newe?1 6 | | meet youobat the waterds edge
Churano picked up the keg in his teeth before noddieg hetrotted off in the direction

of the granite rock outcroppings in front of them
Pitro watched as Sharack weakly shook some of the water from her fur and stumbled

after him, then he bounded forwafdThank you, 06 he whispered when he had caught
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Bernard
Ch ur aearsliftesd slightlyi Hedy he gr unt e di latriodhen@hatt the keg
Sheep put us here for.
Only then did Pitr otwastnidode ctohveesat bdlithgtdadio gddosy If auar k

it was soft and wooly . Just like the back éf asheep Churano wore a sheepskin!

Thesheepskinneddog led them to an opening in the cliffs about two hundred feet.away

It was the entrance to a natural cave, and it was guardedrtyy spotted dog wearing a loose,

dirty sheepskinHe stood up when the small partyiged. il donét k!ndo wB o tChh uhriasn o
tone and his stance were seridust he cave is retty full already.

Churano let the keg slip to the grousghe purposelyignoed t he | i ttl e dogds concerns:
iGive me a hand putting this back around my neck, will you?2o

The spotted dog wiolulddonndét tarbpeh mdrelenimeksircthered .
Especially not ones as big as those two Hobte rearedip on his hindegs to slip the heavy keg
over Churanof6s ears

Ailtds only for a cChudpslaah oonfe hloeufrts ,ndAslotoum f or ar gument
soon as the rescue is ovemHel pawedakket bpeet eodaggdsg to my
shoulder gently, causirthe sheepskin to slip a little as his tone change @ P | e?dsthis Dal t u
onefor meo

Daltu resigned himself with a menacing growl, and moving briefly aside, he altbeed

retriever paiito pass

A short walk down the narrow passageway brought thelerans into an operavern
The light was very poor, but Pitro could tell from the sounds thatatiy was of medium size,
with a low, rough ceiling that he had to be careful to not scrape up adfaivest warm and
humid, too, a sure sign that it wasgleed, almost fullHe could smell a couple of stray dogs, but
most of the animals seemed to be creatures of the .fl@isteally wanting to mingle, Pitro led

the way to the darkest corner of the grotttere $iarack dropped to the stone floor and was
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instantly asleepNot knowing what else to do, he lie down beside her and began liking some of
the water from her earkle thought briefly about goingutside to hegb in the rescue operations,
but he didndét t r uslhfadt, judttinkirg abloat the spottediddaginth8 h ar a ¢ k
dirty sheepskin conjured up bad memari&as this an example of what awaited them at the
settlemer? Had he made the right decision in coming Réthat if all the creatures at the
settlement were like Daltu
The ideamade him shiver, and he tried to push all thoughts of dogs wearing sheepskins
from his mind In all fairnesshehad t o admit t hat Churanoods attitude hadnot been
D a | tlrufdcshe reminded Pitro more of a sheep than a dog. Of cbote€huanoand
Datluhad sWeeboO6sovering their bacdferentlbtutwa&hnudtanods sheepskin was
dirty and it.ldi dra&tt ,sliitp wasoymnudt as much a part of him as Pit
part of his own bodyCould it be that there wereffiirent kinds of sheepskifi$f so, why?
His thoughts briefly turned to his mothétad her sheepskin been like Chuw@aOr ill-
fitting,?ltlwaskoe loryadtotramérsber, howeveand the warmth of the cave,
coupled with the physicaxertion of the past hour, was bringing on waves of sleepiness
Pushing aside his questions, Pitro stretched out in front of Sharack, shielding her from the others

with his own body, and fell asleep.

iltds al most over now, Daltu! o

Pitro raised hisheaddn shook his ears. He didndt know how | ong he had
feltdrawmntoChur ano6s mel odi ¢ v oi c eAnXiousdoseetwhaé¢wag nt rance to the cave
happening outside and desiring to get a word alone with the St. Beregndstied himself to his
feet and started across the cavern towards the entrance

There were a pair of bedragdleortoises waiting at the end of the long tunnel, and the
soundanger i n CeasedPird ® stap e his tyacks

il wonot pl sonoisesu t 8dsenohgh tb haveoto worry about alltbé
other wild game, but tortoise Tortoisesa r e n 0 t even ani mal s! o

At these words, thettoise paislowly began backing their way into the rain.

ARl tu, 0 Chur ano a wegeceaedythaGrdaghephdid thersamei s e s
asyouand.Dondét they deserve shelter as much as dogs and rabbits?o

Daltu distastefully shookis spotted furHis sheepskin slipped around under his belly,
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and he had to twist a bit to gebiick where it belonged O k. &uyt themover thered His nose
pointed to the far .ddhmer wafy theycaveds bdothamceany of the rea
animalso
Churano stared at him for a moment, his eyes full of piten he turned to thertoises
fiYou can stay hoa arcomefwithyre to anether caye. o r
fiNo,0 nreoxcl ai med Dal t u, a s ortbifesveuldded Bmaésy as hamed t hat the t
anythingbut a gracious hosi D o n 6l havegaovonderful place for tortosecomplete with all
the comfors of homeCome nowo Then he turned back to Glanoi Don 6t mi sulhder st and me
have a business to run, you know,vebetauedfa woul dnét want all my ¢
pair of tortoise®
Busines8 Pitro sat back on his haunch&sis was a business?
Churano shookis headsadiyi Da | t u, have you f or3ldstta en why we are doing th
aid all the creatures of the Gt&ane, not to advance ourselvesn case you hadnot noticed,
theredbds a st or.irhegeare urgent inegow kindw good and weell thamost of
these creatures candt pay omoadatiombraetitthisou require, nor do your ac
exchange
Pitro stared down the tunnel, suddenly alarnifetthere was a fee for staying here, how
would he ever be able to pa§ He shook his ears, shiveringut not from coldAll his raw
anger at dogs with sheepskins flarecanpw As Churano turned awalgowever,a new thought
occurred to himMaybe it was only the dogs with loose sheepskins strapped arounbdtieis
that acted this wayMaybe the dogs/hose sheepskins seemed to grow from their backs, like
Chur ano6s, éwlaangcaskjChdramo veas definitely different fiooth Daltu and
the Dogs of the Golden Sheepé
Hi s thoughts wer e i-pitthedbarkuap heetdppdurigelffbst! t uds hi gh
short of runni ng,vwaitot into the storm: fiNo

The tortoise were already lumbering after the sheepskinned St. Bernard.

Sharack was awake when Pitegurnedo the dark corner where he had left her, and she
nuzzled his ear as he settledhe cold floor

ifAre you okay?0o

Shegruntedi | d hus® I6 Oh, | dondt know
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iYou have good reason.itYoo un ojtu sbte aobkoauyt, 0g ohte yroeuarssoenlefd
drowned in the stornBesides, hatfirowned or not, you were soaking wet and that driving wind
chilled you to the boné

AYou just aboust hér caedyeudverejosbas iet as | Was

Pitro shook hisheadi Don 6t f or get .Thhtwdterwasenoughtoduain f ast er
the Iife from even t he teswalomagwhdetbundhobitlkegond | wasndt forced
wereo Whenthe wordsseemed to falbn deaf earshe decided to change his line of defense:
fLook, IShdom&t ,know whatds happening either, but it mu s t have
that wound you received whepty got away from the wildca¥our body must be fighting some
kind of an infection or somethinf hat 6 s enough to drain the strength out of any c

Sharack rose briefly, turned around in a circle, and sat back doWro u 6 r. €hisr i g h't

wound isdrainingall my strengthawayy 6 m afrai d that i f thild continues, it will so
the lifeinme  a mded voice dropped off
AfAnd whato Sharack?
Pi t r o éasng wrefydve her the courageshee ded t o continue her thought: HAAnNnd
I m notbdiebeady
There it wasagain That same nonsensical line she had used at the edge of the flooded
creeki None abonust atraelbk | i ke that
AiPitro, do you know whato happens to a dog when he dies?

Her voice was low, and Pitro lay down beside her to hetieriid | reallyh av e n ot
given it much thought & the truth were to be known, he was afraid to even thbdut such

things

iMy mot her used to say that when creatures die they go to ¢
Emerald Caverns or the Eternal Darkness. 0

ABut surely you dondét haveMymothertoldmdte get to the Emerald Ca\
l ook for tntbegm,deaardd 0l 6 m

Sharack miserably shook her hed | d o n 00tShe lhalfrose again, shifting her
weight to find a more comfortable positighP i, t rtcher e6s something | remembered when | w:

out there in the fload remember learning that only sheep can get into the Emerald Ca&#rns
dogs go to the Eternal Darknéss

iSo, 0 began Pitr o daenddrstaedrwhat you aye.sayiffgguet me see i f |
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cand6t get to the Emerald Caverns unless you die, and even ther

not a sheepg?
When Sharack nodded, Pitro lookedawdye di dndt wawhy wotladhisb e |

mother tell him to seek a place he could never finidfendnd even afterdeathe coul dndt

eve it

entef His frustration mounted by the second, and it burst forth in hiswdrdsh e n what 6s t he
sense in even looking?
Sharackés voice reflected t hndherawngppaaifidh t hat this revelati on
d o rkidow. | d o n 6t hakthey said is frue ar notybwhen | was out there in that
wate® Pitro, something happened to me out thireras like | was being pulled undeibut not
under the watett wasunder earth ord under something was being pulledhto a thick
blackness, a blackness filled with rdgand and fead and and totally void of peaceld
Il dm not readydooddi wanfPit o og oHerwwicet shridlingkvithe r n a | Darkness!
emotion, rang out above the dintbé cavei!| waet peadt die without that peace.
Pitroés own close call with death was having more of an i mj
admit, and as Sharack spoke, he felt a burnisgel@gnite inside his own heartidHemotions
were too mixed to think properlilowever He would have to sort through all this lat@rC o me
on,Sharac hefikat Hihoud trytoget nore rest.
Sharack wa.$iRo?Doyouhmmivsehedchat peace?0
He hesitatedHow coul d h e ?Ba hidinndtehonestgxuiredihichnod t
responé .Ai Néd ldonét even know whad peace of mind feels |ike.
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Chapter 14

Home for the W nter

It wasduskwhen Churano returned@he crashing of thunder could only be heard in the
distance now, and the driving rain had reduceddprmkle Chur ano pol i tely sniffed Daltuds
nose, but immediately turned his attention to the othersinthe civéhrmy one who cannot pay
what Daltu requires to stay he the night may come with me.
Pitro nosed Sharack awa&ad prodded her forwaréver since the overheard
conversation about thertoises he had been feeling more than ansito find other
accommodations
The flooded creek was even higher than it had been when Pitro and Sharack had entered
the cave, with water lines reaching upnithin 200 yards of the cliffs in some places
Fortunately, by the time the twoawderers again stood outside, the whatat already started to
recede
They found themselves amongst a small group of anifdast of these were wild
creatures, and most tifem, upon seeing that the storm was passing, scampered off in search of
natural sheltetOnly the dogs remaine8esides Pitro and Sharack, there were eight of jlagich
it was apparent, even in the failing ligtitat they were a family of yellow labShe two adults
wore yellowgold sheepskindNot t he dirty, |l oose kind |Iike Daltubs, but the ki
that seemed to be part of their.fllheeightpups coul dnét have been more than six weeks
While most of them scampered around in theaimlyellow coats, two or three wore loose
sheepskins that kept slipping under their fébeyall seemed to know Churano and followed
him willingly.
The adult female bounded over as soon as Sharack appeared, her tail wagging so hard
that it slapped hesides as they touched nos8tanding beside Sharack, they looked remarkably
alike. It was aly their coatghatwere differentWhi | e t he same col or, the new | adyés fur,
what was visible of it where it wadonwdreumdw | i ke a sheepbs,
h e r el vdbice was clear, almost golden.
fi Y eVee just came in from the wedSharackseemed pleased with herself, like she had
found a longlost friendfi We had t aken shelter upstream under a bank when t he

. Out of the Pack 96



Our sheltequickly becamemisland, and we barely got odtnd yol?Ar e you from here?o0
The head of short, golderellow hair bobbed up and dowgently @ Our home was
upstream as well, some distance from the settleiémtwere too close to the creek, and we had
bee told that | guess w thought it would never happeéihen the waters rose, our home was
washed out, and we barely got out with our pupiBesyou see, you and | have something
common: webr eDbmodth Wwomihirgne wihtake yphahyour mate in
until you can find other accommodatioins
Sharack glanced slyly at Pitidd uhd he 6 s not roeneldlre fmwsmate avel ing
togethem Then, hoping to change the conversation before Pitro noted her stammered response,
she addedi siBlganamk. 0
Pitro hearcher, andher responseet his heart poundin@ould it be that this regal girl
desiredto be hismateUnt i | t hat moment, he hadndét all owed himself to thin
butas soon as she said those woh@srealized thahis is exactly what he desired as well
Suddenly it made sense wh yé WMequibkly dsrithé thouphe en abl e t o abandon he
arosehowever he pushed it asidShe would never have him as atmHe was just a cross
breect .
AThi s i s PwassgsagngfoWes hlag fatc kt he pacwkehavewo mont hs ago, and
come from the westdping to escape their trackefst the moment, wlope to findhelp from
your local Medicine Dogp
Att he wor ds patkee t Ihe fgtldefdniiale grew visibly excite®he rubbed
her head agai misviy Staarea dvighale iemiakolkdand these are the
puppies from our last littet know that youand | will become good friendsThen she glanced
from her mate to Chur anwecdnelpywuieyowbsgapey addi ng, inMaybe

Churano and Shaaluk, his mate, not only opened their home to the wanderers, but took in
Annack and her family as welThough the little cave was crowded, the obvious unselfish love
and compassion that exuded from the pair of sis&emed St. Bernards was a rewdpiration
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for Sharack and Pitrd@ heir dogeatdog experience in the gang had left them believing that no
oneever looked out for anyone but himself and his own selfish intetegias refreshingo
discoverthat not everyone was like this
Shaéluk and Annack quickly abandoned all other pursuits in order to provide Sharack
with constant card-ollowing the diection of the Medicine Dog, the two took turns licking the
hard, swollen spot on her side, until they finally succeeded in breaking through thé@eskin
when a yellowistgreen discharge began seeping through, kkey thislicked clean The licking
therapy only stopped at nights when they packed the wound with some special healing herbs
provided by the Medicine Dog
Every day the two girls watched the weather, and one morning Shaaluk entered the cave
visibly excited il t s n o we dNot nmucht bt & little Coghé $harackyou must lie
down in the snowThe cold will help to draw away more of that greenish liquitvery day after
this, whenever there was even a light powdering of fresh snow, Sharack would have to lie down
in it for several hours
The cold treatment and the therapeutic cleardogpled withthe loving care of the two
female dogs, the forced rest, the shelter from the elements, and the steady supghfaxid,
all worked to help Sharack regain some of her stretithe encof three weeks, the wound
was no longer hot and puffy, and the discharge was almost gone
Ni cku and Churanods behavi orThegrealitytooki rr ored unsel fish compa:
Pitro into their circle of friendbgleroghforand though Churanods c:
the six adult dogs areightyellow pups, the manner of the two males was so light that Pitro felt
completely at ease.
Completely at ease in all things except,onet h aWheneveréalk turned to the stone
altar, Pitro found himself lookanfor ways to distance himself from the conversation
He wasnét the only one, either, and as he watched one eveni
before curling into pretend sleep, he tried to make sense of their readteorell, seeking the
EmeraldCavers was hi s ul t i mMowthat theirliveshadegainedvan elenmiett i t ?
of stability, however, he no longer seemed to remember why seeking the Emerald Caverns had
been so important just three short weeks eaflifir he still continuedtohearts mot her 6s voi ce

from time to time, but he was becoming quite good at ignoring
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Shaaluk and Churano weggpecting a litter of puppies in another few weeks, and though
they repeatedlgssuredhe homeless ones they could stay as long as theycheedewas
obvious that the crowded quarters would not be suitable for tiny b&tsiesresultNicku spent
much of each day searching for a new home for his family, and Pitro usually accompanied him
on his foraysAs they roamed the lartdgetheraseed of friendship sproutedllot since Deétsu
had Pitro ever been around a dog male dod who seemed to take an unselfish interest in him
It was a refreshing experience to have a real friend

These treks through the valley also made him realize that helilezd the regionThe
stream, which by now had melted down to just twice its normal size, wound its way through a
very long valley The boundary of the valley at the western end, the end where he and Sharack
had entered, was made up of gently rollingks which gradually rose in height as they neared
t he vall ey hwas sparsely wooded by stahds of maple, elm, popular and birch, with
occasional foresgreen hues marking larger stands of evergréédmsugh mud, silt, driftwood
and the occsional uprooted tree still marked the course of the flood, brown grass and patches of
snow carpeted the rest of the valley, and Pitro could already imagine it a vivid green, littered
with the blues, yellows and reds of spring wildflowdrse western endfhe valley was
peppered with granite rockhe rock was of medium height to the far west, but gradually rose in
height as the valley progressed, peaking at the settlement where it reachdidfresaght in
some aread'he area was rich in wild gameayeround, and except for the fact that there was no
real defense from the pack, it was an ideal place to winter

This lack of natural defense was the only thing that bothered Piseemed to him that
the settlement dogs wthe packasttheynshoald.dheywersundeo r r i ed about
oath to provide pack dogs with whatever thegia whenever the need arosewever it had
apparently been several years since any official pack member had made an apdedemtce
the biggesstruggle seemed to be in making the settlement belgsve the pack existed at all.
The sheep consistently warned against this, but the dogs had mostly developed a rather

nonchalant attitude about the whole thing
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The obvious fact that the pack membeaschn 6t actual |y giwemeo here in years did
a tiny sense of securitie still might have drug his feet, however, before making the decision to
winter here, i f it hadnot been for the fact that he, for the f
acceptaoe
The day he made his final decision was a cold bBleewas out with Nickeexploring
some of the uninhabited granite outcroppings near the spot where he and Sharack had nearly
beendrown in the flood, when they came upon a rocky crag that was juselaoggh to support
Ni ckubs e.itwas clase t thersirehny, but high enough on the bank thatribhad
beenby theraging waters during the floott was dry and clean, and not at all cool or drafty
Thepartthat interested Pitro however, wasecond, smaller crevice a hundred yards
away, just the right size for two adult dogs
After the two had investigated the crags, Nicku sat back on his haunches and glanced
from one cave entrance to the otlEren he looked up at Pitro and back to thallnonen |1 f |
knew that a good friend and his méatgou know, like yourself and Sharatkvould move into
the smaller one, | 6d t.a@Hsearstwirecotkeddogvepthyfdyp e f or my f amil y
causing a warm feeling to spread throfgtnod s . g u t
AiSharack is hardly stconimedfienowghl doberguewed, DoNi h&un
to spend a few months where Annack can care forAmet | must add that I, myself, might find
it nice to have you as my neighb®@hose hunting excursions in the miiel of the winter can
sometimes take me away from home for holfitssknew Annack had a friend close at hand, and
if she knew | had someone to hunt with, it would mak both feel more comfortakie.
Pitro stared at him, drawn by the sincere friendshipdad in the wordsvlaybes .

Buté .

Yes, it would be nice!

Buté .

AWhatever it is you fl ee, Pitro, it owil |l catch up to you ot
or noto

Pitro looked awayNicku had only a brief, incomplete understand of what had brought
themto the settlement, buite s er i ousness in his friendbés tone spoke of wisdo
had ever heard fromaddyl know t hey will evefuikeed y find us, o0 he admitted

moving, maybe they.owonét find us as quickly
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Nicku stared at him faa moment, and again, when he spoke, the words were laced with
wisdomfi | t d o e svhebthey ecateh up ® you, Pitrtdvhat matters s i f youbdére ready
when they da@
Pitro stared at hinfi R e @\What do you mean, rea@didow can | be ready?
Al cpyouShcelcan Churano and Noru. 0
Pitro sensed a lecture about sheep and stone altars, and his stomach clenched into a knot
He was about to make a sarcastic remark, somethingMkat do you and the sheep know about
the pack | was part of the pack know how they operatdBut when he saw the earnest

eagerness in his friendBelookey sk tdetcdveinstwadlr ds di ed on his | ips
il ol lotake it
Nickubs tail wagged so hard that .hlitrsemnwhwhHhy backend waved back

d o n 6 sk $harack to be your made?
Pitro opened his mouth to argue, only to realize that this was exactly what he wished to
do. Of course they coulglist hole up together in the crevice forthe winfeh at 6 s what t hey had
planned to do, abedBusdomeshavctlie thaught of chakiag her officially
his mate thrilled him to the center of his beiBgt would she take him? After all, she was a
purebred of regal Gol den |l ineage, while his father had been a
i S h quiestaken withyou, you knowo
Pitro looked up, startedi How di d you know what | was thinking?o
Ni cku chuckl ed, and when Pitro started to protest, he quicl
in the way her eyes light up every time you come arourtd d o e s n 6 tthatyeut fater t o her
wasnot a n@Gethanét mattarsty her that Annack and | are simple Yellow. Labs
Annack says that every time you .¢ndactohmnmack she worries that you \
thinks that her fear of losing you may be slowingreeoveryAnd i f | mi ght add, 0 he
continued, fil can see the excitement atmeato comes i nto your own
With this, Nickuturnedi T hi n k a b @Then, as he begdhitrdttingoin the direction of the
settlement, he calledlkk over hi s s hlaanttdtellAnnadk ©® goed news

about the cave!
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To Pitrods exci t.dohenlytid Shtackr&adily ageeesto becomenhis
mate, but she admitted that this was the primary reason sheftée Igangn the first place
With the decision made, the two lost no time in pursuing formal mate .skhsgh some
suggested they have a ceremony with a sheep declaring their decision official, this seemed like a
lot of work and preparatiomBesides, neither dhem understood the significance of the sheep
They decided to simply stand before the settlement Peacekeepingnddlgey did sahe very
next day with AnnackNicku, Churano and Shadaluk as witnesses

It was with a tiny element of regret that thewly-mated dogs left the warmth of
Ch ur an o;bud thik sentiment was soon replaced by excitement when the rocky crag came
into view. As they neared the cliffs, Pitro realized that this was an even better location than he
had previously noticed’he gound sloped sharply from the base of the cliff to the streambed
below, and just across the water was a henired forest Popular trees linethefar side of the
creek,with aheavier stand of hardwoods and evergrdsiegnd it Just the perfect home ftire
small animals that would make up the majority of their.diet

Besides this, he now noticed that the tunnel that extended back several feet into the rock
made a sharp rigtgngle turn about halfway along its lengftis would serve to block the cold
wind in the winterThe back of the cave was also smisivas, in factso small that when the
two of them curled up together, there was little room left over, and they could barely stand
without scratchinghetops of their headagainst the rough roclbave This would help preserve
their body heat through even the coldest winter nights.

