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ONE

“THESE WERE A pair of Church’s.” Monty walked into the office, holding up a mass of leather I assumed used to be a pair of shoes. “My favorite pair, in fact.”

I looked up from my desk and gave the mangled mess in his hand a serious look. “Not even prayer can help those. Did you say that was a pair of shoes?”

Peaches, who lay sprawled out at my feet, looked away suddenly. If he didn’t look guilty before, he did now.

“Your creature decided I didn’t need this pair any longer.” Monty glared down at Peaches, who kept his gaze averted. “He knows what he did, Simon. He can’t even look at me.”

“Are you sure it was him? Maybe you released some magic as you were putting on your shoes and poof, instant art?”

“I do not miscast and destroy my shoes.” He placed the leather modern art on my desk. “Contrary to what you may think, my magic is always under control.” 

“Except when it isn’t,” I answered, taking a sip from my coffee. “Are they still rebuilding Gracie Mansion?”

He shot me a ‘don’t go there’ look so I avoided the subject.

“Why don’t you address the accused?” He pointed at Peaches, who had angled his body away from the angry mage, nudging my legs over and taking cover under my desk. “And tell him he can’t hide under the desk. That’s like asking an elephant to blend in behind a single stalk of bamboo.”

I nearly spit up some coffee but refrained because Monty looked genuinely upset. I glanced under the desk to see a contrite Peaches staring up at me. 

Puppy-dog eyes only work when the animal in question is a) a puppy and b) doesn’t have eyes that glow red. Peaches was a puppy in definition only and hellhounds don’t pull off sad looks well. At least mine didn’t. Still, I felt bad for him.

“Maybe he confused them for one of his toys?” I looked up from the soulful eyes staring at me from the floor. “I’m sure it was an accident.”

“He doesn’t have any shoe-shaped toys. This was not an ‘accident,’ ask him.”

I held a hand up in surrender. “Give me a sec.”

I pushed my chair back to get a better look at my hellhound, who scrunched farther under the desk in a vain attempt to hide his enormous head.

<Hey, boy. Did you mangle Monty’s shoes?>

<Mangle is a strong word. I gently bit them.>

<They look destroyed, and he’s upset.>

<Because he doesn’t eat meat. I can lick him. My saliva can calm him down.>

<I don’t think he’d like a lick right now. What happened to his shoes?>

<He has so many shoes, and only two feet. I didn’t think he would mind if I gently bit a few of them.>

Hellhound logic was a strange and bizarre thing usually revolving around the subject of meat and the immediate acquiring of more.

<Why would you think that?>

I braced myself for the meat-related response.

<They smelled old. The angry man doesn’t like old things. So I bit them, before he burned them to little parts.>

I looked up at Monty.

“He felt he needed to liberate your shoes because they were old, and Peaches—astute hellhound that he is—has noticed your destructive tendencies to things of a certain age.”

“He said that?” Monty peered under the desk. “I highly doubt it.”

“Not in so many words, but that was the gist. Plus, he said you have enough shoes to open a shoe store and thought you wouldn’t mind him having a gentle chew on these.”

“A gentle chew?” Monty pointed at the remains of his shoes. “He calls this gentle?”

“I’m guessing that’s gentle for a hellhound.”

“I made the call,” Monty said, picking up the leather mass of mangled footwear and incinerating it in his hand with a word.

 “What do you mean you ‘made the call?’” I asked warily. “Who did you call?”

“Ezra,” Monty said with a note of finality. “He’s waiting for you.”

“You don’t think that’s a bit extreme?”

“If your creature is going to live with us, he’s going to be a proper hellhound.” Monty looked down at his watch. “His first obedience lesson starts in an hour. Good luck.”


























TWO

I DIDN’T WANT to admit it, but Monty was right. Peaches needed training. When Hades had first offered him to me, I didn’t know what to expect. I didn’t have much or any experience with hellhounds. I figured he’d be like any large dog: lots of eating, plenty of slobber, and the occasional accident.

The glowing red eyes should’ve been a clue Peaches was no ordinary dog. That and the fact that it was Hades, the god of the underworld, offering me Cerberus’ pup.

I hadn’t had much choice. If I didn’t accept Peaches, Hades would’ve had him destroyed. He may be a hellhound capable of mind-numbing destruction, but he was my hellhound of mind-numbing destruction.

I headed downtown in the Dark Goat, our new Pontiac GTO provided by SuNaTran. 

