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CHAPTER I
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Loner 






The wolfdog headed downstream, skirting between animal territories. How will I survive without a pack? he wondered. How will I get enough to eat? The canine’s legs felt unsteady, and hunger gnawed at his stomach. Under the cover of bulrushes, he stopped, his senses alert. 

It had been three days since the wolfdog had left his pack. When a pack mate died who had backed him, he fell low in the pecking order. Then more misfortunes happened. Defending a weaker pack mate, he lost favor with the alpha. Then he injured his paw, which left him unable to fish—his best hunting skill. The wolfdog struggled to keep up, and when he woke up late one morning, his pack had already left. 

Since then, his days and nights were largely sleepless and on the move. He had fallen once and hit his head. After that, things didn’t seem quite the same; he felt new, like he was starting over again. He wasn’t able to remember everything he needed to survive, and he knew he must find help quick.

“Be careful!” warned sandpiper who alighted nearby. “You’re about to step on a viper’s nest!” 

The wolfdog turned and climbed a bluff, where a mixed flock of sheep and goats eyed him warily. Lying down, he stared at a horizon filled with a red-desert hue. The canine had just started to doze when he heard a roaring, thumping noise that ended in a screech.

“Watch out!” cried a red hawk. “A fire dragon has come to the valley!” 

The mixed flock shifted uneasily, as a giant, gray-brown beast stepped into the river. None of the valley animals were sure what it was. The wolfdog peered down as well. Something about the beast stirred a memory from a past journey with his pack.

“Out of his mouth is something long and thick like a snake,” baaed a sheep.

“Around his head, great bat wings are flapping,” a goat brayed.

“And he’s got five legs!” chirped the sandpiper.

“Whatever he is, he’s a big, big one,” the animals agreed. 

“Piper, why don’t you take a closer look?” a ram suggested.

Flitting to the river and back, she reported, “His mouth has only got two teeth.”

“That’s good, good news,” brayed the goats. 

“But they're the two longest teeth I’ve ever seen!” 

“That’s baad, baad news,” baaed the sheep.  

“What about that fifth leg?” asked a goat.

“It’s a nose that can whack you or grab you in a flash!” Piper informed.

The wolfdog suddenly remembered. “It’s an elephant.”

“Elly - Phunt?” wondered the herd.

“Elephants aren’t mean, and they eat only plants,” the wolfdog added.

“How do you know all this, Loner?” asked a ram.  

The wolfdog worried, Loner? The animals have already pegged me!

The valley animals watched and waited, wondering what the great beast would do. In the heat of the day, he dipped his snout in the river and shot up geysers. A rainbow arched from his great white tusks to his tail. 

“It’s a water dragon!” screeched the hawk.

“He’s the Water Spouter!” the sandpiper named. 

The goats and sheep chanted: 




This dragon has no fire, but shoots jets of water!

He doesn’t eat animals, but he knocks over trees!





Indeed, the Spouter knocked over trees, feeding on their leaves and leaving them in tatters. With his two-fingered trunk, he stripped locust pods and ate their sweet pulp. Then he sounded a trumpet that shook the valley. Last, he lay under a palm, wafting his ears and rumbling contentedly, blowing air through his forehead.

The Spouter was peaceable, except when primates neared, swinging and chattering. Then the elephant would butt their trees and cause them to scream, 




Tree knocker! Tree buster!  

Stay away, or we’ll throw whatever! 





The excitement almost made Loner forget his hunger. He attempted to hunt, but when even a hobbled rodent got away, he felt panic. How can I have forgotten to hunt? How will I ever survive? Some survival memories came back to the canine, and he scavenged for fallback foods: plant roots, bird eggs, and insects by the water’s edge. 

Exhausted, Loner lay down by a log topped with ferns near the elephant’s palm. He put his head between his paws and let his tongue loll out. I’ve got to figure out a plan quick, he thought as sleep overtook him.

The wolfdog had only been asleep a short time when a voice grated, “Get out! You’re in our territory!” 

A rabbit-sized creature with two small tusks confronted him. One hyrax was not a threat, but the wolfdog scented more in the background. Without a pack to back him, Loner couldn’t risk a fight. He moved further out and lay behind a large, exposed root. 

He was wondering if he was going to find enough to eat, when he remembered the words of his pack mate friend. “If things don’t work out, try something new. Don’t give up!”






The next morning, the wolfdog left the river valley. The grasslands were dry, filled with brown stalks, and a wind from the desert caused his skin to itch. He skirted a pack of jackals, a leopard sleeping in a tree, and vipers camouflaged on the ground. Alone.. I won’t survive here for long, the wolfdog realized. I’ve got to get back to the river valley and find some friends.  