Outside, a rough path extended up the face of the cliffs to the hilltop high above, and
after showing Sharack the cave, this is where Pitro led his newhath of tre knoll was
already covered with smatterings of snow, but they found a patch of browning grass, and here
they stood for some time, reveling in the fact that they had a home for the winter and that they
were now officially together

They could see the maportion of the settlememitopa small hill to the westt was
surprising to Pitro, from this view, how small the place appeared and how prominent the stone
altar waslt stood just outside the main part of the settlement, on the rounded top of a knoll,
encircled by a stand of trees

The sight of the stone structure served to remind him of his quest, but as usual, he tried to
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push these thoughts asiddere were stiltoo many old memories of the Dogs of the Golden
Sheep that flooded his mind every timethought of the altaBesides, life was too good right
now to worry about something as trivial as a pile of stone
It didndédt seem so trivial when your winter plans were uncert
He shifted his gaze beyontyngtoignarathaivwicet he vall eybés western el
i n his mind Instdad, hedvasgeldedly overcomelwith cold fedor if Ni ckuos
words held any truth, they would never be completely safe from thefpdck wonder i f it was
right to stop hbatthen hétopper himsel§ €hakingahis baadlat the look of
pain that momentari.AiNoar 8b adiadhk &thitavast@Ekiohts h 2ty e s
thing to stopbutin the spring, we must move on.
Sharackioddedgently il n t he s pr i litgrofweps tonaoyry abaadv e a
Pitro blinked He hadndt cpossisiityteforebutd ©héesl ook at Sharackos
softened expression made him realize that the idea was anything but distastefuieopheshed
the thought asidéde would have tehink this all through anothertmE or now, he coul dnot
seem to allow himself to do or say anything that would hurt his goldefigdin e t hi ng at a t i me,
| supposeéhHelickedhereari We can wait until sprimglisto deci de whether or no
eyes were now drawn back to the stone altar in the distéineo me how going to the stone altar
doesndt seem a justacopple ofweekstagdeesitdi t di d
Sharack nodded absently
fiYou know, Shar ack, Chur ano rmostthe othbraa 2 | u k , Ni cku and Annack,

webve met here arendt anyt hitmgtbédifferenthieriite Dogs of the Gol den She

must be more |ike the Creatures of the Stone Altar. o
AfBut there ar gustiiketgesDods ef the Goldén&hedpamember
Daltu®d
A knot tightened ifinl Pkoilesghédsi Thwatt 6t wthlye I n amen.dt
want to accept their invitationbut| candt completely push aside the idea that we

our questMaybe we should visit, just once anyw&jaybe someone the can help u D r &

He paused, his voice filling with excitement as a new, better idea dawned dhkimy b e we

should listen when Annack and Nicku try to talk about sheep and the Emerald Cakegns

could probabl answer a lot of our questigrndd and t hen we woulandt have to go there

all.o
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Sharack nodded artden reached over to nuzzle his.éalC o me ,. WeéPhiave allo
winter to think about these thing&h y  d o n.06 $he pawsed, her mind searching for
something to change the directiortlogir conversatiom Why donét we go down to the creek for
a drinkd
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Chapter 15
The Call of the Altar

With each passingday, moreamdbr e strength returnelthet o Sharackés battered

wound in her side heal ed eforeherthick wirger endecdaty , and it wasnot
grew in, completely hiding the ugly scdihe consistent shelter and the steady food supply,
coupled with adequate rest and relative peace of mind, also did wordeositer coat wasoon
golden and flowingnce again
Pitro thought that she had never looked so beautifelfound that he so longed for her
company that the simple act of going out alone for a hunt left him missing his mate, and he
couldnodét wait to catch whatevethatpercaghunappened to be the
back home.
And that was another thinghis was the first time that he had ever had a place to call
home!
I nitially, Anna c-éonstamt som@&hian,rfaa shé hielped Rioacontinye

l ong

cl ose

the licking and cleaning treatments ofasSha ¢ k.9 tgsiodai dnét see .much of Nicku, however

I

C

With Annackds time taken up wieightpusplesfelack, t he care and trainirt

al most compl et el y .Hig octhi dNn &tk usdbese i3 htoau | ndienrds t hi s, and Pitro

had t

his patiencegspecially in teaching his progenytohuht t hough it wasno6t hard to encourage th

playful balls of yellow fur to chase their prey, or even to catch it and play with it, they seemed to
see it all as a game, and when they tired of a particular mouseiwekdhey usually let it go
As time went on, more of the puppies put on sheepsRmse continued to wear the
loose, dirty kindbut others now sported the kind that seemed to be growing from their backs
Then one by one, they began leaving home, and by spieeko, a bigboned boypup, was the
only one left
As Nickubs responsibilities to his pups | essened, he
and the two became fastfrienttse di dndét $ & e ro 6tso lgface setendduraged
them, especially the occasional ones about the Emerald Caverns
Nicku often invitedhemt o0 attend the meetings at the settl ementds
always managed to come up with some kind of an exdnisially he was so enthralled with his
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relative freedom and peace of mind, and especially his recenhmadethat these things
completely overwrote any need for stone altars in his méiftdr all, his life had improvedo
muchwithout them, and the whol¢hing seemed to be nothing more than a minute detalil,
unworthy of his time or concentration.
As time went on, however, and the newness of their situation began to wear off a little,
the emptinesbegan returningg o P i t rHe puzzled & this initlyy, for his feelings for
Shar ack h a.thrfaéttheygheva degperdnd stronger with each passing\dahe
weeks passedhowever, he began to realiteat none of the good things that had happened since
they had come to the settlement were wagkio give his life the purpose it crav8though he
hated to admit it, even to himself, he knew he would soon have to get back to hisghather
quest:Seekingthe Emerald Caverns
The winter was relatively dry with little snowhe icy wind whipped tlough the trees
and down the valley with a force that might have blown smaller dogs off their feet, but very little
of the frosty blast ever made its way around the bend in the
Wild game was not nearly as scarce as lusuainter, and though they tired somewhat of
squirrel, the hunters didndédt have to dig through | ayers of ol
creatures as was usually the case in the wiAgspring began to show her welcome face,
however Pitro could m longer quell his feelings of restlessnédss di dndét hel p when a new dog
arrived at the settlement bursting with news: Pack dogs had been seenfdhoutikes to the
west This meant that they had roamed as fahesequarters of the wagastwardfom the
settlement by the river
Most of the settlement dogs took the news in a nonchalant m&ume even laughed in
the face of the messenger, harassing him because he dared believe in.timefpetckhe oly
ones who seemed to take the news sshjowerethe sheep and the sheeps&overed dogs
andnaturally,Pitro and SharackThe news upseéhemfar more tharthey cared to admit~or one
thing, it botheredhemthat the settlement dogs denied the presence of the paaven more
bothersomavas the thought that the pack would travel this far. éastar asthey was
concerned, it could only mean that Timru was still searchi f or. t he mé
Al though he tried to keep it hidden, most of Pitrobds waki ng
how long it would be &fore Timru was back on their trade could no longer put off making

the allimportant decision to move pand this washie direction his thoughts were taking that
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fine spring day in mieMay as he and Sharack lay in the new grass, basking in the Girestiree
at the top of the cliff that housed their little grotBiharack appeared to be enjoying the pungent
odor of the wild flowers that waf t Asheeyadr oss the knol |l , but Pi t
his mate it suddenly occurred to him that it wadd for her tqustbe lyingaroundin the sun
The Sharack of ofdl yes, even the Sharack of last m@nthould have been up chasing
butterfliesor digging into the soft soil dr or something
As his mind reviewed the past few wegke realized that Sharaekas, indeed, lying
around a lot more than usubller behavior towards him had changed, todhe past she would
have wanted to tussle and romp, but now all she wanted was to.cuddle
These thoughts were interrupthetapofahetrali ckuds friendly face aj
AfAnnack and |[StoneAlar laeothinaffernbawhtyh ed ond6t you t wo ¢ ome
along?o
Pitro stared at him for half a secoitichad been a few weeks since Nicku or Annack had
mentioned thé&toneAltar, and deep inside, Pithlad been relieved at not having to come up
with a polite way to say n@ith his thoughts turning more and more towards moving on,
howeverhe reali zed that he and Sharack really shoul dnét | eave t he
at least trying to get moreformation onhow to find the Emerald Caveris
ADondt keep p.0Asusual gwas as if Ni€ké was réadingrhis mimd.
promi se you, You wondét be sorry.
Pitro sighed as the old doubts again resurfatddl dondt Kklé Mayhei Nd s k u
not for usd
Nicku shook his head sadly
il &8 m s orlknoyw hoWimpoktant all this stuff about tioneAltar is to you and
Annack, butwé we | u st hodvit codld be snpoetant to us.
The words sent a pang of guilt knifing through bonsciencéVhy would his mother
have told him to seek the Emerald Caverns if it wasnodt i mport e
But she never said anything about Stone Altarsé
Ailt just that nonke of it really makes sense
Nicku stared at him for a moment before continuiind: wkyouostill have questions
Annack and | thought well we just wondered if the settlement sheepld answer them more

clearlyo
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Sharackds ear s puldsshdjoihed thekconvensatoromWe vt & alt € eom
to StoneAltars before, Nickuand theywe r e n 6t p | e a. Quitaftankly,»gpberreé enc e s
scared®
Nicku stared thoughtfully at the pair for a moméhunderstand.fll had experienced
the things you two have had to live through, | would probably be pretty wary asMehook
his headfiMy heart hurts for you, my friends
Pitro and Sharack shared a puzzled look, and Skaras the one to voice theiutual
guestion: AWhy?0
fi B e c a aesthe tutmoilghat you live ihwant so much for yoto experience peace,
true peace.
Alumprosee n Pitrods throat, t Wasighbcausechelmad sndét quite sure why
never before known anyone who cared about whether or not he fel?@rawras it something
else
Seek the Emerald Caverns, Pit@nly then will you find safety from the pack!
He shook his head to still the memory.
fi lenssy our restl essnels, wé ®aulnd itnaukeed iNO cakway , but | canot .
AiNo om6harackis r esponse c¢ame tmuRitrothougha bit harder tone
necessanfil t was our de citlseipackin thedirstiplaceaurared Apnack t o f

havenever had to make the horrible choidesatt  \wmadé&ov e

Nickudropped hisearsanotdhl t 6s true that our cohoices have been differer

Sharack shook her heddWe r eal | y appriendshipthatyoodmee hel p and fr
Annack have | avished upon uagensinemesiecetomel® ve been here, and |
Buté .0 Her voice trailed off as Annack climbed up onto the ktw]bin them, her mouth
moving silentlyg .

Nicku glanced at his mateefore conihuing: Thigre is something you need to know

Pitro and Sharack shared another glance, then Pitro nodded.

fiAs dogs, you cannot ever be totally free from the pack

Pitrocoul dnét compl etely staunch t hhwoatgr owl that wanted to
AThat 6s noaoltt &g uterueNitctkkaat it doesndt MMWeppen often, but | ook
free of the pack,radd and what about all the settlementdd@ey dondt even belong to the

packo
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Nicku shifted his gaze back to his frierohd tlere was almosa fatherly kindness to his
tone:i Ar e you r e?&éttleryentfdage rave toPay tllegiance to the pack, you know
that And what about you and Shar&ckes, you managed to escape thenpry pack, but you
continuetoliveinfeaYou6r e constantly | ooking over your shoulders, driven
distance between you and them as you can, and if it continues, you will be on the run for the rest
ofyourlivesYou may t hi nk vy oinalvealityfthe pakkestill cohtisgorid b u't
Pitro opened his mouth to argue, but heppea it shut agails usual, N c k uds wor ds
rang of wisdorg .
AiThere is only one way tandthhtésd accephthe Greéate | vy free of the pack,
Sheep@®s skin.
Sharack jumped up at thimgementiY o u 6 r e wr ! SlmegpskindNaren& u
protection whatsoever from the patke were there, rememb®¥ The di sgust mounted in her
voice with each wordiwe saw with our own eyes how the pack hunts down and kills sheep
Sheturnedtohermate Co mePidm o, we donodtd have to |isten to this
But Pitro was intriguedrhough Nicku obviously very much misunderstdlbd pack,
something inside urged him to listen to the.dn® h e 6 s r .iWg 1 twatcheéd ihavikhey
play with bloody sheepskind
Nicku wasnodding his headi Y e s , , &ndthainnst have been awfulunderstand
your objections to my statemebtjtyou are only looking at things from the prospective of this
life. You have to thinlbeyondthe here and noviRemembethatno creature lives fever in this
land, and once you die, no one can enter the Emerald Caverns without a sh¥eps&an go
through this life as a dogou can even live a life completely free of contact with the pladkin
the end, when you die, Morafu, their r&alamu, will be there to stop you from entering the
Emerald CavernAnd rightfully so, for the rules are clear: No one can enter unless he wears a
sheepskiitNi cku | ooked Pitro straight in the eye: fAYou may be physi
but should the tim you are destined to leave this place arrive, if at that moment you do not have
a sheepskin, you will be bod to face the Eternal Darkness.
Pitro and Sharack shared another brief glaBo¢h knew what the other was thinking: If
they had to put on ond those dirty sheepskins, they would mtimot seek the Emerald
Caverng .But the thought of the Eternal Drathek ness, especially after
flood, wasbothersomefi T e | |  meSharadleutirkiuWhby canét you enter the Emerald
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Cavens without a sheepskia?

Nickubs ears swiveled forward in eweeletee ment. Even their conti
than the closedhouthed disdain they usually showBdBe c ause t he Emerald Caverns were
created for sheeffhey are ruled by the Good Shephard the Great Sheep, and They want
Their creatures to follow Them out of love andtrisb g s wi t hout sheepskins woul dndt be
happy there because they donédét | ove and trust the Good Shepher

Pitro grunt ed, .lbredliy leach ofNic#énsd ta nrsewseprosn dl ef t hi m even
more confuseél .

Nicku stared at him for a mometd his next question appeared to be completely off
topic:fAreyouh appy, Pitro?o

i Wh y !'0Bu lsis reply was a bit too quick, and thetant the words were out of his
mouth, heknew it was a lie

Nicku must have seen this too, for he pressed furiidee you?T r u |\Whénditro
di dnét r es pon dfyoulare truly dappyhen why aré youwso restl@sd/hy are
you already planning to move on?o

Pitro bacled up a fevstepsiid thepack . © But he coul dndét truthfully finish his
sentence

Nickunoddedil t i s only in becoming what you were created to be -
its true purposeOnly the Great Sheep céith the emptiness in your lifé.

Pitro shook his éad as he stumbled another few paces backwerdsat 6 s exactly what
mama said .Hewouldneed i me t o think it all throughteé

iwhat you say doesndt midkKewsemseweaBhagaaksheeeskéaot ed
bring happiness?

Nicku started to respondubAnnack interrupted hini You f eel comfortable with me,
Sharack 0 sPepmdf or ward to nuzzle her friendds side, the same side w
her nowhealed woundi Wh y ? o

Sharackdés eyes opened wi de comersdtiorsibvayi?ref at t he apparent chz
She shook herheall Be c @lues ®@a u s eny fyiendod r e

fiwhat was it that made you want to have me for a friend?o0

S h a r &arddlattened isoncentrated contemplatiomd | d o n & tl guéss ibwas

becaus@ because you seemed to Hgaareod
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AAnd now that youdbve gotten to know me, what do you think

Sharack didnét need t o hediilt athd nike fymrue aarmes wehrei mmp stthi s quest

wonderful, caringns el fi sh creature | dve ever met.
Annack gave a hakmbarrassedhwckle i We |l | , t hat i s my goal, though | dondét knc
always succeedShe turned to Nickuih Ha v e | al ways been this way?o0

Nicku laughed out loudnd his voice was nearlyabatkd ! 6 He shi fted his gaze back
to Pitro aheh Addclaandl evéqauppids, | used to tell my mother that she would
be the last dog | would ever choose for a ndate
Sharackshook her headi Wh y ? 0
fiBecause Annack al way. Shetvasdelfishoconbeitede her own way
overbearing, overpowering, and though amazingfiyguing, she turned up her nose at dogs the
likes of me Oh, she would be friendly sometimes, but only for her own personallgdirct,
Annack never did anything unless it profited.béte glanced athismat8e But sheds not | i ke
that anymoreEver snce she accepted her sheepskin, she has changed
AChaneégbd? ack was puzzl ediBdnbdthawtMhyxe oul dnédét hi de it
Annacksigedfil t was | i kle htahtiesd, n®yhsaerlafc kf or who | was , but | coul dr
seem to chang&Vhen | saw how trulyoveable the sheep were, | wanted to be that wayTio®
sheep told me that in order to be a loveable creature, Intededlc e pt t he Great Sheepds skin
AnditworkedAf t er accepting it, I begapersanaly ferx peri ence the Great She
me am for all His creationl soon learned that | could depend on Him 100% of the time to help,
to listen, to just be there, and | began to desire to be like $limoe that day, He has begun
changing me
Sharack stared in unbeligf And t his w#&s a good thing
Aiwhat dhi ylo2o
Sharack hesitated only foramoméne f or e answerindglAkmaowkddhaquesti on:
|l ove who you are now. 0
AAnd all of the inhabitants of the Emerald Caverns are ever
me. The Emerald Caverns is govediey love, not by force, hatred and anger, like the padk 6 s
not a burden to follow a leader who governs in I@&geryone in the Emerald Caverns is there
becas e thatédés whede they want to be.