Supernatural Transportation, or SuNaTran for short, provided a car service for the supernatural population. Because being covered in blood and viscera and hailing a cab, even one in New York City—the capital of the bizarre—will get you cuffed and sitting in a NYTF cell.

SuNaTran provided discreet service any time of day or night to any of the five boroughs and beyond, for a price. The transportation they provided—and I use the term loosely since each Rolls Royce Phantom was a tank disguised as a car—was the height in security. 

Our last Goat had been reduced to slag by a Magistrate looking to do the same to Monty. Cecil provided us with a new Goat, using runes that made it slightly cursed. I’d dubbed it the Dark Goat.

So far, it had survived being launched thirty feet into the air, rolling for another forty feet, totaling three cars, and smashing into a wall unscathed. Cursed or not didn’t matter to me as long as it remained functional after one of Monty’s spells gone wrong.

I glanced in the rear-view mirror at Canine McSprawl taking up the entire back seat. He claimed the back seat of any vehicle as his territory and proceeded to occupy all the available space.

<We’re going to the place.>

<Meat?>

I saw his ears perk up at my words. Telepathic speaking was a recent development we’d acquired in London. It was triggered when Thomas, one of Monty’s frenemies, tried to poison Peaches. The near-death experience temporarily severed our bond and allowed him to become Planet Peaches. He’d grown to the size of a small bus, and I was able to hear his thoughts.

Since then, TK had fashioned him a collar of entropy stones, with a matching bracelet for me, to regulate his size issues. I noticed it wasn’t really doing the job. That and chewing up Monty’s shoes was why we were going to see Ezra.

<Ezra is going to show us how to control your abilities, I hope.>

<With meat?>

<If it were that easy, you’d have them under control months ago. No, I’m thinking something probably less tasty.>

We arrived at ‘the place,’ which was really an exact duplicate of Katz’s Deli. I walked in, followed by Peaches, who set off the door wards with an orange flash as he crossed the threshold. I figured it was a result of his recent changes.

Photos of celebrities covered the walls. Small tables, which sat four, filled most of the floor space. Some of the tables were occupied with patrons either eating or having lively conversations. A large wooden counter ran across one wall with men behind it who were serving food and drinks.

A bearded man dressed in a white shirt with black pants and a black vest was sitting in a corner alone. He was poring over a thick book, as usual.

Ezra didn’t look up as we approached. He motioned for us to sit down. I grabbed the other chair and sat across from what appeared to me to be an old Jewish scholar. Next to him stood a slim woman holding a clipboard and wearing a sling bag over one shoulder.

“This is Mori, my PA,” Ezra said, still looking down at the book. “She will be doing the initial assessment of your wonderful pup.”

“Death has a PA?” I said, looking at Mori. “What does she do? I mean besides be an army of one?”

Mori was tall, and she was dressed in what I imagined was the combat version of Ezra’s outfit. Dual shoulder holsters held two hand cannons and rested over a black Kevlar vest bristling with extra magazines. Under the vest, she wore a dragonscale ensemble of black pants, a white dress shirt, and finished off with a pair of black Dr. Martens steel-toed Hynines. 

She pushed up the pair of glasses on the bridge of her nose and stared at me. Her tight bun and icy glare reminded me of Karma. It wasn’t a pleasant memory.

“Whatever needs doing.” Mori jotted down some notes on her clipboard, turned to Ezra, and pointed at me with her pen. “This is the bondmate?”

Ezra nodded without looking up. “Yes, he is the one Hades chose.” He signaled to one of the waiters, who came over immediately. “Ten pounds of pastrami for the puppy, in his special bowl.”

Mori sniffed. “What was Hades thinking?” She gave me a once-over. “Are you certain, sir?”

Ezra looked up at Mori and pushed the book he was reading to the side. 

“I’m certain,” Ezra said, and the temperature of the room dropped noticeably. “Do not allow your sight to cloud your vision. I’m sure Hades has his reason for the choice.”

The waiter came out with a large titanium bowl full of steaming pastrami and put it on the floor in front of Peaches. He smelled the bowl and proceeded to devour the meat. I noticed the bowl had a large “P” etched into one side.

“Yes, sir,” Mori replied quietly. “Do you have a preference on the training protocol? He’s not an adult like Cerberus.”

“Full immersion.” Ezra looked down at Peaches and pet his head.