This time the wolfdog laid among a clump of rocks, further away from the elephant’s palm. In his sleep, he dreamed of a tall, two-legged creature petting his head. If only I had this friend, he thought.

The wind changed, and Loner scented a great cat in the elephant’s palm. The Spouter was flinging his trunk, trying to shoo the young lion away. 

“There’s no safe place here,” the wolfdog moaned.

“Shaggy won’t bother you,” chirped the sandpiper, who was perched nearby. “Besides, he eats mostly fish.”

Loner eyed the sandpiper. He remembered something about fish which made his hunger grow.

“No need to worry about those pesky hyraxes, either. The Spouter warned them about bothering strays.”

The wolfdog felt a stirring of hope. Had he gained the backing of a powerful animal?

When the wolfdog next looked toward the palm, the great beasts were gone. Curious, he followed the elephant-lion scent toward the river. Near the shore, he found the Water Spouter foraging under a willow and the lion further up  river, striking water and catching carp.  

Remembering, the wolfdog entered the river some distance away and tried to fish. He slapped at the water and failed miserably. He kept trying, then something came to him. He went to a shallow, rocky area and, with a quick motion of the paw, slapped a fish out of water. 

“Good job,” Piper complimented. “You may survive yet.”

The wolfdog ate the raw fish, whose salty taste and sustenance raced through his body. Then he grunted in satisfaction and set off toward the elephant’s palm. As he neared, his belly hugged the ground, his ribs jutting out. I might survive yet, he thought. I have a chance.






Morning came and Loner was again surprised to see the lion in the elephant’s palm. “I should warn you, I’m no cub,” the Spouter was saying. “I know you’ve just left your pride, but I’ve been on my own for a long while. I do have a few stories to share.”

The elephant told stories of his faraway journeys, and the wolfdog imagined traveling along with him—crossing deserts, climbing snow-capped mountains, and being among secretive forest elephants. There were mysterious beings too: a dragon breathing fire, a golden animal who could turn the desert to green, and a Light Being who could change your shape. 

When the elephant finished, Shaggy asked how he had crossed the desert. 

“Use your nose to scent water and don’t panic if you feel like you’re melting from the heat. Learn to eat little and try new things. How’s this for starters?” asked the Spouter, tossing a carob pod the lion’s way.

Shaggy ate the seed-fruit.  

“It’s not lion food, but there’s plenty of it. Tubers are good too. Are you planning a desert journey?” the elephant asked, but the lion didn’t reply.

Just as the wolfdog thought things were getting better, they got worse. Wind from the desert blew into the valley, and the dust got under his skin. Its grit caused an unsettling itch that his rubbing foot couldn’t quite remove. The valley animals retreated to low lying spots, rock hollows, and in the river. Loner went inside the mouth of a cave. He rested, his mind immersed in the elephant’s stories. It seemed he could see all things the elephant told, like in a lucid dream. He saw the fire-breathing dragon turning land to ashes while the lion’s breath cast greenery back. The luminescent two-legged creature cast its spell upon him and turned him into something  a creature whose name he didn’t know.

When the dust wind subsided the next day, Loner emerged from the cave. He spied the elephant, settled into a large mud well he had dug. A group of Tree Dwellers were taunting.


The Spouter likes to lie in the mud and muck! 

Isn’t it time he cleaned himself up?





Sneaking from behind, the apes grabbed at the elephant’s tail. When the apes ended up bedraggled in the water, they changed their tune.




The Spouter plays in the mud and muck,

But he doesn’t fool around.

Pull his tail or grab his trunk 

And he’ll turn you upside down!





Later that day, the Spouter complained to the lion, “Those apes are always screaming and throwing things. I wish you’d scare them off.” 

The lion remained silent, and the Spouter went on, “I forgot to mention, a dark-maned lion came by looking for you the other day.” 

“That would be my brother,” Shaggy revealed.

“There was a lioness, too, who wondered about you.” 

“That must be my mother.” 

Loner’s heart sank. Lions go with lions, and sheep with sheep.

“I stuck up for you though,” the Spouter continued. “I told them you don’t hang around monkeys, and that you have a powerful dawn roar. Do you know the energy at dawn  can lift you off the ground?” 

Shaggy asked,  “Are you saying that elephants can fly?” 

“Well, it’s not by flapping your ears. One day, I will tell you about the power of dawn.”

After that, Loner became discouraged. What good is it to learn about flying when I don’t even have one friend?   

The next morning, a series of wolf-dog howls stopped Loner in his tracks. Imagining that he would soon be nuzzling pack mates, he ran and found them watering in the river. When he tried to greet them, their leader snapped at him, “No room for strays! Besides, you smell funny.”