Pitro glanced athismat8 So, 6 he said sl owly, Afyou are saying that the w
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freedom from the pack |lies in wearing a sheepskin, because if
one, I can go to the Emerald Caverns. o
Nicku nodded.
AAnd youdre saying tpgeaceof heartejoysaridbaappneds,ithatitgi ves you
fills the emptiness in your heart, and that it makes you kind and loving, like the twa.of y
Nicku nodded again.
fidw can a patch of curls on your back do all that?0o
Annack stepped forward, ears suddenly alétht excitementi| wunder stand your
problem with all of thisl t 6 s because twenuchemphasison thp shéepskim g
itself.0
Pitro looked at her, expectantf You mean it isn6t the sheepskin itself that I

power ?0

Annack wadaughing outright nowii Na@ard |1 6 m sorry wedve so poorly misrepresente
the Great.l$he esm®pskitgaihdaes such power, itis what the sheepskin
signifieso

Pitro glanced back at Sharack to find his mate staring intently at hed,fiigiting for
her to go onbutAnnackwas continuing to chuckhithout continuing her thoughif And? 6 he
prompted
Annack looked backathimi Fr i ends, the sheepskin is only an outward sign
belong to the Great Shegpat y o u 6 v e ®eat saerifice ferdou ldnd avegasked Him
into your heart
Both retrievers shook their heads in confusionrfowr eat sacri fice?0 quarried Sharack
AWhat great sacrifice?
AWhy t he SaQeatiSheepcor theosfonetdtae Annack sforar ed at t hem
moment before continuing Pl ease for.vhee yespuy BrRidngsudd had experiences
with stone altes in the past, we just assunéed
fi éthat you knew the whole stoyNi c kuds voice al so registered his surprise
Pitro could see the furrowi@h ar ack 6s br ow, and he knew his own face mirror
puzzlementi We &t ¢ you going to tell us the story or not?o
Nicku nodded eagerlyi The Gr eat Ivdirteigpplaceaovalk anmystpack
dogs, and to sacrifice His life on the Stone Attarthat we could wear His sheepskie loved
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us so much that He gave His own life so that we could one day gaithbidim in the Emerald
Cavernd
fiOhl6 From her tongPitro could tellSharackd i d n 6 t uButdhen, eithar wid he
Why would acreature give his own life for anott¥eknd even if he did, how did this make dogs
grow sheepskirisHe was too confused to even ask more questlomseverand by Shar acko6s
silence, he knew she must feel the sar®swallowed hardi So you gealtarm t he st on
celebrate that He died for you. o
Nicku nodded encouragingly
Pitro swallowed agairNicku obviously thought lsi explanation had been adeqéate
fi A nwashould also go there as well, to celebrate that He diegsfor Shar a.ck added
Thenshecas a fervent .JdiMaybe .Bomecdapdd way
Annack moved forward in excitemefitWh y n o Look Ikrba that Nicku and |
arendt telling the st olknowthessheepwouduremkethingg as we shoul d be
clearer Please, come i uso
Sharack waslreadyshaking her headefore Annack finished her senteniel 6 m r eal | vy
tired today, AnnackMaybe next timed
Annack stole a glance at her mate, aménNicku shook his head slightshe
swallowedback her continued pled. T h e nbe meat imePlease promise me you withink
about all this
iAWe ,wiPltrofiWwWeomiséséédconsider everything youbve said. o
Annack nudged Nickti And wedd better go,Altaontime® wondt make it to the
Then she turned back to her frienisP| ease r emember that though you dondét yet know
Great Sheep loves yoHe saved you from the flood, He healed you and He brought uti¢oge
to be friends for a reasa@nThen they made their way down the trail.
Sharack and Pitro stared as the pasheegskinned yellow labs disappeared over the

edge of the knollThen, as if moved by the same power, they turned to look at each other

fiwhy arendét all <Phreasskeds ki ns t he same?0

fExactly what is the power of the sheepskin?0 Sharack added.

Then together they voiced the biggest question of all: i Ho\
onaStoneAl t ar make all those dogs grow sheepskins?o0

Pitro shook his hea®nly one thing was completely clear in his mind: He had to fill the
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voidinhislifefil t hink wedd better get back to |l ooking for the Emeral

Sharackés only response was a half nod.
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Chapter 16

At the Stone Al tar

fi C o nme SharackWe have to do thie.
Sharack pulled back and sat down on her haunches, staring at the stneesbruthe
knol.Lil don o6t .Doyow really tRinks@d o mean, may b 8utheevoiceoul dé
faded out as the black dog haltend turned to stare at h8he stood up and lumbered her way
to where he stoodhs time went on, she was feelihgavier and more lethargic than ever, and
the loss of her innate agility was frustratisne dropped to the ground, but she immediaaly

back up on her haunches, fhis; too,was no longer a comfortable position

il 6 m ner v o oosfessedpozzling hérearBuot t hey say itds different

Dogs of the Golden Sheep, and so far, | havenot

us. o

Sharack appeared to consider this for a moment, but the look of distress on her face
didndét soften.

Pitro licked his left forepaw, using his teeth to work out a burr that had lodged itself
between his toedt was now late spring, and the trees sported their flidgide, the wild bulbs
were goneand the baby birds were already out of their n&steryinstinct in his body told him
the time was ripe to continue theastward journey, and in the week that had passed since their
conversation with Annack and Nicku, he had managed to convince himself that the only thing
that would fill the emptiness in higart was moving oMot only would he be following his
mot herds advice, but Il eaving would aAlimo put
all, it was a winwin situation But how could they leavdf anything, Sharackvas weaker and
more sluggistthan everThe tiniest exertion left her panting for breath, and he had no idea why

He had been doing a | ot of thinking about
pack lie in wearing a sheepskihe di dndt wunder st atme then thgiromyf i t |
remaining course of action at the moment seemed to revolve around finding out how tq get one
and to do this, it seemed that this dreaded visit to the stone altar was ifioRlerme mb e r
SharackRight after we talked to Annack aiicku last week, we agreed we would resume our

seaarch for the Emerald Cavernsicour search needs to begin hére.
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Sharack made a pretext of sniffing the ¥isions of dogs in dirty sheepskins gathered
around a golgplated altar danced through her miadd the sight of the stone altar ahead, with
the sheep and shesginned dogs milling around its baseade her blood boifiDo e s nét it scar e
you?o
fi Pi!8 h ar dlekdicé calling from th&ont of the assemblyas laced with
excitement
Sharackwhined. She ecogni zed CThebrezze badl sbviously cariged their
scent to the animals gathered around the.dttesas too late to turn baék.
Nicku had also spotted them, and he started to call them forward, but a dog wearing a
loosesheepskin was standing in front of.the stone altar, bar king
iwWel come to our Re&thig nc Dlalyed ed etb,r azhaoking the sheepskin off
neck
AfWhat does O6Return Day0d6 mean?0 whtottkeper ed Sharack as the pai
gathering and sat down near the back
Pitro shruggedi No i udte ai,f bt he Gr eat Sheep was ever here in the | and,
anymoreMay be weodr e c el eebntbacktdthegEmeérdidcCavdrasy He w
A pair of dogs wearing loose, mangy sheépskglared atthenfi Sh whiwhi spered t he
firistAiCandt wedu es ¢ e y dWith this, lboth Irolled thedr y@s, and then the first
one took the remnants of the secondds sheepskin in her teeth ¢
Pitro eyed the paiiThey were justike the creatures he had met at the Dogs of the
Golden Sheep, and the thought left a sour feeling in the pit of his stoAsbk continued to
look around the group however, he realized that there were, indeed, many real sheep in the
group, & well as several dogs whose wooly sheepskins seemed to be part of their fur, like
Ni c kTutbesr e were also a few dogs, l'i ke himself and Sharack, who
at all Pitro found himself idly wondering what they were doing heled theycome seeking the
Emerald Caverns as well
His gaze now shifted to his surroundini$e could have put aside his insecurity for a
moment, he would have had to admit that the sceneénwitisig. The altar stood on top of a
small rise, surrounded by a gif pine treeswild flowers were so abundant that the lawn
appeared carpeted in a myriad of brilliant colared the sound of the mourning doves and the

scolding jays, along with the peaceful rustle of the breeze through the trees, made the scene even
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moreserend f it werendt for all ofé.those dogs in dirty, | oose sh
fi L e liedirsby giving someraisetdt he Great Sheep, 0 cHaell ed out the dog up f
yipped quietly, and two dogs roggitro and Sharack were both surprised to see thatfdhera
was ShaalukThe other was a small, spotted dog wearing a baggy sheepskin
As Shaaluk took her place in front of the stone altar, the spotted dog picked up a pair of
sticks with his teeth and began banging out a rhythm by hitting them agkirg atone on the

groundLow guttur al sounds now began erupting from Sha2l ukdés th
sky. At first Pitro wanted to laugh, but when he saw the earnest longing in her eyes, the laughter
died in his throat, and as he continuedtb a r e, he couldnét help but be overcome by

peace and joy that shone farthe glanced over at Shara@he, too, seemed mesmerized, and
he realized that neither of them had ever experienced such tranquility radiating from a living
creature before€They had never even imagined such depth of emotion, suchPitkenosed his
mate, but fearing the wrath of their sheepstamered neighbors, he said nothing
The melody then changed slightliywas a completely unfamiliar tune to Sharack and
Pitro,but it was sqppeacefua nd sweet that they couldndét help being over come
of the words: iOh Gr eat e s!Thatovbu wBlidesacpfice Youo w s we e t is Your | ove
life on the Stone Altar that we might liveElow sweet is Your loveél
Following the song, there were a variety of speeches presented by dogs with a various
assortment of sheepskimdost of these were personal stories about what the Great Sheep had
supposedly done for them during the weskdPitro and Sharack were wary abdww much to
believe There were a few speeches by sheep as well, and these were somehow different from
those of the dogF hey were spoken as if from experience, as if the speaker had known the Great
Sheep personally for a very long tin@ne of these seches would forever stand out in their
minds It was presented by Noru, the sheep who had been with Churano the day of the flood, and
every word somehow worked its way deep into Pitrods heart,
desire to know this Greatest angoSheep personally
Shar ack, t oo, wa s .Imalater deschpgion Nf the expesence,sleee ¢ h
said that the words had seemed to lift her up and fill her with a sense of innbeingll the
exact opposite emotions of those experienndbe flood. When the two later compared their
memories, however, it was only the end of the discourse that they could specificallytrecall

started when Noru left the front of the assembly to stroll through the group of dogs and sheep

. Out of the Pack 117

e e

ro

ro

t h

b

pl @



His words were simple A He i s.He wants tb lbegouryfreentie wants you to be with
Him in the Emerald Cavernso chHEime he said this, he would look directly at some §mst
of these didndt have sitieg dirty kind. Mest of theanimals o me wor e t he il |
either defiantly stared back at Noru or indigiivatooked the other waygut some of them turned
their eyes to the sky or lowered their gaze in humble compliance
As Noru approached Pitro and Sharack, it was as if he could read their thoughits, fo
message changed sl i ght | yetyfrdinGhe pagkCdetotliaXn gi ve you t ot al saf
Sharack stumbled forward a little at his words, and Pitro could hear her bredthe
Yesd | want t@d but howd
Pitro nodded decisivelyThey had to find these Erald Caverns and this Great Sheep,
and as soon as Sharack was fit to travel, this would become their one and only goal, no matter
what the costThey had allowed themselves to be distracted from their true purpose long.enough
He would letnothing more stnd in their way.
But when would they be able to tra?éind just where did one find these Emerald
Cavern® In what direction should they gdf Nicku were to be believed, thepau | dnét be found
until they died It was all so confusing!
Noru had noweturned to the rise by the stone altée stared into the sky for a moment,
then he shook his woodlightly andbleated softly before speakin:So me of you are wondering
how to find the Emerald Caverns. You wanttogothewetb you dono6tlookbonow wher e to
Pitro blinked How did he kno®
ALook i nt o y dulistentowhatydursheart ik teling yoaHg was silent
for a moment as he specifically looked from one unsiséé@med dogto anothei Li st en t o Hi s
voiceinyourheap hetedfeY@®w k n o voHe stared hara gt b large German
Shepherd on the edge of the gathering
The dogwhined and as he did so, his countenance charigjgd would later have aand
time describing what it was that he sdowt it was as if the look ainxiety that had bedn his
eyesduring the meeting fled away, to be replaced by one of utmost peace and tranquility
The dog whimpered and stumbled forward until he was standing dinedttynit of Noru
il s e eAll mylifehhmawe sought the Eerald Caverns, but | was searching for the wrong
thing. | was searching for a great cave that would save me from the Eternal Darkness, but what |
should have been doing weseling the Great SheepThen suddenly, though neither Pitro nor
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Sharack would affrwards to be able to describe how it happened, the stiff fur on his back
softened and became slightly curywas like he had abruptly grown a lay#right brown
wool.

Pitro stared at the nesheepskinned dogHe had to admit to himself that this wais
problem too. He, too, was seeking a pla&hould he also be seeking a crea\y did itall
have to be so confusifigie glanced over at Sharaékd she understarii

What he sawhowevercaused all thoughts of the Great Sheep and the EmeradatrGav
to fleehis mind and not returfor the next several hourSharack was weaving and pacing
through the crowd, making her way towards the edge of the cleAtargned, he moved to
follow her, but a low growl from her throat caused him to sit back dowpnfusion He shook
his head and rose agalte dd n 6t car e i f .Shhwasggnaw,lamdevas hi m
going after her

His determined march only lasted two paces, howédefore gpair of dogs wearing
dirty sheepskins blocked his waBy the time he had pushed through them, Sharack had already
disappeared into the woads small spotted dog nipped his faitkCan6t you see this is the best
part of the sho®Y o u 6 r e evemythingd n g

Pitro would later identify him as Daltu, the dog who edrihe cave where he and
Sharak sought shelter from the floodut for now he was just another creature keeping him
from his mateHe growled back and pushed.on

Another dog, a curbpaired miniature poodle, nomse up before hinii Do n ®t sde,
admonghed, adjusting a tiny piece of sheepskin that was strapped around her left fér@pawe
Great Sheep is calling you, tddhave a sheepskin right helou can have it if gu come to the
altarnextweekwith two kills.0

fiLodkPdi dwo difthis wards were politeornofi Somet hi ngés wrong with my
mate and | have to find hér

AiYou wonoét ever find .dlTepvprhing@asgivenia awhinng your mat e
voice, then th@oodle shook what was left of the sheepskin across herfaah by wearing a
sheepskin will you find happiness

Pitro was, by naturand breedinga peacdoving creaturevho hadnever even been
tempted to bitenother dogbuthe had to find Sharack, and this belligeqgmbdle was standing
in his way It was all ke could do to quell the urge to sink his teeth into her shauldemw
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gr owl rumbled up from his throat as he stared at her: AYoudl |l

sorry.0
The impertinent poodle was about to answer when a black and white spotted sheep
steppedovei Let Mi m go
Thevoice commanded authorjtsgndthe poodleeluctantlystepped aside
AThanks, 0 breathed Pitr o.lnstiscttdoleovdthremdndd away from the crowd
he charged into the woods, racing in the direction of their coatfier cave by the creglind e
hadnoét gone f ari Shlaemctke? 6f ound her
She ignored himHer nose was to the ground and her tail dragged the dust as she weaved
and panted in what appeared to be a search for something of utmost importance
Pitro ranforward i Sh a.Wh akt 6 s?Lvertodrsg ged you home
For a fraction of a second, the eyes of his mate softened in reoag8te shook her
headi Ndbc a mnméakee iB that fard Then her gaze hardened agéinrGet out 0of my way!
Pitro backed offconfusedWhat was happenirty
fi |  mé&ddler voica deepening into more and moregfeow!l wi th each word: fAGo
away, and d not try to follow med Then she began digging in the grass.
iCome away, Pitro
It was a pleasant voice this time, and it camenfbehind, causinBitroto jump He had
been so intent on f irealizedsgmedneé sas follawing hifhbwice he hadnot
was familiar, ands he slowly turned around, he wabeved toseehis sheepskinned St.
Bernardfriend. i Ch u ¥Sh a o0 a c |6 @rssontethingl
C h u r aearepierked forward as he knowingly dipped his head, bl athid was,
iSheodl |.Comeawaykoavy

Pitro coul dn 6Hedeodeel d etvoe thriys aegaarisn : i Nb, Churano, I need your

canot lietheManhlee ¢ he dl.Maybeiste hemds same of theihid that you
carry in your ke@
i Wh at she needs, Pitr o, iCsh dfscarh okindbuttaos r espect her wishes
firm. A No w ©With ¢his, he turned to trot back the way he hathe
Pitr o di.8harddk was alreddyweaving off in the opposite direction, and even
as he stared at her, she glanced back over her shoulder and growled, defying him to come any

closer He sniffed the air in her direction, picking up for theffiime a strange scemhte
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lowered his muzzle to the grourides There was a strange twist to her familiar odéthat was
it? A whine bubbled up from the pit of his stomach
APi?2dr o
It was a different voice this time, and though farther aaray obviasly breathlesshere
was no mistaking that itwas AnnackPi t r o, you havel!loTheyeloewlmbvr e her al one now
bourdedto hissidei She needs to be al one.
Pitrods confusion was .GIWhy?dgh ¢.Mehiasr gméectke d r om hi s spirit
has neer acted this way befor!
Annack nosed his shoulddr C o rlecku and Churano will explain it all to you back at
the clearingWe mustgive Sharack some spage
Not knowing what else to do, Pitro slowly rose and started back up the path he had come
down, his confusion escalatingith each step
Did it have something to do with the stone &t&f/i t h Noraudés wor ds
He snarled viciously at the air as confusion changed to frustriitiatdid they do to

Sharack?

The meeting around theédheAltar wasjust breaking up when Pitro again found himself
inthe clearingHe wasndét overly surprised to see Nicku waiting for hi
knowing looks on their faces caused his frustration to spiral into .anger
Werethey all in conspiracy with Shack? Even Nick@
With these thoughts, his angaeorphednto rage, and he turned to charge back down the
path, determined to find Shara¢ke would discover what he hadre that made her want to
leave He would make her take him batke wouldg .
But Annad stood in his waly
Pitro turned to the right to charge around her, onkotoe face to face with Churan®
growl bubbled up in his throat when he realized that thesalted friends were imprisoning
himfiLet !dneh @ ogfrloeml ede gbot o Sharack
Annack shook herheall | t 6 s h e.rShetnéedseq, béofei untit tlrey come.
i He r ofitramashowling now. iWh a thdy ttme and until whocome® Is it this
Great Sheep of yourds His purpose to break upmyfanillly f s o, t hirethisdadbds no way
t hat | wHid vbicee@roppead éffThere was no sense in arguing with th&vinat he
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needed was to get away from thémS h mydmgtd You haveno rightto try and stop m@
When his friends still stood in his waye tried to push past.
Annackédés wusually sweet expression changed to one of menaci:
into his thoughtsfi P i. You mustleave heralond f y ou d o rgétupsetendughtac oul d
hurt them. o
The urgency in her tone caused Pitro to back up a fittlé u r t 0 Them after a
moment 6s refleet wombthdeadpwedt wBrn | édm there.
Churanoébés voice rang witithecirced ®@ht ges.ash8hw?# | bk joined the |
But donodt vBdreroy,! ddled olkkay in a few hours.
i Come K\ @Bhadldnosed her friendi We 6 | | track her and | earn her position s
canbeof hel p i f tdShetwngdtol@ap yp the pathuabd nedding briefly,
Annack followed her
Nickuds tailnWaegyeldlaswienytthehogr . wedl | station ourselves
around the area to ward offanydan®dut dono6t wOnce they lmvell afrived,e n d
s he 6! | hafpgto see yoyagain.
The fact that albf his friends seemed to understand the situation so clearly was making
Pitro all the more frustratedad Sharack bypassed him and taken them into her confidence?
i Co me .0Rickt nudged his shoulddi We 61 | f ol l ow them from a distance in cas
they need help. o
Pitro droppedhis hind end to the grouras dl his frustrationand angemeltedinto a new
emotion: Total dejectidmd d o ®dthder s andé
Nicku laughedii Co me o n. Surety lyodi jedd Buf as Pitracontinued tamiserably
shakehis head, the laughter died in histhtdef ou mean you really dondét know?o
Churarm moved forwarghis ears back in concentratighH e  maNickunlott 6 s
possi ble that even Sharack.Shedsn &to yrodeargst amdl whatsdés shappeni n
first time.oOo
iSo young for whaheé&of Pistr ot mmanedr what ?0
Churanone e d Pi t r oidCsa | snh oduolwdne ™ hfemi éared t.i DPoedyouo Ni cku
want to tell him, or shall &7
il dondt c adustsombbodyleased €51 mme what 6és going on!
Nicku nodded br i ef | tpdelivarRlitterofpuppie8har ack i s about
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Chapter 17
Pi r oNi ght mar e

A litter of puppies?

Pitro stared at Nicku incredulousiyan hisears came slightly forwaré. Y e a h ,Asr i gh't
if you expect me to believe th&harack would have wime if she were exptiog pups
Sharack tells me everything!o

fi N e¢hings she may not know herdélf Chésaseri ous tone woul dndt be argued with
fiwhen Sha?2l uk had our first Il it tAlsheknehveas had no cl ue what was |
that for a few weeks she seentede getting heavier and heaviand it was harder and harder
for her to walk Her mother had to tell us what was wroiigen her time came, and it was like
she became a different ddghe coulcheverexplain her actions that night, but she drove me
from our den and growled at me every time | tried to reeBtee needed to be alone, and | was
keeping her from what she needsgde laughed quietly at the memory

Ailt was the same wiftSh eAnhnaadc kt, 00l da dndee dweNiwekrue expecti ng
puppies,butt oul dno6t s ee mlwaseeryditas cobfesed ag yioua t

Pitro was silent for a momerit was a logical explanatiofit did explain her strange

behavior, her lack of energy, her sluggishness, even her weighfiginy doesn6t she want me

thee?l dondtdwhpghevio sl gamténeShar ack and | share everythingé
Al toso nMitawk e.faSfhfei rdmeeds n 6t want you there because some iinnat
in females dictates that they must be alone to deliver. o

AfBut what | fwrsomge2dhi ng goes
AThen she wi [l0IChuraadnst tyeoiulr vhaediComeaonp\ye wilg no w.
find where she is and stay close by, just in caseleesneed something.
il wish she weré at home in our cave
iShe may !dNe&kuboge firsd as headingn that directiord Heturned and

trotted into the woods with Pitro and Churano on his heels.
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A thousand thoughts crowded Pitrodshemind as their
and Sharackalledhome The thought of puppies was terrifyinifter all, he wasittle more
than a pup himseliVhat did he know about raisitmbie® And of course, the bad memories of
his own puppy hood still ravaged msnd. Given his preference, he would neeboose to bring
puppiesinto thisnightmare that healled life.
And what of the packThey would nevebe able to escape an attack if thregre slowed
down by youngpupdNasnét this the exact same scenario that had
parent®
He i s c a.lOhly He gan give yodl total safefrom the pack
Wait. Those were Norubs words, spoken just half an
Instead of pushinthese thoughtaside as he usually did, Pitatlowed himself to
contemplatehemfor a few momentds this what had been missingtiis birth family? Had his
parents been trying to flee the pack without the help of the GreatBheep
But no, i t dHisdmother beleael ie thes GreatsSbeBpe even wore a
faint hint of a sheepskjmnd besides, she was the one who told him to seek the Emerald Caverns
in the first placelf it was true that wearing a sheepskin protected you from the pack, then his
family shoud not have diedThe Great Sheep should have cared for tHemasall so
confusingWhy hadndét the Great? Sheep cared for his family
Then another thought came to him: His mother had been wearing a sheepskin, but only
the faintest hint of onddad she been, like him, still seeking to understatad she only heard
enoughtokne t hat freedom |Iie in the Emeraldd Caverns, but
Theyhad arrived at thamiliar cleft in the rockhow, and Pitro pushed these thoughts
asidel t di dndt appear dbéateatelingany tema sbonSdieete walctbe wo u |
plenty oftime to contemplatevhat this all meaut .