“Sir?” Mori asked, surprise evident in her voice as she looked at Peaches and then up at me. “Full immersion? But he’s only a puppy and his bondmate is…well, untrained.”

“They don’t have the luxury of time. Full immersion.”

“As you wish, sir.” Mori pointed at me with her pen. “Follow me, please.”

“Wait,” I said, not moving. “What is full immersion? Why does that sound dangerous?”

“It’s not dangerous.” Ezra closed his book, leaned back in his chair, and stared at me. “It’s lethal.”

“Lethal? Can I have the non-lethal full-immersion package?”

“Lethal for most, but not you, due to your condition.”

“Condition, sir?” Mori looked at her clipboard. “I see no mention of a condition.”

“I know. Mr. Strong here happens to be Kali’s chosen.”

Mori stared at me. “This is Kali’s chosen?” Mori asked, clearly not impressed. “I expected someone…I don’t know…more robust?”

“You’ll have to excuse Mori,” Ezra said. “She’s the best PA I have but is sometimes too outspoken.”

“What about Peaches?” I looked down at my hellhound, who was polishing off the last of the pastrami. “Is he in danger?”

Ezra leaned forward. “Simon, you are aware that the animal you have bonded to is not an actual dog, yes?”

“Well, yes. I mean I know he’s a hellhound, but—”

“Not just any hellhound, his sire is Cerberus.” Ezra pointed at me. “Hades informed you of this, yes?”

“He did.” I looked down at Peaches, who was now gnawing on the bowl and leaving dents in the titanium.

“And in the course of your time together, what difficulties have you faced?”

“Quite a few.” I thought back to some of the creatures Peaches and I had stood against and overcome. More than once, he had saved both Monty and me.

“In all that time has he ever been in danger?”

“London wasn’t a picnic. Thomas tried to poison him and nearly succeeded, then he was launched into the Thames,” I replied quietly. “I thought I’d lost him.”

“Stop kvetching.” Ezra waved my words away. “Do you know what it takes to kill a hellhound?”

“Well, no…I mean I’ve never faced one.” His question caught me off guard. “But I’m sure you—”

“Me neither. They are quite the mystery.” He shook his head and glanced at the now temporarily satiated Peaches. “And I’ve faced quite a few of them.”

“But you’re Dea—”

“These creatures are nearly indestructible.” Ezra emphasized each word with a tap on the table. “I don’t know if it has to do with their bondmate, but it’s almost impossible to kill a hellhound when the bond is broken unless Shadowhounds are involved.”

“I see. That kind of reinforces what I’ve heard. Wait, Shadowhounds?”

He waved my words away again.

“There’s only one situation when it’s even harder.” Ezra leaned in closer and lowered his voice. He motioned for me to get closer.

“When?” I asked, forgetting for a moment that I was having a conversation with Death—capital D. I leaned in, expecting a profound revelation.

Ezra smiled, giving me a tap on the cheek that caused me to see stars. The blow nearly launched me out of the chair I occupied. I glanced up at Mori and noticed she turned away with a slight smile on her face. I gripped the sides of the table to remain upright as the deli swam in my vision.

 “You’re not focusing, Simon,” Ezra said as the floor stopped seesawing around me. “The only time it’s harder to take on a hellhound is when the bond is intact.” 

I rubbed my cheek slowly as the feeling returned to my face. It reminded me of one of Karma’s gentle slaps of steel. I’d started to believe that these beings of immense power viewed my face as slap-worthy.

“Got it.” I flexed my jaw slowly to make sure it wasn’t broken. “So, lethal, just not for Peaches.”

“Or you.” Ezra held out a hand. “The weapons.”

“Excuse me?”

“No weapons are allowed in the training area.” Mori looked down at her clipboard and then her watch. “You both have to learn how to rely on each other and your bond.”

“What am I supposed to do without weapons?”

“You expect to need weapons in a hellhound training lesson?” Ezra said. “You plan on shooting your pup into obedience?”

He had a point, but I wasn’t convinced. 

“You just said this training is mostly lethal?” I looked at Ezra and kept the tone of my voice even. Pissing off Death felt like a bad idea. “Now I have to go in without weapons?”

Ezra nodded and kept his hand out. I removed Grim Whisper and placed it on the table, followed by Ebonsoul.

“The bracelet.” Ezra pointed to the mala bracelet around my wrist. “That too.”

“You’re kidding.”