Loner backed off. One pack member, named Silver, however, wanted to know more about the elephant. 

Loner shared, “He likes to trumpet, and his forehead makes low vibrating sounds. He can be fierce, but he’s mostly mild. Would you like to visit him?” 

Silver hesitated, but it was a chance to see the giant creature up close. 

Among the river reeds, they found the elephant, his ears spread and his trunk raised. “Be off, vipers!” he trumpeted.

Two horned vipers had risen, their heads expanding, their mouths hissing. “What’s this? What’s this? You don’t have any fire!”

“Who needs fire?” snorted the Spouter, and with a blast of air, he flattened them.

The viper’s scales sizzled, their hisses like steam escaping, slithered  up to the elephant’s great padded toes.

The two snake heads raised, tensed to strike. With a lightning bat, the Spouter’s trunk hurled them away. 

The vipers untangled themselves, then spit before disappearing, “Our brother, the Great Lizard, will get you!”






When Silver left to rejoin her pack, the wolfdog felt more alone than ever. I still don’t have any friends. Piper only likes to warn me. The Spouter just puts up with me. The lion hardly notices me. I just met Silver, but she’s only interested in the elephant.

The wolfdog retreated to a cave, its walls glistening with wet. His mind filled with images––the desert wind catching fire, Tree Dwellers tossing him up in the air,  and the Spouter’s water blasting him. His head started hurting again and wondering what was real and what was dream, he fell into a deep sleep.

The wolfdog didn’t know how much time had passed when he woke. Hunger called him, but he didn’t move. He was wondering what had come over him when he sensed something further in the cave. There had been no noise, no change in shape, yet something was there. A chill crept down Loner’ spine, but the air the cave emitted was surprisingly warm. Loner felt both danger and hope. What could it be? he wondered.

Then, from within the cave, a voice echoed, “Come deeper.”

Loner peered into the darkness. Something flickered, causing his hairs to raise. He sensed a deeper opening, and beyond a presence in the blackness, a swirling that didn’t take shape.
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CHAPTER II
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Dawn 






The wolfdog stayed still, the soft tinkling of a spring causing him to lose track of time. “Who are you?” he asked.

The answer came, not in words, but in dark waves alive with presence.

“Do you have a name?” Loner asked again, and a light shone in his head. 

“There will be two more signs,” said the Voice, taking its leave.

When the wolfdog heard crunching and grating sounds from above, he decided, It’s time to go back.

At the mouth of the cave, he found the elephant gnawing on salt rock and rumbling.




If only I had fire, blast!

I’d burn the snakes and dragons, fast!

If only I had fire....





The wolfdog’s ears keened to hear a grating sound. On a cliff, a rabbit-sized creature with two small tusks was hanging sideways with suction feet. 

“Little Tusker!” greeted the Spouter. “Tell the story of the Golden Animal.”     

The hyrax shared, like she always did, about an animal who would slay the dragons and turn desert lands to green. There was more, but Loner couldn’t make out the meaning in all the whirring sounds.

“Wait—who’s that?” hissed the hyrax, her hairs rising.  

“Oh, that’s just  a stray wolfdog.”

“But he’s listening to our secrets!” 

“Loner’s no harm. Besides, he’s been keeping away those pesky Tree Dwellers lately.”

Reluctantly, the hyrax continued. “I heard the rock dove singing:




The Golden Animal roars with fire, 

One day he’ll lie low in bitter waters...





“No! that’s not it,” the Spouter countered. “His roar will burn the bitter waters! Go ahead...”




When the King of the Animals calls,

All will follow, great and small!

When the Golden Animal leads, 

He won’t break a bruised reed. 





The Spouter slapped his trunk to the ground. “This King will not be soft-toed!”

The elephant suddenly turned to the wolfdog. “What do you know about the Golden Animal?”  

Loner recalled his dream of the Light Being, but he kept his silence.  

“See, he knows nothing!” the hyrax shrilled.

“Then you answer. Why hasn’t the Golden Animal come?”

The hyrax retreated halfway into a crevice. “There’s something left for you to do.” 

“What is it?” demanded the Spouter, but the hyrax didn’t answer.






In the middle of the dry season, Loner woke to the sound of hot winds coming from the desert. Then he heard a commotion by the river and found the Spouter with his trunk extended. “Be free from the dragon’s dust!” trumpeted the Spouter, and he doused sheep and goats one by one. “Quit butting horns when you’re each as grimy as the next!”

“It cleans down to the second coat!” the sheep exclaimed. 

“It takes away the desert itch,” the goats brayed.

Loner had been keeping his distance when Piper alighted near. “Why don’t you try it?” she asked. “The Spouter’s water might bring some relief.” 

In the late afternoon, Loner summoned
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