Annack and Shaéluk were already at the cave entrance, relaxing in the afternoon sunshine
when themaledogs arrivedi Sheé6s here, 0 Annack affirmed, AAnd | s me |
The pups wil be arriving any time

Pitro sat back on his haunch&sery muscle in his body dictated that he enter, that he
check on Sharack, that he see if it was really, toueone warning look from Nicku caused him

to quell his instincts
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The fivedogs sat in comfortabkglence at the entrance to the cave until nightialery
once in awhile, a tiny whine would channel down to the cave entrance, and Annack would nod
her head knowinglyi Ther e 6 s ,a noh éh ewo winkk s ay
Pitro tried to keep &ck of how many times this happened, but after six his heart gave
out The thought of one or two puppies was disheartening en8uglsix? And Sharack
apparently waésno6t finished yet
AiwWhat did you think offinallylbmakiaghe tensecskeficé Chur ano asked,
Pitro eyed him thoughtfulyNow t hat he knew Sharackdéds behavior didnét have
to do with their visit to the stone altar, the expereencd i d n 6t s e e mExgeptithae as negati ve
is, for the memory of thaturly-haired poodle Wwo had tried to keep him from pursuing his mate
Thatstill left a bitter taste in his moutile knew, however, that any thoughts that came to his
mind now would be tainted by the stress of the monfiemt honestly dondt know yet, Churano
needto spendbsme t i me t h i Helstartedgto retynotaihis siliertt vigd, but a question
pestered him until he finally took courage enoughtovoide@h ur ano, why do the sheepskins
of some of the dogs seem to be growing on their liatks k e y o u r & whileadherNi c k u 6
dogs just have sheepskins strapped around their middles?o0
Churano shook his head sadiyNot ever yone whoarstre&kinof a sheepskin we
the Great Sheep
Now Pitro was really confused: #ABut é
APidro?
The weak voice filtered down tlpassagewayt could only belong to one dog, and with
that one word, athoughts of sheep, sheepskin#id st one al t aWithoufetead Pi tr ods mind
saying goodbye to his friends, he dashed down the short passageway and skidded to a stop at the
entrarce to their little denHere he peered, almost timidly, around the corner, unsure of what
awaited him
Sharackés golden fur hung in ratt.ekhde rings, and there was a

lay on her sidevith white and blackumpsattached to her belly, and though she looked
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exhausted, her head was proudly raised as she glanced at the wigglyfumps k ,OuPi t r o
first puppies!o
The ring of pride in her voice was so strong that Pitro quelled the first thoughts that came
to his mind. Instead, hg@padded across the stone flaod nosed her earhen he began to lick
her muzzle, her eyes, and her golden foreh@ddlow many? 0 he asked between | icks
AEi,ghwas t he .pFioweuppiasand three giduppiesd
Pitomo@®su et moved dowHecbuldsee thalittle umps better how
Six of them were a golden, creamy colamd the other two were blackhey rolled around,
grunting and pushi mwightheigitld ears and egds sealedclithi@ tny be | | y
tails were so minuscule, that iHe alild,n6Ri tvroad cceouhlidssn 6t hel p thir
thoughts, howeveSharack was obviously proud of these lifiledents!
fi | &amy about how | spoketoyau, s he wiY s p e.lOwt theven the
woodsl donét know wlhuathad togenleackdereeas fagpessible, and | had
to be aloned
The licking stopped for a momeiit D o n 6 t. Churano angl Nicku told me what was
happeningltd ekay0
fi C h u ?Nichu@ Sharack shak her head tiredlyii | dondt dywanldhateow t h
knowno
Pitrolaughedii| guess they remembered how their own mates reacted
puppies were bora But his laughter diedt the memories of his earlier confusion, and he
coulcdonndptl et el y keep the accusatory tone hidden as the words st
you tell me, Sharack?
She looked awayi | 6 m . ¥@u&Gwe been so focuseldvason continuing our jour n:¢
afrad dé
féthat | woul d b eMaybe she wagght Maybé hisanitidl ieations h e d
would have been hurtfulubnow, as he glanced at the wiggly bungrsceagain, he could feel a
surge of fatherly pride welling up in his cheBhere was no way he would e\again wish it

hadno6t .MHeaquiptly reemed his licking until both fell into a sleep of pure exhaustion
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Pitrods sl eep waHe anwnke gevdral timgs, plagued bgeses df f u
nightmareghat kept repeating themselves etnte he fell asleeplry as he mighthoweverthe
moment havokeup he coul dndé.t remember them
It was just before dawn when the dreams came again, and this time he remembered them
in vivid detail He saw himself cowering in a dark, cold corner of the woods as one by one,
bloodstained fangs and drippifayls grabbed his brothers and sistérsvas the scene he had
l'ived as a tiny pup, with on¥en|tdHsthdrrerrhex cepti on: His father
realized that h&vas the fatheand those were his owpuppies Th at 6 s whegeroftiehe evi |
Shamrurose to starstraight at him, and he heard that sinister vdick e a v e .lHehwidlbe o n e
useful to us lated.
It was only after the pack slunk away that Pitro realized one of the puppies was still
moving A black male, the strongest in tliiger.
The dream changed slightly heRitro and Sharack were curled up in the éatlgs very
creviceéd with their young puppies surrounding theBuddenly, Sharack jumped up, snarling
She raced down the passageway towards the entrance, but hereedheanadras she did, her
form melted into the form of Timru, now grown as big as the Sharewcharged back into the
den, attacking and kilig the puppies one at a tinf®it when they were all gone, he turned a
friendly eye to Pitrofi T h .eroueproblemsresolvedNow youdre free to come back to the
pack! o
AfWherebds Sharack?0o0
Humé Sharack .0
ThenTimru melted into the wall, and again the dream chanBeob now founchimself
running across a green meaddight puppies bounced through the long grass ahead of him
Sharack was boundirajong at the froniand a bit to the side, doing her best to keep the tired
pups in a group. Eery once in avhile he reached out to ntpe tail of one that was lagginge
hated doing that, for even in his dream he knew e completely sperds fast as they were
running however, they coUdlheybétcosu¢amodtormalcd dame ptderess de

the meadowFerocious packlogsthenemerged from the wood behind thdritro could feel the

fi S h a ©EnorklGoked puzzled | dondt know if | dve ever heard that name

W a ¢

b

of

Shamrués eyes upon hi m, and when he heard a sharp bark, Pitro
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pack would destroy all of them, and there was notthaghe and Sharack could.ds he

reacted forward to nip the tail of yet another lagging pup, words resounded in hislears

coul dnodét mslkeem tD tkbeg werr eChNircaknuatbss veoreddso d u O mat t er

when they catch up to you, PitMYhat matters is if you are ready whibey do
He awoke in a frenzied paniGetting up, he began pacing the cave, but Sharack and all
of those strangkght anddarkbumps were still calmly sleepin@here was no sign of danger
Hetrotted down the passageway to the front of the creviigtiyl surprised to find
nothing there eitheHe scrambled up the granite rock to the knoll above, and here he carefully
sniffed the breeze in every directi@till nothing A whine erupted from his throat as he sat

back on his hauncheBhe sky to the &t was just beginning to lighten, but the slight morning

breeze wasndt even strong enough to rustle the | eaves
below In fact, everything about that early morning resounded of peace and tranquility
If everything wa so peaceful, why did he feel so much chaos ifiside
Dondt ever | ose hope, my son!
Pitrobs ears alerted: fAMama?o
You must be the one torgive
The whisper was audible, as if coming from someone just a few metersHavay
searched the landscape, segkime source of the voigbkut there was nothing to find Ma ma ? o
Seek the Emerald Caverns, Pittnly there will youind safety from the paclonly then
will your life have purpose!
At these familiar words, Pitro whimpergde st i | | waEBnmedld Cavegng,k i ng t he
andpack dogsvould soon be coming after him ahid puppiesHistory was about to repeat
itself, and hecould do nothingo stop it
I't doesnét matt er wh éWhatmdtterss if yoadrecrédendywpent o y ou, Pitro
they do.
Pitrok new i n hi s he ar3omdthing gtirretd withimhérten bringing e a d y
about the sudden realization that finding the Emerald

somethilg he had to do just for himself wasnow something he had to do for $hek and the
puppiesas well He stood up and started pacing the knoll

Where should he begin his sedPch

He had been over this again and again in his mind, and despite all the answers he had
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been given, despite even the visit to 8eneAltarthedaypo e f or e, he still didndét seem to be

closer to the solutian
Some of you are wondering htwfind the Emerald Caverns. You want to go there, but
you dono6t Kk ndookndyour kearts,drieddkistek to what your heart is telling
you!
Pitro shook his headHow could one look into hisownheaitt di dndét make sense!
He is calling youYou already know the walyisten to His voice in your heart!
There it was agad the reference to the hedrbnly now the suggestion was to listen
instead ofd o k. As he contemplated the idea of listening for His voice, the stiliness of the
early morning on the cliff melted, and Pitro saw himself again standing at the clearing around the
StoneAltar. The great German Shepherd was in front of him, moving forvirrdvas speaking,
and Pitro craned his ears to understand
All my life | have sought the Emerald Caverns, but | was searching for the wrong thing
was searching for a great cave that wouldesane from the Eternal Darkne&ghat | should
have beemloing was seeking the Great Sheep!
With a speed seldom used, Pitro leaped down the lHaithargedhroughthe
passageway of his hommRelieved to see Sharack and the puppies still sleeping, he turned and
scrambledback to the entrancele stopped onlydr a brief second, then he dashed over to Nicku
and Ann a tééhe stapped, suddenly sBhould he ent€rWhat if they were asle@p
What if they thought what tead to say was silBWhat i# .
The fAwhat i fso wer e i ntteringdawntoehd entrapce bfihis k u hi msel f, saun
home He stopped short at the sight of Pitro, staring at him for a moment before making his way
outsidei Co me , my friefided meowbl ppgoad
Pitrobés eyes wer e .Howdidkhe knpASomeiow thesanswer e me n t
di dn o6t howeadrit le r c atecbthem fram the pack, NickiHis voice was little more
than a hoarse whispégrl candét keep themlntedbeipp ki I 1l i ng my puppies
AfiLet 6 s g b Withoutwaiting feraah &nswer, heottedoff towards the creek
Pitro impatiently followedi What di d he mean when Noru said | already
to the Emerald CaverA$Vhat did he mean when he said that | have to stop and listen to His
voice and | will know?bo

To Pitrods disappointment, Nicku didndédt respond until
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overlooked the creelEven then he sat back on his haunches and stared out over the water for a
few seconds
Pitro slumped back, his head draggiHg was sure now that ed been wrong about
coming to NickuIn fact, perhaps he was also wrong about seeking the Great Sheep and the
Emerald Cavernd$erhaps there was no way to protect his puppies and his mate, no way out of
the mess he was born into, no way ouit tfe pack
Except . deat hé
Eventhat thought terrified himWhat happened after de&thhe horrible blackness that
Sharack had spokendf hat was definitely not wBuewha he desired to spend et

other choice did he havéle turned, tail slunk betweenshiegs, ready to run

AfDondt .@o, Pitro

AThere arendt any Oawhispareasangry, dttheslooketilzacke ? 0 Pi t r o
anywayi Thereb6s nothing but a |ife | i varkhessn fear of the pack, not
after deathNothing Whywasl# en born i f this was to be my fate?o0

i F adbiNieku said the word slowly, as if testing it for its flavour and authentiBitf o , |
dondt bel i e Fateimpies thiataydu dave nB choicegyou do have a choicAnd
yes, the scenario yalescibed is one of the choicesylt i t . Thseraié dnotferachoize,
anotherwayWoul d you choose the other way??o
fiChoose t he octohuelrd nwiaty ?koe ePpi ttrhoe angfily frustration out of his
have sought this other way my entire Ide!
Had he& Had he really put all his energy into seeking tfosher way?
He pushedhe thoughtside fi | h a v e n bwouldfgladlyrchibose the other way,

but | donodt know where it is!o
iltds already knockimbmg on your heartds door, Pitro
Pitro shook his\eadHe di dnot understand these riddles, these i mages t

from the reality of his world

Ni cku was mértouf iadirseleeddy know the® Great Sheep is the answer
Reluctantly, Pitronoddedi But | 6ve been seeki mpaviemedtEmerald Caverns and |
found Himo

Nicku was shakinghishead The Gr eat Sheep and the Emerald Caverns arenot

something you find like you would find an old bone, or a rabbit, or evieesh trail through the
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woodsl n fact, you dondt .Theyadright lerelHe paked hioochestt hem at al |
iThe Great Sheep i s calHeibnsg roeuatc htion gy.ébeu tf rt com dyrcaumnr  yhoeua ri tn
wants you to be safe frorhd pack, just as much as youdlo.

AfBut | cdHovtansgepe Hiim when | im2nét even see H

Nicku cocked an ear out over the cre@l. i sotthe water 0

=1

Wh ¢But without waiting for an answeRitro cocked his ear to the creek

ot

What do you hear?0
Wat do | hea? | hear the wateo.

ot

ot

Bt water doesmdét make any noise.
Yes | pPidoree&s voibDidet??dr opped of f

ot

=1

When | find a pool of wateratrappediindobdendbc&kawnbove my ¢
anything at alb
Pitro nodded slowlyThis was true.
iltds the force of the waterhemossWwdheay past al l of those rocl
Pitro nodded agairThis made senséut what did it have to do with the Great Sheep?
AfYou candt s ee ntofeé&hanGouean hearSHe eveapt just as you can
hear this watenow because of how it crashes over the rogks, can know where the Great
Shee is by listening to your headt.
There it was agaih that senseless suggestiéns
Aiwhat is your heart telling you, Pitro?0o

ot

My  hodiera satuietly for a moment, trying to focus withinMy heart i s telling
me that | have to do somethingpimtect my family from the paak
ifAnd what does your heart say you need to do for your fami/l
il dondt know! o But t hen héi@eatSHedpricthearrswky, heart tell s me that
but I still ca n nd Hirha
fiDoes your heart tell you that He can save you from the pac«
After several seconds of contemplation, Pitro thoughtfully nodded hisfidad t hi nk it
doed I0 Yedl t does. O
fiDoes it tetd yawe Heowaot s
Again, Pitro noddedi @ | think soo

AfiDoes your heart tell you He |l oves you?o0
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fiuh.e

AThen all you have to do i s pptheshedpskinHe Hi m Lord of your
has for yow

Pitro shook his head t still di dnot make sense, but somet hing was

Al wavdybu now Pitrd Ni c k.ii Spteamtded ome ti me thinking about what

youobve .Reachbuttethd Gleat Sheepe 6 s r e a ¢ h ibThgn heturhed &way y o u
but not without uttering a silent ple@reatest of Sheep, the One who makes blindsseeand
deaf ears hear, open the eyes and eai¥oaf child, Pitra May he see the world &u see it

Help himunderstand!
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Chapter 18

The Emerald Caverns

Pitro di dnodt k n o.nfaetlashe salstaing at thé veatert it appeamed
to him that he was the one leaving, or ratheing drawn awaydragged to a different placde
allowed his feet to move, for it seemed to take more effort to resist than to follow, until he ended
up besidea quiet poalHe squeezed his eyes shut, tryingpimk within his heart as everyone
suggested he dbwant to understand want to protect my family want to find the Emerald
Caverns Please, please help iBut there were no answers forthcoming, and he opened his
eyes again
He now founchimself looking into thepool of water and the longer he stared, the more
it seemed morph inta great green meados he continued tgaze his feet inadvertently
moved into the watebutre di dndét notice the cool wetness at all, for to hi.:i
had just moved into the great expanse of green grass, lit up by the golden rays of the morning
sun He could feel the earth under his feet, he coutell the aroma of wild flowersnd he could
even hear the sweet, cool breeze rustling the grasses
In the dstance he could seéhage flock of birdsHe looked in thig direction totally
amazed at the vast number of flying creaturégylappeared to be circling somethgrgen but
it wastoo far away to identify what it waBor reason®itroc o u | d n Otely cenprelehde
henowfound himself walking across the meadow in the direction of the.birds
He hadnét gone more than a f.twassemr ds when he came to a br o:
transparent and somehow brighttolooklah ough it di dndtfaazgopear to have much o
directly under his feet, as he looked in either direction, it looked like a ribbon of gold winding its
way through the green of the meadow
Pitro stood for a moment, his feetonthepbte coul dnét hel p thinking that he had
never seen suchbrant color The sky had never seemed so blue nor the grass so Buegrnthe
wildflowers that studded the grass with their reds and blues and yellows had never seemed so
brilliantt He coul dn 6t s,thavavdr, before Hitlet cdntthued tioravn lgmdown
the golden path in the direction of the circling birds
It would soon become apparehat the birdscircling the sheer side of a mountain
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Why?

But no. It really wasnd6t a mounahllliant t hey were circl

green wall built into the face of that mountaitwas asf the wall, which now appeared
translucentyascovering the openintp somethingandPitrowas suréne could see vibrant
green structures withén.