Ezra gave me a look, convincing me that there was no kidding occurring at this particular table. I removed the bracelet, feeling naked and defenseless.

“The bracelet would interfere with the training as well,” Mori pointed out. “It will have to remain here.”

“You depend on these weapons and the bracelet too much.” He waved a hand over them and they disappeared. “You’ll get them back after the lesson.”

“How am I supposed to deal with any threats? Stare at them hard?”

“What threats?” Ezra asked. “This is a training lesson.”

“For a hellhound and an immortal. Really? You still haven’t answered what I’m supposed to do.”

“It’ll come to you,” Ezra said. “This is why your bond isn’t developed. Mori, don’t forget the collar and the other bracelet.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea. The collar regulates him from becoming Planet Peaches XL.”

“That”—Ezra pointed at me—“is your job. The collar is a temporary measure.”

“What about my mark?”

“I’d suggest against it in the training area,” Mori said, pushing up her glasses. “Disrupting the temporal stasis can have…adverse side effects.”

“What Mori means is”—he grabbed my hand and I felt a jolt of power—“using your mark would be a bad idea.”

I looked down and saw the mark had vanished.


























THREE

“WHAT DID YOU do?” I examined my hand. “It’s gone?”

“Something like that,” Ezra replied. He rubbed Peaches on the head again and grabbed his book. “Good luck, both of you.”

“How many of these lessons do we have to do?”

“It usually only takes one. Hellhounds are very intelligent.”

“Usually?”

“Meh, hellhounds are smart.” He made a shaking motion with his hand. “Their bondmates, not so much. What can I say?”

“How about ‘let’s postpone this lesson’?”

“It would be in your best interests to get this bond sorted out.” Ezra looked over across the deli. “You’ve been attracting the attention of some powerful beings.”

I looked over to where Ezra appeared to be staring. I saw the bustle of the deli in full swing, but nothing out of the ordinary.

“You mean the dragons?” I asked. “The last one, Kragzimik, was mobilizing to do something. I just don’t know if we stopped him in time.”

“Dragons rarely show you their hand or their agenda, but you can rest assured, they are watching you and Tristan.”

“I don’t know if Peaches and I could’ve stood against a dragon trying to erase us,” I said quietly. “You didn’t see this thing, it was immense. I mean, it was—”

Ezra just stared at me. “You were saying?”

“Sorry. It’s just that I can’t get used to you being, you know…Death. Especially when you look” —I waved a hand up and down—“like this.”

“If I showed you my true self, the bond with your hellhound would be the least of your problems. This shell allows your brain to remain functioning. Please go with Mori and get your pup started.”

“It would be great if this could get sorted with one lesson.”

“Let’s see how this one goes.” Ezra stood and motioned to Mori. “I have some pressing matters to attend to, but this shouldn’t be too difficult. Contact me if there are any complications.”

“Pressing matters?” I asked. “Life and death?”

“Has anyone ever called you humorous?” Ezra smiled at me and shook his head. “And meant it?”

“Not particularly, but I have been called special.”

“That, I can believe.” Ezra turned to Mori. “You may need to provide some assistance. They can mentally communicate, but it’s still rudimentary. The bond is relatively new.”

“Understood, sir.” Mori nodded and stepped to the side as Ezra headed to the back of the deli.

Mori turned to Peaches and crouched down. A few seconds later, she held his collar and my bracelet in her hand.

“How did you?” I pointed at the collar in her hand, looked at my wrist, and over to Peaches, hoping he didn’t spontaneously enlarge. “I thought that couldn’t come off?”

“That would make it impractical.” Mori placed the collar and my bracelet in her bag. “The limiter collar and bracelet are meant as temporary measures.”

“Have you ever done a full immersion with a hellhound before?”

“Once.” Her face darkened. “It didn’t end well. The bondmate—” 

“What happened?” I asked warily, disliking this idea more by the second. “To the bondmate, I mean.”

“He wasn’t…ready.” Mori shuddered and quickly flashed a smile. “I’m sure you two will do just fine. I’ve never seen Ezra schedule a full immersion with a hellhound pup. You two must really be special.”

“Or he’s trying to kill me.”

“But you’re Kali’s chosen,” Mori said. “You can’t die.”

“No, I can. I just don’t stay dead.”

“That’s perfect.” Mori adjusted her holsters with a nod. “I can understand why he would have you do a full immersion. Let’s begin.”


