Was this the Emerald Cavefhs

Pitro started toun now, faster than he had ever run in his Tiieough the mountain was
far off and fast sprints usually left him winded, it was as if there were wings on histieat
suddenly, he found himself at the foot of a gate inghatewall, a gate cut outf a single,
shining stone: Aremerald

Unfortunatelythe gate wasshitvhen he nudged it witlhehi s
raised his front foot to paw at it, but the thought of running his ragged nails across that shining

gemstone was almost repwisito him and he set his foot back dowsniffing all around it

instead No matter where he looked t her e di dnét seem to be any

Not knowing what else to do, he sat back on his haunches and stared at the great emerald

He now noticednsciiptions etched over the top of the gatewdg squinted at then®ne was an
etching of a sheepnd another of a dog with curly hair on his haklthird etching showed the
gem stone standing open, with a huge sheep beckoning for the other animals to enter
Pitro |l ooked down at himself, and for t
black coat that he sawe felt insignificant, dirty, totally unworthy to enter through the shining
gates, even if they were to open to him
Pitro turned now, ovemme with shame and bitter disappointndeshame over his shiny
dog coat, and disappointment over finally finding what he had spent his entire life searching for

and being unable to entéx noise from the gate caught his attenticausing him to turn back

seemed to be opening, slowly at first, and then it was as if the great gemstone melted away and

in its place stood a magnificent, shining sheep

i ng, wa:

nose, it woul dnot |

way to open it

i We | ¢ o méThe Wicetwasdow and guttural, yet full of love and mercy.
AYdyou know my name?0o0
Afiknew you before you were.@ puppy in your motheros

Babut webdve nelrerhanveet wee?oor e

=1}

ot

M eotT e Sheep seemed to toy with this word a mom&henHe shookHis head
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AiNo, | dondt suppdst wW&Ve eb enen cevthathaméntyog wy ou si n
were born. o
i Wa t ¢ h?But§ .0Riteo suddenly felt nakedHe shivered
ilt was | who cal | edodTheowvaice wgsaorerasbrmntmow,t of the pack.
and it seemed to grow louder with each word until the sounceohited throug theentire
meadow: Al told thewS8khemyoutopsprom.fdewmr motherdés dead body
you into the woodsand | rescued you from the frozen creleook you in, | fed you, | warnte
you and | cared for you undil.o
fi éUntil | choose tdeaveb The words were hard to say, but somehow, nothing but the
truth would do right nowii A8 Ar e you Mat zuk?2o
fi Ma t aThépPercing eyes softendiles.Matzukwas the one who did My bidding.
She was My hooves in the |l and that day. 0
Pitrowas suddenly ver come wi th remorse: fABwred|l turned my back on Mat
my back o® You! | choose the puppy gang ove® oved Yo u ! O
The Great Sheep shook His mighty head sddly e s , .yAosparkafifietce, tender
love now kindled in Hiseye§i Yo u tway efdr am Me, but | didndét turn away from you
Pitro. Come, My child Come home to Md have been waiting all of your life for this very
moment, for | knew that one day you would hirgentle calling and come hore.
Pi t mauth went suddenly drii Y ova ldeen waiting f& forme?But | 6 ve done so
many wrong things!o
i Come h o,nied, s .¢#Tihd sheepeckoned with a swift pawing dfie golden
path
Pitro stood up, eager to followut just as he was about to take a shaking step towards the
Great $ieep, a voice from behind stopped him in his tracks. It was a voice he knew all too well,
one that never ceased to make him trenibl8 t o p.,Y oRi tcth@se us, remember ?20
Pitro turned slowlyBehind him stood three dogbhe first was Timru and the second
was the Shamru of the padihe third was one he had never seen before, yet somehow he
seemed to know him even better than the otherlidedooked like Timru and the Shandrwor
maybe they | ooked |3 yethe vas largérsRanded moreevlTHend n 6t t el |
Pitor eal i zed that it hadnét beMonhaditibeenthe who had spoken to him at

Shamrult had been the third dog, and the realization sent shivers down his spine
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iYou c an 6B thatordaturd becaude qutare mined With these words, the
three dogs came crashing forwalRitro turned to run, but to his horror, the gate to the Emerald
Caverns had closé@’here was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide dropped to the ground and
hid his head in his pawslis worst nightmare wasoming trué
They were upon him novHe could feel their hot breath down his nedk could smell
their foul odor and sense their greasy baélieblicku was wrongTh e Gr eat Sheep candét protect
mefrom the pack
AYou thought y®u could get away
It wasTimru. Or was it the ShamfOr the otherdogPi t r o coubdnhdfitt edi dnot

mattetA Nld donodét walhtwomdtgog balt&kc k! o

fi | t O surdedsion ty make, litteote, sneered the voice, and Pitro cringed und

stench of rotten carriofi You ¢ hos e 7Ne one car entemhe Emerald Caverns
unless he chooses thathat creatureBut youd you chose meé
ANO cri egid Rihtorosse tllhe Great Sheep

At the name of the magnificent creature, the three dogs were momentarily throvan back

fewfeetbut it di dirDootn 6lta setvelromgny t he name qf that creature again i

hissed the voicéi Y 0 u ¢ hamdyeur dogefyr proves ity ou have no right to be hede.
ABadbut they saidé

The three dogs kicked up a choruswil shrieks and howls, and it took Pitro a moment

or two to realize they were laughitde di dndét | i ke being | aughed at, especially not

of stinking dog fleshbut t hen, he, t o®Hewasacbeteerthhotidditewas nodét he
sobs libbled up from the pit of his soh, whyd i dlradzept a sheepskin
As the sneering laughter continued all around him, it seemed to envelop him irHésfog
nostrils twitched as the stench of sulfur clogged his throat, chokingt@raqueezed hig/es
s h u.tWé y dliligen @® mamaAnd MatzuR And Nick® And NorNow it 6s forever too
lated .
His thoughts turned to Sharack then, amdn moreshame overcame hirkle thought he
had left the pack behin#ie thought he could live his own life apart fréwoth them and the
sheep, butheras wrongHe wasndt o ut.Hehad neverdeep @icokthegack, aot |
since the day he chose them . .bowveanlhdpatobeuak back i n Matzukds
goad mate and a good father whereally belong to the paék
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The overwhelming stench of sulfur n@aused Pitro to cough and choKée fog of evil
wasnow so dense that he could barese three feet in front of hirtt was getting into his fur
too, makinghim feel dirty all the way througly et s omehow he knew that
feeingHe had al ways been dirtyé

He squinted one eye open, hoping against hope that the brutes were gone, but as he
looked, tte three seemed to meld into ofme great, al’/dog with little pointed ears and red,
droolingchin. Great yellow teeth, dripping with blood, now showed a&sgiteat dog curled back
his jowls

fi NldNo! Oh Great Sheepvhere are Yol want to belong to YouVhere are You,
Great Sheep?0

Suddenly théog lifted and Pitro could breathe agaline great emerald gate was
opening, and the Great &p stood in the doorwaVhis is exactly what Pitro had longed;for
butthe purity of the Sheep stood in such contrast to his own filthiness that he shirked away

Theevilvoicepoke again: fiYHed s éHEOriehloasvwee ntei!

fi Tat was a long time ago, Moradu.

Morafu? Who was Moraf@

fiyeteven today he do€ersuniade thesrilasryousseNo bneeap s ki n
follow You without a sheepskiTherefore, he is mine

Pitro cringed down onto the golden path, his own dirtiness looming ever larger before
him. No sheepskin . The Great Sheep can do nothingfieebecausé d on @t wear
sheepski@ . Regret now enveloped him more heavily than the sialfeg that had just cleared
All is lost Everything myentire lifed all lived in vain My life spent in a futile search for

something can never have becaukeefused to take a sheepskin
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Chapter 19
The Sheepskin

The doglike creature thatthe Gre&theep cal |l ed Morafu was now breathing in Pit
facefi Y o u a rMene! Mounvié neverescaped He grabbed Pitro by the scruff of his neck
and growled through hisfuif Do o me d t o .IDoomed toilead ydua fanglgimto
destructionDoomed forthe Eternal Darknes® o o me d ! 0
He was interrupted by a calm, yetcommdi ng, voice:0 fiTake Me instead.
Everything instantly became quiet as Pitro and the evil dog turned towandsdaét
came from a tiny Lamb, spotless and without blemish
Morafu instantly dropped and leaped arouhid ears cocked forward in excitemerst
selfish desire gleamed red in his ey#s o urRiak drool dribbled to the ground &s panted in
eager anticipation.
The Lamb moved boldly forward The | aw d e mafildod forehose awlor i f i ce o
have joined the pacKake My blood instead of his
Pitro tensedThere was something regal about this tiny creature, something bold and
terrible, yet something very, very innoceide sniffed the ailWhy, the Lamb had exactly the
same scent @&asd as the Great Sheestantly he jumped to his feét N0 h e .ficYroiue d
have done nothingf ou dondét deserN@O®O®O®lake my pl ace
ItwastoolateThe i nnocent Lamb already dangled from Morafubds filt]|
could only vatch in horror as a crowd of evil dogs gathered around, snaking oujeteiv
teet h, grabbing the Lambds da+wfgvei ng appendages for a cruel gal
AfiDo sometPhitmgp screamed as chunks of that spotless wool wer
body inbloody patchesi Do n 6t | udodé tridd o yunge forevarde But he now found
himself surrounded by a host of evil diige creatures, penning him in, holding him batkN! 6
he cried againbut he could do nothing but watch as that perfect litdemb was cruelly dropped
on the top dd ofd a giant stone altar
Pitro couldnife ¢ owlkd gyt pitdesshropes laeoss the
innocent flestand pull them so tightlthat they cut into the pink, soft tissue benebii
deserved todon the altar, not this perfect little Lante was the one who had willfully joined
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the packHe was the me who had refused the sheepskielrt wrenching sobs burst forth from

his throat as hagaindropped to the golden surface beneath Miaybe if ke hid himself,

maybe i f he coul dndt s gustdisappgdrbe t he entire
Then, as if struck by a rolling stone, $rapped out of his despaitis anguish turned

into determined resolvéle had to stop MorafiHe had to save the life of theamh. He

couldndét | et this innocent creature die in

In one mighty leap, he cleared the main group of evildogst one of Mor af uds
snapped at his heel, sinking h.iFercedtoslidekoiang teet h

hdt, there was nothing for him to do but watch as Morafu and his evil entourage danced around
the guiltless LambThe sharp stone was already raised in the air, and it now came crashing
down There was a squirt of blood and a tiny cry of pain, and thebaimblay still, blood
gushing fom the puncture wound to His throat

Heartwr enching sobs bubbled up from the pi
ground:He did it for meHe gave up His innocent life for inewas the one who deserved to die,
but He gave up His precious blood to keep me from the Eternal Datkness

It was several minutes before the flow of anguish had subsided enough for Pitro to again
think clearly, and it was only then that he realized he was aiomee was the altar with its
precious sacrificegGone was MorafuGone was the host of evil dogs

The golden pavement was still under his faetyeverand the great green déothe
entrance to the Emerald Caveinwas stillstanding closed befofém. He looked back over his

shoulder, searching the area, but what he saw caused him to completely forget the mystery of the

mi ssing altar and:Thehflewing atkohairsthatthadalkng to hidbbaak il
of his life was changedt was now curlyand soft, just like tack wool, and Wen he sniffed at it,
it smelled just like th Lamb, the Great Sheep Himself

Pitro collapsed to the Golden path and lay.dtibw long he lay there, he would never
know, for one by one, his mind played out the scenes of hislifsawthe Great Sheep
reaching out to whisper in his ear every ti
He saw the Great Sheep direct Matzuk to find him in the creek, to bring him home wite her
sawthesadnessn t he Gr eat S bhese thégangeverdvatzilefelt the nose
of the Great Sheep pushing him forward, almost against his will, to the base of that first stone

altarsolongagogvhen he escaped the gang, the Giheat
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fact, there was aentire flock of hidden sheep kaeg the gang from following himyet he saw

how the flok let Sharack throughitslinedde saw t he Great sheepébés flocks surround him
flood, pushing that branch out into the water for him to grab, and then geritig iha® out of

the torrentwhenhdi dndt f eel tThenitwas asifa greal sikep game aver him,

a healing, refreshing sleep, one that seemed to peel away all those months of guilt and fear

Pitro had no way of knowing how long he sleptwhen it ended, andeed, if he had
sleptatalbut once he felt totally free of, his guilt, a great voice
Pitro.0
With a start, he came out of his daze and sat up, blinking at the brightness of the green
glow that seemed toe streaming from the Emerald Cavelhsook several minutes for his eyes
to focus on the source of the lightt Great Sheep standing in the open gateway
fiComecommanded the voice a second ti me.
Pitro stumbled forward, his mouth drooping open in dstonent as he noticed the scar
over the Gr edtOhSiGe emd <l sibdghdd thaBdhteyeupvere de .0
fi D e &as ho power over the guiltless.
Pitro blinkedA But | s aw.It hseaow &M/HsHt@lEH dream™Me looked
aroundquickly. No, the curly, black sheepskin still clung to his back, and besides, his leg hurt
fi Yuy dear Pitro, are now guiltless as wBleath no loager has power over you, eitter.
Pitro stumbled up until he stood netgenose with the Great Sheéfhenhe dropped to
thegroundii| don o6t ,0d ehsee rwwhe stpheirsed .fihdmewed ewbr atgrati on
ABut 0l r@m, unde d,fntkecagse ywarow weariMy skjou are also
worthyGo i n peace! 0
fi B d No. | want to be with Youl wan# .0
Ailt i s not y&Tth oyuoguhr ctoimpea,s sPiiotnract.e, t he voice was commanding
have much work to do for Me back in the laméll your family first, then go out anell every
dog you meetDo not be afraidWhen your days in the land are conipleyou will return hexto
be with me, for | have called yddy friend.0
ABdktk candt .|l edeomed tMvamiranbe with You alway$® | ease donédét send
me back! 0
Atiny glintappearedih he Gr eat .MYHhoewr pwwidgis pewithotrid,
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dear PitroThough you will not see Me as you do now, | will never leave you or forsake you, for
as long as you desire Me to be there, | miside in your hearNow ga Sharack and your
puppies, as well as thousands of other phugls desperately need your heip.
The commanding voice demanded obedience, and besides, after what he had just
witnessed, Pi tr o c oulHedidturn leagkkomwevérforiomeknore f di sobeyi ng
qguestioni What about the pack?0
fi T h e nodeariinspdiect love, PitroRest in Me for | give freedom from fead
Pitro stared at the Great Sheep for another mgrhahas he did, it seemed that He and
that grat, green door were fading aw&owasthe green grasandthe golden pathn fact, the
longerhe stared, the more like a quiet pool of water they becAndeop fellthenfrom theend
of his nose andplashednto thepool with aplunkof despairlt had been nothing but a dream!
As he stared at the tiny wavelet madehat drop of watethowever he realized two
things: The cool water stung his leg in a spot where he had never had a wouncbefarest
importantly, the séepskin still clung to his back
He turned his head to sniff it, still in awe, still halfy believing it had been a dreafs
he did, he remembered the words of the Great Sk now wear My skid
Could it b& Could it really be the skin of the Great Sheep HintdHdd the Great Sheep really
allowed Himself to be killed by the pack in order that he, Pitro, could Havsheepskin?
Pitro backed out of the pool and dropped to the ground, subconsciously licking a strange
puncture wound on his hind lelge had to thinkHe had to figure out what had just happened
He had to understand how this Greatest of Sheep couldhimvenough to sacrifice Himself so
that he Pitro, could wear His sheepskith ough he di dndét, and probably never would, f
understand, there were no denying three thiRgst of all, for the first time in his life, he felt
complete Secondly, he nownew the purpose for his lideto help his family and others to come
to know the Great Sheepndmo st | mpoh ¢ aGt ¢ ¥ Sheepds own skin clung to his b
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Chapter 20

Shar@ac8heepskin

The next several weeks passed in a whirl of agtfar Pitro and his little familyAll of
Pitrods t i menitially shbenehnreging gng bringing food to Shardtlamazed him
how much she coul d eat ,Thymuppieson the otherthandt gai n any wei ght
constantly drawing from her pply of milk, were growing like weed# fact it seemed to Pitro
that every day when he tehed from the hunt, théyad doubled in size
By ten days of age their eyes and ears started to open, and by three weeks they were
walking around on theirow\ll of Sharackés attention was now taken up in keej
corralled in the cave, which, by four weeks, became a futile ambition
As the pups grew, they became more and more pldgiead of constantly vying for
Sharackds att ent éaasingldaves gticks gne tails, and tussling with dnen
another and with any other dog who happened to pass theikveaeywy Pi t r o6s days were doubly
full, for it seemed to him that no matter how many rabbits, rats, squirrels and quail he brought
home, itwas never enough for the writhing pack of pugson it became necessary for Sharack
to join him in short hunting forays
Sharack was in the element of her gldkfter the pups were born, her winter undercoat
came out in handfuls, leaving behind richldgm, silky fur With the physical trauma of
pregnancy and whelping, and now even nursing, behind her, she quickherebar strength,
her vitalityand her beauty
Therewas onlyone problelhar ack wasno6t éwearing a sheepskin
Though the constant demds of parenthood kept him too busy to think much about it,
this bothered Pitro more than he cared to admit
Apparently Sharack was too busy to think, too, for it wasn:¢
mont hs old that she even Jdiawmed tdo dngtoiuc g eRi tt h@ad L owsdley back

asked one day.
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Pitro cast his mate an increduldosk. Sur e | y  sohlygustwavsnotiéirtg the
sheepskia . What bothered him the mostoweverwas her nonchalant manner of referring to
ittHe st i |l | ¢ o ucbnkmoderms with the face thaetheyGreat Sheep would lay down

His life for a dog as unworthy as himself, and as a result, he regarded the sheepskin with sincere

reverenceHe tried tokeep hisvoicecalni The Gr eat Sheep gave it to me.

Sharack eyedim for a moment then looked away
Pitro thought he saw r e gHheanovedciosehaadnosedy e s , but
her shoulder, breathing in deeply the scent of this queenly dog who had managed to wiggle her

way into the depths of his heaiitS halk 20 h e $hhei sdpiedrneddt. answer him i mmediatel vy,

and her silence was troublinge sat back, sniffing the breeze as his thoughts rambleds

now midsummer, the forest was dense, the spring foliage having long ago reached full maturity,
and the smihcreatures that made up their simple diet were all having their own bktiiad

been a warm spring and a hot, humid sumiieday had to be the warmest day of afid the

air wastoo still. Thunderstorm weather, no doubhey would have to finish #ir hunt early so

that they would have time to round up their energetispfing before the storm strugk

AfDoesndt it make you too war m?

he

AfToo wlhamackds questi omYecwumgéddan ht fine o tf o rgm atr da

comind? No warmer than yoao.

fi N.d mean the sheepskih & m al r ealdycsew!l avmdtm t hi nk of wear
skin in this kind of weathey

Pitro contemplated this fora momeHte hadndét noticed that the sk
warmer than usualn fact, it was so much a part ohhitha he barely noticed itatafi | t f eel s
justlike dog furd

AWhy do yo@u wear it?

Pitro looked awayHe wasndt s ur e.Inltrathyhethax toaveasitweas her
part of himnow. Unfortunatelyt he answer di dn 6 t.Afferaall thatthetGheat wh ol e
Sheep had done to give it to him, how coulchbewear i?

Before he could put these thoughts into wohdsyeverSh ar ack spoke agai n:
this warm, it seems to me like you would want to take it off, like robte dogs \th
sheepskins do.

ABut | cand@tdst gpke ttiwmuliddérie taking off my skio.
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Sharack shook her head thoughtfuilyY ou k n o w, |l 6ve beenlthinking about sheepsk
think 16d rather have a shéspédbinliket tbomes |  ofwbul slobehaboboWwkert
What do you think?0o

Pitro shook hisheatHe di dn ot under stand it al |, but in the pit of hi's
being able to take off your sheepskin was not an advarkaige er al | how could you just At ake
of f 0 hev@reat Sheep had died to give Jou

Buthow coul d he explain to Sharack what he didndét fully unde

Sharack didnét say a.Ngtthénjandnotindhe éaysdaocomet hi s attir e
Pitro caught her eying him nearly every time lbegk was turned, however, and he also noticed
that she spent a lot of time questioning Annack
As soon as the puppies were old enough to do so, the little family began regularly
attending the meetings at tBoneAltarr Though Shar ac k ndyeeidhertiadsheesi st ed goi
ever shown any indication of particularly wanting to gbis all changed the day she discovered
Pi t r o6 s.Thehvenenpx tkne there was to be a meeting, Sharack was the first.one up
She had the puppies licked clean nearly teefbe sun rose, and when it finally came time to
leave, she was waiting impatiently for Pit@nce at the&StoneAltar, she disappeared, and when
she reappeared at the end of the service, she was wearing a brown arspettetk sheepskin
It was a litte small, but she sported it proudWhen Pitro asked her where she had gotten it, all
she would say was that one of the other dogs had given itthee di dnd6t seem to mind that it
was on a little bit crooked, nor that it was slightly stained arounddick
The very next day was by far the warmest day of the season, and even the puppies were
stumbling around with their tongues dragging the groGharack wore her sheepskin until
noon, but when it came time for her to go out for the daily hunticgtkeit off, folded it neatly
and stashed itina cornerofthece&8he di dndét touch it again until evening, and e
fastening it snuggly around her middle, she began complaining about how hot and stuffy it was
She even went over to speakAnnack about it, and when she returned, she looked puzzled.
AWhy amyefdtt too warm in your sheepskins?o
Pitro shook hisheadi t on 6t even r®alize | have it on.
AfAnnack s ays o0Shdrack sidroff into the distgnce for a monenthe

puzzled frown on her brow deepenéd f | di dnét know better, 0 she said finally, f
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her voice was starting to be a bit deeped her ears were changing shape.
Pitro had noticed these differences in both Nicku and Annadkct, hehad noted that
his own tail was now slightly shorter, and though there was still flowing feathers of soft hair
underneath, the top was starting to look a bit wooly.
The funny thing about it was .inflaattthetndre se changes didnét botl
he spent time talking to his newest friend, the Great Sheep, the less like a dog he diesiked to
and the more like a shedpsomeone had tried to tell him three months ago that one day he
would want to become a sheep, he would have told them theyonay but now that it was
happening, he found himself seeking ways to act more and moreldtee®&ut he only said,
iYyes, | Gv@éveodli€s@dnoti ced howSheawalddommythieg gi vi ng Annack 1is
for anyonel hope that someday | will bmore like heo
Sharack looked at him curiously but said nothingtead she pulled her sheepskin with

her teeth to get it to settle more comfortably over her shoulders.

The puppies continued to grow and chaag¢he summer progress&bon theywere
hunting for themselves, bringing ins@ny killst hat Sharack and Pitro couldndét use all of
They gained speed and endurance as well, and it wasnodt | ong be
their parents on short forays

With each passingday, Rt s mi nd turned more andHemore to the safety of |
and Sharack were content here, and even the thought of being caught by the pack no longer
scared him as it had in the palhe sheepskin he wore gave him confidence that he had never
before expriencedHe now understood that if he were to die, the Great Sheep would care for his
family, and he would simply go live with his new Friend in the Emerald Caverns

Even so, h e c¢ oul dfhi$urgencyaommve @Pezhlaps this steemkned
from the fact that he had no confidence in the sheepskin that Sharack continuedtomezr
to wear, as the mood struckBea nd t he puppies wereno.fPitrprotected by sheepskins
di dnot share his concer ns wifdurdd hes, oa, staringkintoi mme di at el y, but one dz¢
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the distanceandl® knew what was on her mind: AYoudbre ready to | eave, t
Sharack noddedi!| keep wondering how I ong it will be before they cc
Now that we have the puppies to worry about, wisthado something to protect thelmvould
hate to think of oneoboof them joining Timrubds gang
Pitronoddedi The pups are old enough to travel now. 0O
ABut where oBadldeé nwé eqo ? f i IilThd sStharsa ble@®&sn v dhiece | osest
thing to a home thd have ever known, ahl know it is the same for yotiow can we leave
And we have friends hedetrue friend® not like the puppies of the gang who only looked out
for themselvesHow can we leave Churano and Shaadldkw can we leave Annack and Nicku
How ¢ a m Hereoke trailed offand a distant look came into her eyes Radv can we
stay when the pack could catch up to us any day?o0
Pitro nodded decisely. i T h e n  wEomdrrewdv e
Sharack sighed, then she mauldee her way over to nuzzle Pitrof
It was a tender gesture, and Pitro nuzzled her.lfa¢kt 6 1 | be aThéQeati ght, Sharack
Sheep will take care of us.
Sharack sighed agaiil wi sh | could trust the Great Sheep the way you
Shaaluk dpbut for now, | guess | mugust follow where you lead
Pitro didnodét quite know what to say,. for something about St
Shoul dnét she be abdsweellWbyt du & Heddbtbrmine@toeydst Sheep
speak to Nicku about it, but it wasdatvening before his chance cai®kaéluk had dropped by,
and she was having a romp with Annack, Sharack and the puppies across the knoll above their
home Nicku had been gone on a hunt all day, but Pitro could now see him emerging from the
woods, a quaiin his mouth He trotted down the creek and sat down to watch as Nicku stopped
briefly for a drink before crossingde waited until Nicku raised his head, then he whined a
greeting
Water dripped from the ol der diargbisbromuzzl e, and as soon as |
wrinkled.
AHunt was good?o0
Nicku didnét appear to be fool edbndiddedt he forced | ightness of
his head toward the quail l ying on the bank, but his words wer
leaving®d
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Pitro noddedfi T o mow.l am no longer afraid of the pack for myself, NicKiis
sheepskin has changed that completalyt my puppi es do not wear sheepskins, and Sha
s h e e p © Mis voiée dropped off.

i écomed foifrfi sshed Ni cku

ot

ExactRPiytro fellitewdad atntgaetl yhe diHeéwachedaseed t o explain it all
Nicku dropped his muzzle to the water and began lapping dgamhe continued: 1 dondt
understand the differende diombmy esvteae kanlkoiwn faormrd sSiraer aclkads t her e
adi fference, but | have no confidence in Sharackds sheepskinds
Emerald Caverne

Nicku picked up the quail and waded across the stream, then he dropped it beside Pitro
andsatdowni You can only get a Sheepddspesshnally giverkititon i f t he Gr eat
you, 0 he said.

iwhat do oyou mean?

il mean that the Great Sheep personally gave you your sheej
from His hooveslt is a real sheepskin, it is His ovekin, one that He shed His life on t&®ne
Altar to give to youAnd you could only receive it by accepting His gift, by becoming His
personal friend, by allowing Him to come and reside in your hééréen you wear His
sheepskid the only real sheepskdni t becomes part of ypeu and you candt take it of
sighediBut this ot heéi tthgpe hef ks iveueegnoikby gningtd e ar n
worship at the stone altar, by singing songs to the Great Sheep, or by doing goodituaeds
are many who keep track of such things, and they are quitkrtd out sheepskins as soon as an
unsuspecting dog has reached thedaermined quotdJnfortunatelythese are not the real
thing. You can take them off and put them on whenever you wafthoey dondét come from
Him.o

ALi ke when 0o tPoderjeotedd Swarmck al ways compl ains about how hot
her sheepskin is, but | Oodondt notice mine being warm at all

fi E x a. The Hifference is, your sheepskin is part of you, but hers is just like a heavy
coatThere may come a ti meomthaeml s hwe avoindd ifteedt calm . 0

iwhy doesnébét she want one | ike mine?bo

Nicku shook his head sadif Be c au s e saoec enpatse th etvlea .Gheeat Sheepds gi ft

thinks this sheepskin is all she neefise may even be afraid to accept a real sheepskin, afraid
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tha it would put her under the Great Sheepds control .o
AAfraid of being umd@whnedseflyGbnundkrosf aadyohat .
ABut if she really knew the Great Sheep, she would see that
a burdensome thingatal n f act, itdéds so much better than |iving the other
has truly experienced it would never go hdtkhe really knew the Great Sheep, she would be
eager to accept a real sheepskiticku sighedi That 6s t he mostknavangerous thing, you
ltds really better for déagslewhetdohéy khaow adhsekhedpakinhaveall
oneThose who wear the kind SharackThe&®atdondét realize they arent
Sheep warned us about these kinds of sheepdkisays thathose who wear theare like
6 wa shhuerdi al grotso6éThey | ook good -shmastevete out si de, but inside th
A lump grew in Pitrods t. Nevesleforehatdheoaalgdd he di dndét know why
the depth of his emotion for his makée sased great danger, and though he had never really
taken the time to define his fears, his little talk with Nicku only confirmed thsnvoice
shook: AWhat do | do now?
Nicku stood up and shook out hisfiryou t al k to t he f@enégat Sheep about iit, my
and you do whatever you can to show your puppies how much better it is to have a sheepskin
t hat domedfinHe stared offintothewest| , t oo, sense great danger for Sharack a
the puppiesYou must take theraway from herePRitro; but whenyou are on the trail, talk toer
about the difference in your sheepskiret the Great Sheep guide ydie will tell you what to
sayo
Pitro remained seated, as i f grounded to the spot by some
articulate
iCome, ONirdlkwmds voi cdi Awmasacrke aqnndurSihmg¢ | uk were going to try tc
speak to Sharack about her sheepskin tonRgrhaps that will helpn the meantime, remember
that all you can do is plant the seed of suggestias only theSpirit of theGreat $ieep who can
change a hear®Ve must all leave Sharack in His care
Pitronodded androsele knew Ni cku was right, yet he still couldnét sp
inhisthroatFi nal |l y he croaked i.Youknowthaoiil 6 m going to miss you
Nicku stared ahim for a moment, then looked awdly | know it .Goamls t o be, Pitro
peacePerhaps someday, the Great Sheep willing, you and | will meet &gaifinot, | know

we will be besfriends in the Emerald Caverps.
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Chapter 21

The Journey

Morning dawnedrightand clearlt promised to be a somewhat cooler day, with just
enough of a breeze to make it comfortalilee puppies ran around barking excitedly and
tussling with each other, thoroughl yAsshgnori ng Sharackods admoni
struggled into her sheepskin, Pitro dropped to the floor of the cave to lick thpregent
puncture wound in hishindlegt di dndt bother him much anymore, but it still ¢
occasionally, and the damp air of the cave could still make it ache

A sharp lark sounded over the din of the puP#ro swiveled his ears forward, trying to

placeitlt di dnét sound threatening, but it. definitely wasnét Nick
He rose to his feet and waded through the eight excited bodies into thg passa vy but it wasnoé6t
unt il he arrived at the bend that he recognized the odor of Ni

pupfi Me ek o ?
Whatwould Meeko be doing here this early in the moridgless .
Pitro bounded around the bend and out in the opefidth at happened?o0
The yellow dog dropped his head shyly as Pitro approached.
AfDo your par enHass nseoente oanney tbheienng hurt ? 0
AOh!ldm sorry t o blowad ewantedowmsk gadi o ¢ wand 1gd Is
it okayd Is it okayd ifd if | travel with you®
The | ast few words were said sTrfawdl twiatth Pitro wasndt sur e
me?d
fi Y el svant to travel with yoid
Pitro eyed him curioushfi WH?You have everything you need hére.
Me e k o di d bhudthe exxitermentdnrhis eyeswd only have sprouted frosome
inner, deep emotion
Pitro thought of Annack and NickMYould they approve of this plaife decided to test
the pup@d tresdllveb:e danger oWshateomowaychknaving wi t h us, Me ek o
where our pathwil ead, and we fear we wil!/| be followed by scouts from 1
If anything, thesparki N Meekob6s eyes grew brighter, and Pitro was sudde
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how big and strong the pup wa&$e had been so caught up with his own family that he had never
takenthea i me t o get to know any.Todughpustoveacybarchnd Ni ckubdés of fspring
age, this pup didnét have t ha.tnstéad hikbpney ook shared by so many yc
frame was already filled in with muscles @nds Pitro also noticed for the firstned the yellow
fur on his back was soft ardirly. Meeko wore a sheepskiA thousand thoughts craled
Pitrods mind, but the only one Wduwltdrét tiotokb e hrei ¢dd me to cont er
to have someone else who wears a real sheepskinitgvath ui Does your father know
about this?o0
Meeko shook hisheai | want ed t o khyiwithdyoudefdre | asked hih. was o
Pitro continued to stare at the yellow pup, but his tone softénbty answer i s t hi s: | f
your father agreésand ONLY if he agree8 you may travel with ug
Meeko leaped up and dashed away, only to return a few seconds later to excitedly bark
outthewo ds: Al 61 | g ooArddhen hkewasgone. ght now!
Pitro stared after hilHed i duwrdd e r s t o ordotivationenorphe gobree of his
obviously deegseated emotigrand he really did want the pup to accompany thdéenstarted
down the trail after Meekderhaps it would be a good idea to be present when the idea was

presented to Nicldi .

Meeko found his fathéaking a morning bath atthecreékCan | tr avel with Pitro and
Shar ack an dnfortbnatelyhe was $o £xXeited that his words stumbled over each
other, forcing Nicku to ask him to repeat himsElé was only slightly more istligible the
secoml time, but Nicku understood enough to bring his bath to a quickfhaltou want t o do
what?d
i Pl e a sRitro saill # Wa® okawith him as long as you say yes.
Pitro trotted up then, ardicku glanced ahim, his leftearcocked inquiringly Pitro
immediately understood the unasked quesfion.f you donét think itds a good idea, then
s houl dnhod tPicoicesbérstook on a hopefultofeBut i n case it makes any difference,
we would be proud to have him travel withdus.
Nicku stared at hison for a moment, then for a longer moment still, then he slowly
nodded hisheadi Your mot he rskindorthibuhaveamyl|l etting you go. o
Meeko leaped into the air and turned a quarter flip, landing hard on hisHmgkoaned.
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iMaybe
laughingA T hi s

helipydu revembet to think before you leldp N inoskduhis son up,

woul dnoét have a@oldergiH-puppy twoo udaod witt?hdo a

Pitro looked up, confused

certain

Meekods voi ce .diNwop.@ledkistheblagkelpwimtbe curly furd

Pitrobds eyes nikbgok?Bytd lpwtp pehde o effavigaboy puppy! 0
dog interested in his | it andlela;mélyraddetsBoenseihdoews ,di dndt qui t e
sheds -beedcr os s

There was a special sparkin Meéke @ 8leeds a r e?PYouedvreer ,a i snb6t she
retriever, and sois Sharadke s i des, wedre all the sdtame in the eyes of

Pitro didndét quite know what t.delkadke of this | atest

Meeko and admired his attitudeut the pup was talking about his little girl, the runt, the weakest

and the most sensitive of his offsprirgut then, Good Shepherd willing, she would grow up

someday and be mated, and what better choice than the fine, handsomé Mepé&oifically

sice he was wea

ring a sheepskin, and especially

crossbreea . Suddenly liking the idea, he nodded decisiv¥lgs. It would be a good match,

made all the better by the fact that he would be right there tomake surhi ngs di dndt

quickly. He would have to spend some time on the trail getting to know this yellow puppy who

called his frienddad @ L e t

puppies are ready
fBette

0s

g e t warg o geh ayvaytahisean as Sharack and the

r ogahedoe INibesk@auwmoni ti on came ohisly i n

quickly retreating sohad already covered half the distance Pi t r o6s cave.
admoni tion t o.Notyat NogwithoBti t r o f ound

Despit

e his

telling Nicku how hefelt. i We

have grown to

S a

i d-byesuast nightout Icfailed to tell you how much |

respect you, how | d6ve grown t

to lean on you for guidance and advidde rose and crossed the short distance tididaween

themto gently nose his friend

Ni cku
say, but

di dnb

becau

histhroatHe | ooked

be with youee r y

step

i

truly donét know what | wi

t ANomswbrecriugket haway dndt want

s e
aw
of

since he

devel op too

t

(o]

t o

t

he coul dn o tothe pize aefla pirecomeunn d t h e
ay, swall owing hardfitowehbe
y oaichokgd o duryo ie the shaBawtofrthe Gr@at H

Sheep, in whose shadow | also walde paused to regain control, then he looked Pitro in the
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eye: fAWal k with t hdslddgasgoudoSd vl xnow they yod and yeun d
familyd and my son as wéll are in the best care possiblele paused, then he addét: 6 m
going to miss/ou, you knowo He turned without another word and trotted purposefully away
Pitro wondered atthweay t he ol der dogds Heiwadnud&tk eqluibtee ween his | egs.

sure he had seétright, howeverforhni s own emoti on c¢clouded his own visionégé

i Mek o?0
Meek@dd s f or mer esamewhatelampened asdievely turned towards his
father He had just announced his decision to his mother, ansbldezaction was something he
hadnoét aHuttingher was thelast thing his tender heart cared.to do
Nicku forced a halsmile:A Do n 6 t be too har.dtés kauvud wben Meeko
someone you | ove dBRemdmbeit@&behi meutoblretahers | eft?o0
Meeko sighedi But she al ways told us @dhat one day we would | eave |
iSaying it and havi rthings, sonlhamdpte. Dhegusragedswo di f f er en
time to adjus®
Meeko shook hishead sadiyl t doesnét make this.ldecision any easier, i n ¢
never wanted to hurt hérThen he turned and lumbered up the path to the knoll above his home

Nicku had toscramble to keepup.l t 6s going to be a warm day, o6 he said as he,

crestedtheknalif Hopef ul l'y this weather wildl hol d

Meeko stared at him curiousyt wasndét | i ke him to make small talk at such
occasionit Wh a t is it, Dad?bo

Nicku forceda fatherly smilei You 6 r.e dogh&ave another reason for following vy

Meeko stared at him curiously, but when no further words were forthcoming, he chuckled
nervouslyih So, are you going t o?Becaukdiflguess,itlbr shoul d | just guess
probably have to do with the weathter

Nicku chucked alongi And i f you did, youéd probably hope, as | do, forl
this one: warm, but not hot, clear skies, oh, and warm nightsasweld youdéd hope that the
leaves would take theirtimeo begin to change color and fallé

fiYou know, dad, | whhitfaltikeoe viveene kroe naednmbietrt ed s heepi shl y.
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iNo, vy o u Youwerdtabrydung.Nicku sat down to stare silently over the
valley. The sun was just making its appearaoeer the mountain peaks to the east, forcing him
to squint as it cast its rays over the browning grass under hisifeet was a@ametmstnd t hi s t
year that you were bornnd then, just a couple of months later, we had the flibeeas all
pretty traunatictoyouguysl woul dnét be s ur pmberamttingibbdforenone of you rem
the floodo
Meeko sat down beside his fath€he entire exchange was puzzling to him, but he took
comfort i n hi.dlddrarmemberth doodou knsve Irthillethe flood was why
| took that old dirty sheepskin | used to wear.
Nicku stared at him curiouslfi How s o0 ? 0
Meeko chuckledii Di d y ou f lyiwpehehaving just thetore the fldddkept
ni pping all of my | it t eepMaotteethadgustsold che thatlwoul dnét | et t hem sl
needed to treat them the way the Great Sheep would treat them when the water started to rise
was sure it was all my fault, that somehow the Great Sheep was punishingade a promise
to the Great Sheep right thrat if He got us out of the flood aliviewould wear a sheepskin
and try to do better. o
Nicku nodded knowinglyi I  wo mwher ¢ddu t ook d@ hat sheepskiné.
AYebdhdidndét realize then that putting on a sheepskin wasnboi
to surreder my heart to the Great SheBpy did | hate that thing He turned to his father
Awhy did you |l et me wear it, anyway?o
Nicku chuckledii Be ¢ a u s e i dn yow has to enake fer yaurself.
Meeko noddedightly: i T h a n K&Thenhisaodebecamevery seriousi Someday |
want D be a father just like yodi.
The two sat silently for a momerstarting out at the creek below that wesv barely
more than atrickkklMe ek o6s t houghts went f ahistabbegaotod t he upcoming trip, ai
swish as henvisioned himself as a father to puppies with black, curly fur, jusflik@ké . He
startledwhen Nicku cleared his throat.

iMeeko, besides the fact that | know you need to find your
other reason | 6mol &tting you go with Pitr
Meeko blinked, forcing his mind back to the presénth a t dad?o

Nicku nodded his heashysteriouslyfi | 6 roallaexdited about this reasan!
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i Datel | me! 0O

Ni cku seemed oblivious to his sonbds curiosity, and he | et |
wedern entrance to the valley before continuiigle e k o, you know why Pitro and his family
are | eaving, dondét you?o0

Meekonoddedi They ar e akKoraid of the pac

AAnd you?bo

Meeko blinkedfi M2l 6 m not af rlaveadasbdepskibh e pack

Nicku sighed a$e stared into the distandeYou 6r e ri ght to not fear the pack, but i
think that they arendt s omet The pagkistapowdrfal,eclont ended with, youdre
force, and though you have eternal protection from anything they can do to yatiliyoeed to
understand the power they wigid.

Meeko soberedi Ar e t hey r elarednywe alllhéar stotiea af theopaadk, Dut
t heydve neverAtlkasstno fomavhile. Mohsits offart he ot her settl ement pups dondt
even believe theexist.Sur el y t h eoyy aloatuhis dny gettlement.

Nicku shook his headi | donodt.l Bmewnesen had a personal encounter with
either But Pitro and Sharack have, and the terror | see in their eyes is enough to make me realize
that they are a worthy enenfyharack is afraid for her life, a fear that could be easily overcome
if she would accept a real sheepskib m not saying you ndortle to be afraid for your |
more | contempl ate Pitrhedpakhadgeven geadlier powerthaor e | realize that t
the power to take life as we knowthe packdés true power | ies in its ability to in
dogs, like yourse@f and old ones tdb to join their ranksThey sneak up on unsuspecting dogs,
dogs who rdasan otbe afraddeof trem, and lure them into abandoning. Tituely
brainwash them into believing thhetStonelAkgar e i s no Gr eat Sheep, tf
and that the ways of the ShephaAflockofgeese f or the weak. o His voi ce¢
honked overhead, filling the ensuing silenaed hevatched the for a moment before
continuing: #Alt is my hope that you wil!/ be able to teach Pitr
they still dondt know about ndtteatp&lmapsdyousane pher d and t he Great St
help to keepttose young pups out of the pack.

Meeko sat quietl y c on.Haingpnevartexperignced theapadkat her 6 s wor ds
himself, it was difficult to think of them as the enerhbyt in his heart he knew his father was

right. He was humbled by the responsibility that had lpestnplaced on hisbacki |  wiol | t ry
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Nicku noddedfiT h at 6 s a.bHe swalloweal The lanspkhat had appeared in his
throat yesterday evenirggillwo ul d n 6 t A Arod advary 6 tendftimerwittethe Gteat s p
Sheepeveryday f you rely on Him, thensomdhis wondt seem |i ke such a bi
r e s p o n sHe turindd avtay, hiithroat now completely constricted with emdtigdo o n

now, my sonThe Great Sheep goes with you.

—z:_x__
IfPttohad expected any resistance from Sharack for having invi
anyl n fact, for reasons she didn6ét fully understand herself, s |

adultsized dog traveling with them

Of course there were the obvious reastmesones that she used when she explained her
excitement to PitrdOver the course of the past six weeks, she had come to rely heavily upon
Meeko to watch over her little ones while she was away hunting, and she had learned to trust the
him. Besides, theonstant responsibility of the eight wiggly charges was sometimes more than
she could beaBecause her own youth had been wrenched from her when she had chosen to join
Ti mrubs gang, 0 arpechaps aeder knadnwipat it wae like to be a pup atal
want nothing more than to plaflthough Pitro was every bit of the father she had hoped him to
be, the constant need for a steady food supply kept him away from the bouncy bunch most of the
time. Meekoon the other handeing little more than aovergrown puppy himself, never
seemed to tire of their constant play

There was more to it than thhAgwever,and her hidden reasons petrified everéher

The sun had only been up for an hour when they seTbair progress was slower than
Pitro and Shrack would have liked, and by médtemoon, they were only abotwo miles from
their homeBY this time, the seemingly boundless energy of the puppies appeared to be
completely used up, and instead of eight playful, bouncing babies to try to keeq thdithree
adultsized dogs now had to deal with eight dragging balls of fur

Pitro pushed them all across a tiny stream, but once on the other side he paused for a

moment, searching ¢immediate area for shelfen cave or a bughsothat the pups couldest
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He di dnodt ne e dAsdoan ahtkey were mmlondeebeinagdpushed, the
puppies dropped to the ground and were instantly asiéepidea of them sleeping in the middle
of the trail didndt sit verthemaonelbylnewiatafer Pi tr o, but other than ¢
spot, he didsmdt see any option

Sharack, who had seen it as her duty all day to try to keep the puppies from spreading out
too far, was soon asleep as well, leaving only Pitro and Meekofalértsould gt some rest,
too, oNO

Meeko was staring off into the wogdoowevey and Pitr o wa®hatnstantly al ar med: fi
isit?What do you see?0

Meeko jumped slightly before turning his attention to Pir& 2 @h, nothing reajld or
at least nothing dangeroas.