FOUR

“THIS LESSON IS designed to test the outer limits of your bond.” Mori led us through a network of corridors and hallways behind the deli kitchen. It was beginning to feel like the Corridors of Chaos when she made a right turn into a short, dimly lit hallway.

All of the surfaces of this hallway were covered in faintly glowing red runes. At the end of the hallway, I saw a black door. Every part of me wanted to run away from that door. The little voice in my head advised me that using this door was an immensely bad idea, which would result in extreme pain. 

I ignored it and kept moving forward. I heard Peaches whine and noticed he slowed his pace as Mori led us closer to the door.

<That place feels bad.>

<Looks bad too. I think we have to go in there.>

Angry red runes I couldn’t decipher covered the large black metal door. The energy signature washing over me had a distinct homicidal flavor. I’d encountered a few menacing doors. The Suicide Doors at the Sanctuary were still fresh in my mind. This door made the Suicide Doors feel warm and inviting. The runes flared a brighter red as we approached.

“I’m guessing those runes mean ‘keep away’?” I said, keeping my distance.

“Not exactly.” Mori walked up to the door and placed a hand on the surface. The runes shifted and arranged into a different pattern as the door unlocked. “Closer to ‘touch me and die a horrible, agonizing death.’”

“That was my next guess.” I kept my distance and Peaches stayed next to me. “We’ll just wait out here, thanks.”

Mori motioned for us to follow her. “Not possible. We need to go in to begin the full immersion.”

I felt the energy race along my skin as we crossed beyond the doorway. Inside, I saw a large storage space. Metal shelves held all kinds of supplies for the deli. I looked around but didn’t see what I expected: an open area to conduct hellhound training classes.

“Are you sure we’re in the right place? This seems a bit cramped, unless the first hellhound lesson is stocking shelves?”

Mori looked down at her clipboard and motioned for us to stand in an oversized rune-filled circle located in the center of the storage area. 

The large runic circle covered most of the floor and rotated slowly around us as we stood in it. The black lines of the circle shifted from ebony to deep blue as it turned.

“This can’t be right,” Mori answered, holding up a finger and looking at her clipboard. “There seems to be a miscalculation. Could you and your hellhound please wait here?”

“Miscalculation?” A cold chill gripped me. No weapons, no mark, and no mala bracelet. This training was testing the outer limits of my patience. “What kind of miscalculation?”

“I just need to calibrate the full immersion to accommodate both you and your hellhound. I’ll return shortly. For your safety, please remain in the room. The corridor outside can be dangerous. If you encounter anything out of the ordinary while I’m away, use the circle for protection.”

“I’d rather use my weapons.”

“The circle would be safer.”

“How am I supposed to use the circle? I’m not a mage. I don’t do magic.”

“You’re bonded to a hellhound. Together, you’re as dangerous as any mage.”

“Why would we encounter anything out of the ordinary? This is just a hellhound full-immersion training lesson, right? What could go wrong?”

As soon as I said the words, I realized just how out of the ordinary the situation was.

“I’ll be right back,” Mori said, quickly heading out of the room. “Don’t leave the circle.”

Mori walked out, leaving the door of death open. I looked down the hallway and saw the runes increase in intensity at set intervals. I grabbed a can from one of the shelves and stepped to the edge of the circle. 

When the runes on the floor in the corridor were at their brightest, I tossed the can into the hallway. It rolled for a few seconds, bursting into a cloud of ash before it reached the halfway point.

“That’s not good,” I muttered to myself as Peaches sidled up to my leg with a nudge, nearly dislocating my hip.

<Do you think she’ll bring back meat?>

<I think something is wrong.>

<I agree. She didn’t bring meat.>

I looked down at him and pulled out my phone. No signal. I’d have to get to the front of the deli to make a call. This hellhound lesson felt wrong somehow.

I stepped back from the door when the muffled sound of an explosion reached us. Dust floated down in front of my face as the lights in the hallway flickered and turned off, plunging the corridor into darkness.

That’s when I heard the growl. It wasn’t Peaches, who had entered ‘shred and destroy’ stance next to me. A few seconds later, the lights flickered back to life. I wished they had stayed off.

Turning into the corridor, I saw an image that stole my breath. I reflexively reached for Grim Whisper, only to grab an empty holster.

“Shit.”

<That smells bad.>

It was Peaches’ turn to growl as a rumble filled the room.