Pitro visibly relaxel. Why was he so jumpyi The way you were staring into the woods,
thought thee might be something out theve.

Meeko laughedi| was just spending sWegetawaysoe wi th the Great Sheep
early this morning, I d ergmodning to sodk @ His haureandme | uswually take ev
talk with Him.o0

Pitro was intriguedit So a k i n ?Whiatslo youanteany Meekd?

Meeko stared at him for a momeRememberingp i s f at hleerchbse hisvbrds c e
carefull y: il wantlcahodbactdolthataoshemgpotwodagven though | wear
sheepskin, so | spend time with the Great Sheep to absorb some of Hifikerezys0

AAnd you do that by staring into the woods?0
Meeko laughedi Ho w ddm it o u
il d o ndwas therhanest repli. know that | feel more and more like a sheep just

by talking to Him, but sometimgéhatdb s easi er to do than others. o
Meeko nodded his head with understanding o met i mes it $heeplss | i ke the Great
right there beside mand other times it feels likde 6 s mi ITdat dwawhy | spend ti me
every day contemplating the natural things He has creBitey speak of Him much louder than
anything else, if you just take the time to listede paused and looked back into the woods,
towards the creek theyhfadu st cr ossed. i T adHe pointedawithhisr ee, f or i nstance
muzzle towards a gnarled weeping wildvDo you see how its root system runs along t

surface of the soil for a great distance in each direction?o
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Pitrodos ear s | ay b aHek diind ncoan cseenet raantyi ccnoonnecti on between a bunc
twisted tree roots and the Great Sheep

AThat tree sends out alThisishowbwanttobvemys t o soak up the water
life today. | want to put my whole being into soaking up more and more dbthat Sheepo as
| stare at that willow tree, | think about all the love the Great Sheep has for each of us and how
He graciously gave of His |ife so that we might all wear sheej

Pitro was beginningtocatchdhnAnd how we wi ewithHininthbe abl e to |iv
Emerald Caverns someday, 0 he finished

Meeko nodded

Pitro was enthralled by theiddaDo you do this every day?o

fMost daysMy f at her taught me to do so, and now if | dond6t have
His nature and to be with Him, Ideempty inside, like something is missing in my detyen |
most certainlyact like a dog

Pitro stared at the overgrown pup with prifiel must teach my .puppies to do the same
Then his voice softened: fil d o.mfatt, omeofahel y know how to teach the
reasons | agreed to have you join us was because you wear a shdepskioneoHe coul dndt
help glancing over at Sharack and he noticed that Meeko followed hisighze onl y s he
wouldé .0 But his voice trailed off, and he forced hirtige look back at the yellow pu C a n
you help me teach my puppies?o

Me e k fofpy ears perked, with higght ear haHcocked while the left stuck out in a
different directim,andPi t r o coul dn 6t .Hewduld sobndearn thahiggcarticals t a i |
| ook wa sexpvessihk af lfappiness

The conversation might have continued if the puppies hadnot
napsMeeko trotted off to make sure they didnét scatter, and tho
ontheirway, hecouldnt hel p but wat ch .fTiheeoatsofthepguppieses f or a moment
who had been white at birth were now beginning to darken into a rich golden@orthe
largest of higwo daughters, a puppy that they called Somlick, sported nearly the samefthade
gold as her mothebut as she tussled with the black malh e one Sharack had dubbed dALittl e
Pitroo, for he was a spitting image of Pitro at that age, she
as black as her brother

The father in Pitro urged hino interveneto take Somlick back to the nearby creek and
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give her a bath, to tell the puppies to save their energy for thérlohgheadbut something

inside of him remembered how, as a puppy, he had never been allowed to just do puppy things
As helet his mind wander at will, it occurred to him just how ingeniously these puppies

were designedrhey had been dead tired one minute, but now, after just a few moments of rest,

they were full of energyWhy not takeadvantage of this particular trait afigpy hoo® Why not

intersperse their travel with short fpower napso?
As these thoughts came to him, he realized that he was hearing the voice of the Great

Sheep speaking through the tussling puppies, giving him the wisdom that he, as the leader of the

smdl family, desperately needefl T h atn khkse  mT'meb He datked a sharp yip, one that

al | the puppies had | earned meant for them to stop their play

the eight creatures had gathered around

iWwWe will noo wvieantmunced o w,
AAhdhwhi nedicamét uwe just re®»t and play a |little | onger
i Wh?aAnd waste all of the energy you could be putting into travetiigfdugh his

words were serious, his voice carried a thyckled Ther e wi | | bplaypl enty of ti me to
SamolukL et 6 s @umile orso, them you cargy againd

Sharack moved forward until she was standing at his 8id®o o d. Pyshirey them so
hard this morning didnét really accomplish much, but iif we
maybe they will focus bette&rShe nosed his ear.

AfDo you remember when we were this age?0

Sharack looked awaji We di dndét get much chance to play, did we?o0

ifiLetds go.
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Chapter 22

SharcReci si on

The small group covered nearl§ ghiles of trail intheir first six days of traveBy
pushing onward for a couple of miles and then allowing the puppies a tiny rest break before
pushing on again, they finally started to make good use of their time

Other than the occasional thorn that needed to be rehiave a paw pad, the only
trouble the dogs encountered was on day tfifee creek they had been following up the valley
widened to form a deep pool of crystal clear waeom the shorghe travelers could sekat it
was filled with fat troutand theadult dogs immediately jumped in to find food for the hungry
bunch

The water looked so inviting to the travorn puppies that everyone bAibyok followed
them They had never had the opportunity to swim in a large body of water peédigeing
retrievers, swimming came naturally to theamd they were soon paddling around, calling out
for Abydk to join them When she hesitated, LittRitro crawledonto the shore and pushed her
over the bankShe hit the deep water with a sqfildink and $ie was toanuch in shock to even
think about making herlimbs movdad it not been for a quick dive on Meekods
travelers might have lost their smallest puppen it was all over, the small group spent some
time counting their blessings that this waswlmgse trouble they had met up witind after a
little rest and some of the delicious fresh fish, they continued on their way

Their path slowly wound its way higher into the foothills, and the valley became
gradually more rugged and heawitgeduntil it finally ended for good in a dense, ancient
evergreen foresT he trail narrowed and became overgrown with weswdklittered with rocks,
logsand fallen branches, making it often necessary for the travelers to climb over or crawl under
debristhat barredheir way It was obvious that it was sparsely traveled, and phraharily by
the larger creatures of the forgfstr the only animals Pitro and his group encountered were a few
deer, and once, a great déike creature with huge antlers and a funngidehanging from its
chin.

It was dark under the canopy of trees, and the air smelled dank and Mostyitoes

and tiny biting flies swarmed in the frequent pools of water that lingered nearly all season after
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the spring rainsA meadow would have affded them a welcome relief from the humidity and
the bugs, but once they had officially exited the valley, the\)
occasional opening in the trees
In all, this was especially hard for Sharagkhough she had completely regaineat h
health, her battle with the wildcat, followed by the relative confinement of winter and then by the
demands of her pregnancy and motherhood, had left her short on stEmeir@nstant running
back and forth to keep the puppies in a group left her wiraled as each day progressed, she
found that she needed the frequent rest stops even more than the.puppies
She still mi ght have manageShehadoccasionahlyadndét been for the ni gl
experienced these for monthmit ever since leaving thaiomfortable home in the settlement,
she couldno6t close her eyes wit.lSleewdvallgvolkei ng Ti mru and his gang
up panting and gasping for air just a few moments after falling asleep, and as a result, the nights
were even more tiring thathe daysWith each passing day, she experienced more and more
trouble thinking clearlyThis frustrated her, and the combination of the physical fatigue and
mental confusion left her feeling irritable and out of control
As night fell on theirsixthda of travel , s h®hecoontelahd 6t settl e down
recounted the eight sleeping puppies, rolling and rerolling them into what she felt would be more
comfortable positions under the overhanging cliff they were using for a sl&#itelicked their
necks their ears, their bottorés.
What if your dreams come true, Shara@khat if he comes after yau
Sharack had long ago conditioned herself to not listen to this voice in hebbeadher
weakened state of mind, it was becoming increasingly moreudiffwignore Besides, she was
no longer sure she even should ignoréfiter all, Timru could very well be coming after them
this very moment, and if he ever found them, everyone she loved wolld die
The thought caused her breath to catch in her thooatvhat could she do
Pitro seemed to be having trouble sleeping as well, and when he suggested a little walk,
Sharack was happy to compBAnything to delay the onset of the nightmai®ssides, maybe
talking to Pitro would help her sort out her thbtsy
The night under the canopy of treeswasedtier y | i ttl e of the moonds | ight made it
through the thick foliage above, forcing Sharack to judge her
scent and sound than by sigBhe felt him now, reaching over withshteeth to pull her
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sheepskin around her shouldévaybe it was the coolness of the early autumn evening, but the
gentle gesture made her shudder
AYou col d?0
Sharack sighedid | d o n 0 t The sheepskin usually &s me warmer than | want
to beo
There was the sound of crunching needles as Pitro sat down beside her and gently nosed
her sheepskii Shar ack, why o0odo you wear this?
She looked awayshe had wanted to sort out her thoughts about protecting herself and
her family, not talk about sheeéqiiss. But then she needed to sort out her thoughts about
sheepskins,?Abdomaybe tideitwb wéra sorsehos relétedof  dondt know
Sometimes | think it is so stupidtoweardit f eel Lt ekhdi hgmtpréeeodosomething | édm not.
Pitro pushedside the shoulder of the skin with his nose laeghnto lick the fur
underneathi You only feel that way Ireide GeaShgepu havenodt yet deci ded t
fulyy06 he breathed between | icks.
Sharack stared into the dark, enjoying the feelof tetne 6 s t ongue.Shen her i tchy skin
could feel a familiar longing, one that she had conditioned herself to disregard, stirring in her
heart
ifiSharack, @&re you happy?
ifYes, of course
The response was too fast, too automatic, and Pitro kn8wAitr e suye®
Sharack didnét r es phkowdould ghertelldim that she wastodi s t i me
afraid for the lives of her family to be hagjow could she tell him that nothing she had ever
tried had ever truly made her hapgyonesty would only huttter loving matgbut from the
earnestness in his every action tonight, he would know if she tried fioNeo naoo |sOme not
whispered, shaking her head miserafily t h o & @ Her voitehrailéd off.
fié that leaviry the pack would make you happy.
Sharack nodded: AUmhum! o
AfAnd having me as a nidhegespormsavibs hatteifachas t he puppi es.
if he had already knowriitt di dnét owor k, did it?
Sharack stared in the direction of hermét& ou ar éndét hurt ?

There was asoftswislka t he shaking of Pitrob6s head stirred the heavy a
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Sharack |l et out a br eat h.Serhebowlieothfortedher eal i zed she was hol di
to not have to explain herself

il have atlasedtdthnkthe saime way.

Sharack coobdanearShe coul dnét explain the butterflies that seemed

stomach, but she heard the eager excitement in his.voice

il once thought the only way toWhenthat happiness was to be acf
didndét work, dd tonldy nye el & p Ehgnadidohvinted mysdifthatt he gang
having you as a mate would fill my need for happinaAss d bel i eve me, 0 he hastened to add, fi

hasenriched my life incredibly woul dnét wa nlnfact, for the fongesotie her way

thought | was the happiest dog alivele nuzzled her ear, playfully licking the side of her face

before continuingfi B u t the constant rebtl dsdnéssbankdef eme, neover | eft
really, because | just 6 untdluealzalthatClautaiosndhow dogs al ways wer
Nicku didndt seem to hav.e the same restlessness in them

AAt first | thought it was because they werendt running fr

myself that moving on would calm my agitatjidut it was winter, anthen in the spring the
puppies came and wdé&hesestlessress and agitatiom hushroomed and 6 n
felt all torn up insideé His stared out into the darknegsl dondét think | could have kept myself
from |l eaving i f ttérnvened®Thershe shidd biegaze baglkdtmhé mate, n
but it was hard to judge her reactioninthedarEhar ack, 6 he whi spered, Aiit was when |
received my sheepskin from the hooves of the Great Sheep Himself that | finalligegedr
true peace and haipesso He breathed in heredr Y o u s aenglerstahad d o
Somet hing ti ght e nWhgwas itthaBail serioasccindessatiopns r o a t
always seemed to come back to the subject of the GreatSBekee di dndét want to talk about
Him. She wanted comete solutions, not phantom animd@isThen you understand that | eaving on
this trip di donosth enaskhea ppee dhmpeppiyval |y wearing this filthy sheepsk
Pitro sighedShe had missed the paiktow could he help her see that only the Great
Sheep could give her what she soifitl s t hat why youTodindt on the sheepskin?
happiness®
Sharack was aware that she was baring her soul, but somehow it felt good to let her long
suppressed thoughts pour forth inworisSVh e n  y ou g ot itbecameaapparentthap s ki n
you were complete somehow, t houlwdsijetoustofyabn &t known you to be i nc
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happinesaeShe | ooked away for a moment and Pitro had to strain to
still jealous that you have found your hapgss, andiva s n 6 t  toTfihen skecsmappeck .
backtoherusualsef s sured stance: fAAnnack told me that happiness only c
a sheepskin, so | took one the next time we went to the stoneBaitgr.0

el t di dnfibishedwioraNo,, 0she hadndét heé&drd a word he had said

i N.d t ddiSldaraékishook her head miserablyPi t r o, | respect your belief that the
sheepskin has brought you happgire , but it h asShedutly meantrtokstomherf or me .
torrent of words with this,but h ey just continued to bubble forth on their own:
looking for happinessniall the wrong places.

il can hel pPEyoiut e @édatr ackse in Pitrods voice, but he coul d h
flapping as she shook her head in the dark

fi NoitroRBo udr e nadShlairatckmmisngonvi cti ofil ®wented with each word
tiedyourway and it do&Tshnedbnt swhoer ka didoerd ,memor e qui etly, fAAnd besi des,
even sure | want your kind of happingss

Pitro stared in her directiopars léd back in puzzlemenfi B @& ©

ifYou have bechewmwdspsediheatubeught ,ibwedar 6t sit right
Wasndt his naivety what had initially drawn her to him? She st
thoughti You think this phhhtpmoteteepdupfagduysuwdondt even worry
about the important thingsanyma@r@ hough she coul dnét see her mateds reaction, S
could almost feel the incredulous look he threw her.\ayade her shiveEvery part of her
realized she was on precarigyreund, and even as the words came out of her mouth, she knew
that what she was saying was not only false, but also dangkraas too late to stajhem,
however and now that she had started down this perilous track, she found that she was rapidly
corvincing herself of the validity of herword8 Y o u  k n o w do whatvihe pdck daes to |
sheepYoudve seen them pl ayhbutrygu seein to thinkitHatthe gagchaf heep s ki ns
curls on your back is going to protect you from th&ake up, Pio! They are coming after us,
and your curly hair wonodt stldg twhoerdtf rkeere pt d aireilnd ryoau | i mb fr or
crunching the Iife out of eacmmakingmeareturnpauppi es, and it wonot st
being hisg i rThere@he thoughtThat should get his attentién She could hear him now,
moving in her directionHis familiar scent became steadily stronger until she felt his cold, wet

nose under her silky ear.
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AShhh, 0 HeYyowrba.dernéd r edd,édosppracmatthéhd mger weodr e
inlf |1 didnoét, wedd still be in our comfortable home at the se
The calm voice only further aggravated.ieh e f act t hat he hadndét reacted was just
another sign of his naivétyi No, yeut don 6t .lfwoudlid, yos tvadhabandon this
crazy sheepskin of yours and get down to some serious thought of how to protect thig family!
Leave him, Sharack!
Shepaused he voice in her head was screaming so loudly that it
| tydpwsT i mr ud s af.teaving Pitro wilt tak® Tintru off his trailThe puppies
will only be safefiyou leave him
The idea was boldBrilliant. Insane It sent a prickly sensation coursing through her
veins To date, it was the only idea that made sense tdsherwouldnaturallyhave to think it
over carefully before making a decisidmtin order to do that, she would have to end this silly
conversation about sheepsKifisl t h i n k 0®he médulaed her \@ibet hoping that it
would sound convincingil t hink | am just over tired. o
Pitro noddedfi Now y o u 6 r e.0Headaik feaclged suehis sose to nuzzle her

ear
She tried to make her voice sound cheeffbr e t he puppies all asleep?0
AThey ar e deadMeekoiswith thenMoovcomeoHe licked the side of

her face, then he turned to.dfteh a d n 6 t , hpweneew hfear he turned back: AiDo you stild]l

love me, Sharack?
Sharack hesitatetHow could he ask such a question now, at a time when she needed to

distance herself from higrBut he was waitingExpecting an answeExpecting her to say yes

fi | have al ways | oved yMRr,omitthreo, Mo msehret slit alteidd heoyneesstdrny you i n
Mat zuko6s meado wantl whaways lovfeqyqou¥du §oe been a wonder ful mat e
tome, and yolwe@drnte dad Horsome tehsen apump o ledged dself in her

throat If | really loved him all that much, hogan |even be contemplating the idea of leaving
him?

AfSharack?0

The single word, so full of love, of caring, phssion, pierced through her melting heart

fil still | pmed heuieBbarwcéar not, | understand your dil emma.

She hesitated, her resolve waveriigt o u d o ? 0
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She di drahginggsee t he
in the lookhe flashed her way, but she heard the samiess of his answer fid d o .

Sharack swallowedVaybe Pitro was righEver since leaving the puppy gang, his

decisions had never warranted questioniigybe there was anotherwday be she hadndt
given the sheepskin thing a goodéryfi T e | | g, Pitranlfeall of this stuff about the
Great Sheep is true, then why hadMewoddscaine encountered Him |Iike ¢

out all choked up, and as each word was spoken, she realized more and more that somewhere

deep inside she longed for vilRitrohadii | s t here sometdhing wrong with

What are you saying, Shar&Kkou candt become Thistiamity ndeds h a s
someone who still has their wits about tiéem

ifiHave you sought an encounter with the Gr

Pi t sofi daneangered heiSo did his questiarHe knew she had sought such an
encounterOtherwise why would she be wearing this itceegkin?

Dondét |l et this conversation go any farthe

The longing in her heart was, for the moment anyway, stronger teamitte in her
head, and she knew that she could never, ever leave her family behind unless she was sure there
was nootherwayi You knawdve hgore t o & .bEvensssbesadital t ar |,
she knew that all her efforts had only been a gteBhe had only been willing to take it so,far

but the Great Sheep demanded more ofHer d emanded her all, and she

surrender

Pitro shook hisheadsadf Encount ering the Great Sheep
Sharackl t 6 st sanbtloing the Great Sheep has already.doned s about coming
with the greatest of giftd t 6 s é .@ Bub wotds were hardly adequakéow could he explain
what he s@oorlyunderstood himseétfi Gi ve it a | ittl &gwagon ti me,
Him yeto

Sharack could almost feel the love pouring forth from his words, his tone, his gentle
touch, and at that moment, she knew one thing for certain: She was going to have to take a stand
on this business about sheepskins and the Gregp.Shéee coul dndét wa$hk t he
would either have to turn her back on all of this for good, or she would have to surrender to Him
But this was just the problem w a s $hé knewiwha? it was like to have to surrender to

someone, then to besed and abused by that same creature!
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Youdbre |l osing .your focus, Sharack
She resolutelgnapped her teeth togeth8he needed time to think this throughOk ay , 0
she said, a littletooslowlyi| wi I | give it more time. o
APromi se?0o
i Pr o onWithaut arother word, she made her way back under the cliff where she lay
down at the edge of the circle of sleeping puppies and closed her eyes
She was only feigning sleepowever She clearly heard Pitro wade through the sleeping
bodies that lay between theBhe felt his rough tongue cleaning the side of her face, her eyes,
her ear, and she heard his pleading waBteat Sheep, she needs an encounter with You
Pleas® She finally heard himlaydowa nd it wasndét | ong before his gentle snores c
heard abve the yips and barks of the dreaming puppies
Pitrods pr Shg subconsciolsly kinevhhe talked about her to his Great Sheep,
but this overt plea for Him todiimadehermamne when she didnoét even
She forced her muzzle ortter forelegs, but every fiber of her being was on high.alert
Stop distracting yourself with thoughts of useless sheepskins, SHaeackmber
Ti mr u 6 B8AsWwrgraglysu are with your family, they are in grave danger
This thought brought on a feeling intense guiltYes, they were ALL in dangernd it
washer fault! Her fault for not telling Pitro what had transpired the night before she left the
gang Her fault for insisting they stop at the settlement for the wihter fault fo® for bringing
them danger by her presehdéey would all dié because of hér
No. Not only because gbu, Sharackl t 6 sb eaclasuos e of Pi twstmgs i nsistence on tru
his sheepskin to save you
What could she dd
You can still save them, Sharatfkyou leave therbehind, you will take Timru off their
trailé .
She lifted her nose and subconsciously sniffed each of the eight bumps on the bed of
dried pine needles surrounding her
Theyoll all die if you stay
Pitro stirred He halfrose, stretched his limbs, lickeuktevespresent wound on his back
paw, then curled back up the other direction

The gesture was a familiar one to Shard®¢k at she di dndét wunderstand was why the
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wound that he kept licking persistddt wasndét i nfected or a@emnything, but now, three
it continued to ooze fromtime totimet di dndét sedmstoobother tPimerbe di dnot
even seem to notice its presence, but the fact that he had received it at the same time as his
sheepskin bothered her more than she cared to.admit
He tells you that getting a sheepskiitl solve all your problemd_ook what it did to
him? Leave Sharad.
As she stared at her mate, the voice in her head faded.#lititehad always been so
good to herShe whined softly as she reached out hezzie to sniff his eaOh, Pitrd What
would | do without yoRAs she lazily licked the ear a few times, she knew it was wrong to leave.
Her body subconsciously relaxed at the thought, and she continued licking his neck, working her
way to his back, untihe soft curls of his sheepskin came under her tangue
You arendt hisésodeclelodn hehisbecaemest her é.
naived distracte@ dangerousé .
The licking stopped
Youol I be safer,awd tthedltl hb en, ¥Yabdfneerr awhilet hoonuet y ou
Timruis searching forNow go!
Sharack rose from the pile of needles, dislodging four sleeping bundles of puppy fur as
she did She made her way cautiously out from under the overhang that sheltered hergfadily
peeringinto the nightshesniffed the still airNothing Not even the scent of a mouse
lItés the only way, Sharack!
She took a few shaky steps into the farest
Just do it, Sharack eave
She looked around quicklow that she was by herself, the thought terrified her.
Leaveso that the puppies will be safe
But the puppies were so young to be without their méther
They really donét n.irahayMeeko ta help takerca@eof you know
themHe doesnét need you!
Sharack blew out a chest full of air as she gheevoice in her head her full attention
Distance yourself from Pitro and the puppies, Sharack 6s t he only way to save their
livesAnddo it soon, before Pitrobés prayer iss answered and you, to
Great Sheelp
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She noddedetisively This is exactly what she would do

The decision did nothing to calm the battle raging within 8be closed her eyes for a
moment as a whine bubbled up from her thrbat when she opened them, she was standing at
the edge of a lake, surrowsdiby at least 20 cruel dodswas Timru and the rest of the gang
She blinked agairGone Were her nightmares now invading her waking thoughts as well?

I t 6s r e arhisisvéyou hawe ko get away, so they will come after you and
leave yourfamily aloné

Would shehave the strength face the punishment she would surely receive if she was
caught running aw&Could she stand up to the bared teeth, the foul breath, the bloody fangs
Would she be able to stay strong untileat!t?

Maybe you sbuld stop running, Sharack

She paused a moment to process this new tho8gig running meant returning to the

pack, facing the punishment,égoing back to

It would appease TimriHe 6 d admi ni st er a muthemhelwoudht er

leave Pitro and the puppies aldne

It made sensesort of. With the thoughthowever,a heavy weight of dread dropped like a
bomb irto the pit of her stomach

There really e only three choices, you know.

Tightness spread across her chest

You can stay with them until Timru finds y®hen you can watch him kill everyone you
love before he kills yau.

This was one choice she didnét care to

You can run from both Pitrand Timrué .

But what would this accompliiTheywould eventually find her, and probably Pitro and
the puppies as well, and in the end, they would all end up dead arywehis choice was no
better than the first

Then thereds r e¥olHhaye togoHaghpotogize to bipGoibackto

being hisgirll f you dondét, you will all surely diel!
it

Sharaclkclickedher teethYes, thistruywast he only Wway, wasnot
But what about PitrdLeaving him would hurt him badly enough, but if he knew she was

contemplating returning to the pack,weuld be devastated
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Better to be devastated than dead

A sobbubbled up from her thragi Oh, why do | have to make

Why?
Youkmw i tds the kNga thing, Sharac
If it reallywastheonlyway, why di dndt tutmoildnehérima® o me o f
Then she felt & the presence she had so often felt beflorgas a sense of power, of

love so great that it was beyond her comprehenSibe closed her eyes tightly, looking

anywhere but up, for she knew if she did, she wouldHié@® The Great Sheep Himsélfand

she would give inT hi s wa s n 6She hae oftentsemsedh Hisrpresemoe the innocence

t

such

he

of the creature, His majestic stancesthl ove, t he (cltsdaledhero surrender é

Go on, SharacKThere is no other wayf you stay, you will have wubmit

Tension cursed through her veins.

If you stay even for a moment longer, He willdrawyouinand you wonot
leaved .

Sharack nodded decisively, then she slowly and quietly moved away from the cliff,
making he way by instinct into the nighShe allowed hersetinly one backwards glance, and it
was almost enough to stop her completbiy she resolutely turned back to the trail and then
bounded into the woods and down the path they had so carefully clingbedething before

I'tds your o nlThis istpetonlyomay, theypwillbe safe k

Still, thesinisterfeeling remained heavy in her heart
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Chapter 23

Shar@ckourney

Little Pitro was the last to wake Liphe rest of the puppies were alreadssling with
Meeko under the boughs of the great evergreens when he finally opened hiteeyas always
the first one to fall asleep and the last one to wake up, and the missed play time bothered him
endlessly
As he shook out his black fur, he cosglaell where his father, his namesake, had slept
In fact, the scent was so fresh that he knew Pitro must have awakened just momentsldefore
could also smell where his mother had hdsem something was wrong with her scdhivas old,
as if she had \@ated this spot just after everyone went to steep
All thoughts of play fled his mind as he sniffed his way around the tiny area under the
overhang, searching for another spot that carried a fresher scent of his imdttieere was
nonetobefounhnd as he stumbled out into the forest, he coul dnot d
that had settled in his heart
Neither of his parents were anywhere to be seen, but Pit, as everyone playfully called
him, soon found a fresh trail that marked the spot wherélttier had disappeared into the
woods Theonly scens he pickal up of his mother, however, weskl. He sat back on his
haunches and whineHe could feel Meeko watching him, and he turned downcast eyes towards
the yellow |l ab: fAMe¢ker ?dave you seen my m
The overgrown pup trotted over to sniff the ground whéitte Pitro stood, but he
seemed as much at a losstesblack puphimself.
Ad 1l t hi nk ,0&itleePitre mognedfiethink she left us in the nigldt.
Meeko shook hishead She mnmwiotuldlodot hat , Pit.
AWell, sheb6s not under the cliff, 0 the black puppy remar ke
the only scent | can find leads back the way we cahfis voice quaked as a knot twisted itself
into his throat
Meeko shook his head knot was growing in his gut as well, but lkecked an eaand
tried to sound cheerful: fiMaybe she just went back for a drinl

l'tos probabWg neaesd tfo neai tPiffor Oher to come back, thatos alll
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expressions of the two in front of him, the squirrel he had caught tumbled to the.ground
The other puppies had been too intent on their play to notice that anything might be

wrong, but thesight of the squirrel caught their attention and they turned from their playful

scuffle to pounce on the Kkill, each trying to grab even a tiny part of the fresh meat
AfWherebds Sharack?0

Meeko just shook hisheal Al | we can f i nd backdownrthetdiild scent heading

Pitro, I8 | think she may have left in the nigbt.
A lump swelled in Pitrods throat
AfWherebds mama?o
Pitro looked down afbydk, the tiny black puppy who had voiced the questita
swallowed hard, trying to dislodge the lunfid 1d o n 6 t Abbyodlis heartwasbreaking

He had to try and stay positive, forthe puppies t hi nk she just went back down t he
ways Maybe we should follow heb.

The other six puppies quickly lost all interest in their squirrel, ancecse o f fi Ma ma o
carried through the dank forest air for the next fifteen mintigsthe onlyresponse to their tiny
voiceswas the calling of the birds high up in the trees

It was a disheartened group that proceeded to retrace the steps of the pagvious d

—_———
With each passing mile, SharackésShgui lt for abandoni

nearly urned back at least 50 times tfiegt day aloneOnly her fear loomed stronger than her
guilt, and this drovéner onward, preventing her fromturning
Sharack found herself traveling in the general direction of her birthflaocegh she

knew that each step in this direction brought her nearer to trepidation, her fear continued to push

her westward, away fr om trdil.Shetraveled fast and lightthessvay fr om Pitr ods

first few days Without the burden of the puppies, she could continue on at @atileg jog

fromdawntodusklT hough she tried t o.Herlgedfegthaithe ni ght, she coul dnodt
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nightmare would return the mite she closed her eyes was too strong, and the moment her
sleepdepri ved body coul dndét take aAsyresutshe abuse without rest,
often got up at midnight and jogged onward a few miles before bedding down again

She di dn &ahunt, ankl she anly stapped for a few laps of water whenever her
path took her near a stream or laRat now, threeveeks into her journey, the lack of sleep and
food were beginning to catch up with h8heer will was no longer enough to keepdwing
She knew she would soon have to stop for proper rest and food

She wasndt s ur e.Aftef sndaking threuglatesettlememtatniglit o n
weeksearlier, nothing had seemed familiar to.l&dre had imagined that she would recognize
the pah she and Pitro had traveled so long ago, but it all seemedeewaps she had been too
sick at the time to take note of her surroundi@sperhaps there was more than one westward
pathBut it di dn Bdtastoagtas she was headiageybily westward

As the morning sun e in the east of her 22ddy of travel, she stumbled upon a
springfed lake surrounded by a grove of maple and bcmething about this particular scene
|l ooked vaguely familiar b6 vbrbdentkeredefarBbastuniedt r emember having e
her way to the sandy shore, intent on getting a drink before continuing her path, but a flash of
silver caught her eye as she lapped up the clear, dpdngater She raised her head and cocked
her ears, ever on theeat for danger

ltds only .dotidbsbkb, wS8hataokj umpy

When a second glance revealed that it was a huge rainbow trout and that it was just one
of many, her stomach tightened into a hungry kHatl she taken the time to think, she would
never lkave done it, but instinct took over, and minutes later, a gleaming fish lie flopping on the
sandy shorelt wasonly momentsbefore the creaturevasreduced to a skeleto8harack lay
downthen just for a moment, to lick thremaining flesh from her pawsyt the sand was
already warming in the rays of the rising sun, and the combination of her full stomach and the
sleepy morning sunshine took a deadly toll on hertvaiin body In just a few moments she
had drifted off into a deep sleep

At first her deep was dreamless, but as the sun began to climb, she moved into a lighter,

more restless sleep, and the dreams retuthed wa s ndét her nor nsttadofi ght mare this ti me

the foreboding darkness of her regular dreams, the skies were filled witthilighig As she
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looked to the source, she saw an enormous sheep emerging from tiseohatzy lake.
The light caused Sharack to squint her egée knew who the sheep w&be had
sensed His presence many t i me souldsioptthemfWhat wor dds bubbl ed out bef
areyoudoing her@l 6 m r awayfronmypuod
The fact that the light seemed to be emanating from Him intrigue&herstepped
forward, drawn tdhe sense of peace and wellbeing that also seemed to radiate frarffiliéim
the stkeep spokeHis voice was soft, barely more than the whisper of a slight breeze over water
but Sharack heard the wordech r | y: f |l ¢ a ndAhdeHemptheydeamwasggbne r a c k .
and Sharack awoke to find herself stretched out on the sand by theupkitiectike.
She lifted her head’he laké It was the same one she had just seen in her diaedyn
the bright light was now goge

More notablyso was the feeling of peate

iDo you see anything?o

Pitro didndét seem t ot,ifthe even sdwihis kiandhafingupe st i on. I n f ac
the rocky face to join him, he didnét show it, for instead of
the cliff to sniff the breeze. It wasnodét wuntil Meeko had al so
that Pitro formedaa nswer : fANot hing. 0 He shook his ears as his body sl um
in despair.

It had taken them five days to reach the settlement. Had he been alone, Pitro would likely
have been able to track Sharack and catch up with her; but with the fearpafck ever on his
mi nd, he hadnét dared | eave the puppies alone with Meeko. The
could think of was to place them all under the care of Annack and Nicku before going after
Sharack. It meant slow traveling that left him dagkibd on a cold trail; but what other choice
did he have?
As he had anticipated, Annack was more than happy to take care of the puppies. What he
hadnoét expected was that both Nicku and Meeko insisted on joil
friendship had touched him so deeply that he had left the settlemémg feght of heart. He was

. Out of the Pack 173



sure it wouldndédt be |l ong before they found her.
But now, weeks later, they had barely even found the faintest hint of a trail.
iSometi mes | wonder if webre even on the right path, o he r

sense thatte would have gone this way. If she was so afraid of the pack, why would she go

back?o

AfiWe thought we picked up a trace of her scent | ast night, o
iwhet her it makes sense or not, a depassadthisas we keep picking up
way. o0

il think it makes perfect sense. o Meeko had finally caught

iwhat better way to stop the pack from pursuing her than to me

Pitro nodded sl owly. iShar ac kredimtiflshé t hi nk that way. She pr ¢
went back to them, they would stop pursuing me and then the pl
out over the land.

Ni cku shook his ears. AFrom what | hear, the pack doesndt
reasoning. o

Pi tr o nodd e doesraganstthairptidg for afiybne to escape, even me, an
outcast. But Sharaéks he was dest i nedordaneofthem, ahywayr lfiisbeshadmat e
stayed, she would have I|ikely had to join his harem. Timru is
trainingg mape even the Shamru himself by now. I't woul dndt be enough
back. Timru would stop at nothing short of killing her, though he would probably not do so until
she had been forced to watch him go after the puppies

His voice trailed off, bt Meekods mind filled in the rest of the idea: #f-
after mamaéand Abby! o

Pitro winced as the idea was voiced. Not that it was a new one, for this scenario had
already played itself out in his own mind numerous times; but hearing the spollen aloud by
another only made it seem all the more probable. There was only one course of action: To find
Sharack as quickly as possible.

But whatif he was already too late? What if he was only leading his friends into potential
danger?

AfLook, dahd, turning quickl ydtogoMexctioe it ds better for you t we
gather up Annack and the pups&mdu n . 0
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But Nicku and Meeko both cut him off.

AfWedve been oveo ébklgaof Mekek®.before

fié and the best thing we can dois to find Shataekf or e t hey find her

AEnough of that kind of talk. Letédés go! o
Pitro sighed and looked down. In truth, this particular trip scared him to death, and
without the encouraging presence of his friends, he doubted he would be able to gtuonedie

away from the edge of the cliff, and without further comment began jogging into the west.

The fur at the scruff d h a r aeckbdisiled as she jumped to her feet and scanned the
trees at the edge of the clearing

Nothing

Relax, Sharadk

She forced herself to drop back down to the sand.

But wait The laké She knew this lake from long before her dream of the Great Sheep
was the lake from her nightmatéhe one where Timru and his gang always caught up with
her She scrambled to héet again, sniffing the air in all directions as a prickling sensation
creptupherspind her e was a distinct odor of dog i
when she arrivedHer nose dropped to the groufithe scent came within a few feet dfieve
she had been lyirg

I't wasndét a dog she knew, .Quitaprobablythitdog s
had passed through, sniffed her sleeping body, maybe taken a drink of water, and left, all just
after she went to sleePré

She followel the trace to the edge of the ring of birch trees, but here she lost it to a
jumble of other fresh scer@sall dog The fur on the nap of her neck bristled an€the woods
were quied too quiet Where was the twitter of bir@§ he chatter of squirrelsSheturned
around, tail tucked between her legs, and bounded towards thedakéng into the water, she

began to swim with all of her mighBefore she could reach the far shore, however, a shape
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emerge from the shadow of the trees in front of 8be chaged direction, aiming for a different
spot on the bank, but a shape emerged thereAtoand and around she swam, but it was soon
evident that she was completely surrounded by massivé @ibgaightmaré Maybel 6 still
asleep
But the coolness of theater on her skin was too real to be a dream
As scared as she was, Sharack was too smart to continue toSheiknew that she
didnét stand a chance against so many mighty dogs on | and, b ut
water, and she turned and redter way to the nearest bank
The dogs on t he s.oeyjaststhred at lget withmiaovy neenaging f i r st
growls, and he stench of days of rolling in carrion was almost overwhelming, even for. a dog
Sharack shook the water from her fur, hgpihat the droplets would do something to cleanse
the air of the smell
As the dogs began closing in around her, another dog emerged from the Vomadsh a
year had passed since she had | ast seen him, Sharack didnét nc¢
graywas Timru His stance had somewhat changed with titn@as more hardened, more
gruesome, and a long scar now ran the length of his face from the remains of his battered left ear
to his battlescarred noseout it was the same fearsome eyes, the santieifgamuzzle, the same
formable sneer that she knew so &eBhetook a deep breath, trying to quell the panic that rose
in the pit of her stomaclshe hoped she sounded calmer than sheifétte | | ddo Ti mr u
AiSo i tds t heAtlastodimiu gautSrédaneaeerc dnd as he did, the ring of
dogs openedtolethimin Youdve gi ven me q.Yaduttheughtyoecowdh as e, little one
get away from me, did you?o
Sharack cringed
Al told you | would c¢ome .&tbldyeurd wovldtakethd you ever tried to es«
most fearsome of my fatherds hunt eYosknemmd stalk you day and ni
you coul dndt get awaHislaughterttheryhssedfori Sbdr atkathhway
mighty; Sharack the beautifuBharack thestupido
Shaking with fear, Sharack found herself silently backing away
T i mrjawis surled back, revealing his bloagfained fangsi Di d | f orget to tell you
what | would do to you when | found you, Sharack the sfupid | forget to tell you that you

woud have to pay for any of my dogs that you mai med?0o
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Sharack lookedawagghe coul dndt st an dhbutttheeircleofdogs | ook i n his eyes
surrounding her was no better, and she hung her head in.shame

fi Y omill come back to me, mighty Sharaekd youwill soon learn what it means to the
chosen ones, t he h e adHedauged befe, sb that hisSvbrdsroould itk har e m
in appropriately, then he laughed a cruel, wicked lafigi o u ~ wi | | | ear,hamt hat | am the boss
top dog! o

fi N @ The word $ipped out before she could stopfitN 0 .

Timruds cackling | aught erii Seog aihre reweveeetd |ltilkrtduegh t he cl ear i ng
haslearnedanewwoed. Then he | eaped forward until they stood nose to no
reeling in the wake of kifoul breathHe pushed his muzzle up under her earflap, and his tone
became once again cruel and menacing: OAThat word wil!/ soon | e:
Then to emphasize the authenticity of his words, he grabbed the ear and bit it until bided squ
into the air.

Sharack found herself whimpering | & m s o r. Irdig wron@ i have come back to
you.1é o

Her words were cut of f.flldidwdngdnrue smidhermackdd ng | aughter
his voice again roared out in ang@rY o u s u daewrong, Myl dearard for that you will
pay!o He backed up a step, crouching to leap.

fiBut !0w&ihtavasdesperate nowi | 6 v e c.dleraadenze cddit finally
gotaway fromhin, and | 6v e c biegeThdughcthk words weye@aming mft
her mout h, Sharack coul dnét believe she was saying them

She didndédt fool Timru for a moment, either: il f you think I
runt was too much dog for you to overcome, you had better think. &gaiman after himd He
pushed heroughly with his nose, knocking her off her shaking feet, then he jumped on top of
her, growling threateningip And i f you think that you are protecting him by c
know that after | puni sh you, n,alomgwithang onti nue my search wuntil
stinking puppies you might have produced together, and just like my father did to his family, |

will massacre every one of thean!

Horror washed over hefder plan had failedkdShe hadndét saved her own | ife by coming
back, and espratectbdder fadifshechad simply put the pack on their treier
terror gave birth to new strength, and with a force she didnot

. Out of the Pack 177



and leaped to her feet

Though taken momentarily by surprise, Timru was by far ttesger and more
aggressive of the two dogs, and as soon as he recovered his comppiaped into the air and
came down on ,sereanngiicSkhéag alr & c, Bharack thei bgahtifuharack
the STUPIDH Then he bit into hemeck and theother dogs rushed in for the Kkill

The noise of the battle was deafening, but the last squeal of pain could be clearly heard
over the dinand then it was ovefimru nosed the still body one last time before the entire pack
of dogs melted into the woods
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