<You have no idea, boy. I need you to stay away from it, okay? It’s dangerous.>

<It is coming to us. It feels wrong, angry.>

The large creature lumbered down the corridor with shuffling steps. I had seen this once before and had hoped to never see another one as long as I lived.

It was a mash-up of every child’s worst nightmare. Huge fangs protruded from its mouth and sharp claw-like fingernails adorned its hands. The eyes gave off a red glow as it stepped closer. Every few steps it would stop and sniff the air, then continue shambling closer. A large rusted chain hung around its neck. From the chain hung a glowing orange orb about the size of a grapefruit.

I was unarmed, in a dead-end, and looking at a Rakshasa.


























FIVE

SO MUCH FOR the full-immersion experience. I was going to have some strong words for Ezra when we got out of here. It was clear he needed to polish the hellhound-training curriculum. I stared down the corridor as runes continued shifting from floor-to-wall-to-ceiling in a clockwise pattern.

The Rakshasa stood still in the center of the corridor, unaffected by the runes. It looked at us but didn’t advance. Then I remembered their method of locating prey.

<Do not attack it. They operate by smell and I don’t think it senses us yet. This circle must be masking us.>

<It smells bad.>

<It’s worse than bad. If it attacks, it will try to eat us. Like a sausage.>

<I am not a sausage. I am a hellhound.>

<To that thing, we’re food.>

<I will bite it and make it go away.>

<No. Biting it will only make it angry. Do you see the orange orb around its neck? Hanging from the chain?>

<Yes. Should I bite that?>

<We need to destroy that. I don’t have my weapons. I think you’re going to have to use your omega beams and blast it.>

<I’m too small. My eyes don’t blast at this size.>

Peaches was right. I had never seen him use his omega beams at normal size. I crouched down and placed a hand on his head.

I closed my eyes and slowed my breathing. I felt for the bond I shared with my hellhound. After a few seconds, I felt the strand of energy linking us. As I felt along the conduit of the bond, it merged with another, stronger strand of power. 

Finding the strand was faster than the time in the Danger Room and the bond between us was stronger. What threw me was my link to Kali. I still didn’t see any way to untangle the two strands so I left that alone. I remembered Dahvina’s words: “Hellhound, Kali, and this blade. You’re thrice-bound, and two of your bonds are so intertwined, I don’t know if they can be separated.”

What I didn’t understand was why Peaches’ and Kali’s strands merged? I mentally established the bond with Peaches. A surge of power rushed through my arm, but unlike the Danger Room, this time it was a measured flow.

The energy cascaded through my body and I could feel the warm flush of my curse dealing with the sudden onset of energy. Unlike last time, it didn’t feel like taking a bath in an active volcano. It still burned, but this time it was ‘standing in a sauna while fully dressed’ hot, not ‘strolling the surface of the sun’ hot.

Sweat poured down my face as I exhaled and wiped my brow. LD’s words came back to me: “You need to work the bond.”

<I need you to grow, but not to your full size. Can you do that?>

<I don’t know.>

<Let’s try.>

I closed my eyes and envisioned a larger Peaches, feeling the power flow though us. The energy shot out from my arm and nearly knocked me down. I opened my eyes to see a large Peaches staring down the Rakshasa.

I took a moment to catch my breath. Peaches wasn’t at Planet Peaches XL size, but he was still huge. No ordinary dog could grow to that size.

If he grew to XL-size, Peaches wouldn’t fit through the door, and we needed to deal with this Rakshasa.

<Can you use your omega beams at this size?>

<I believe my baleful glare is available to me, but it will not be full strength. I will not be able to destroy it.>

“We just need to get its attention. Aim for the orange orb around the neck.”

<What will you do once we have its attention? You are unarmed.>

“Don’t remind me. Do you have the sequence of the runes in the corridor?”

Peaches gazed out at the corridor for about half a minute, while I kept an eye on the Rakshasa. 

<Yes. The runes fluctuate from surface to surface in a clockwise direction every eight seconds. We will not be able to cross the corridor in that time.>

“We can. If we draw it into the room, then we can make a run for it. I don’t want to engage the Rakshasa unless we have to, plus we have to find Mori.”

<And some sustenance, preferably meat.>

“I know. Meat is life.”

<Indeed, it is. The creature will pursue us out of this room.>

“We’ll close the door behind us,” I said, moving to the far end of the circle. “Let’s get it in here.”


























SIX

WE STOOD AT the edge of the circle, farthest away from the door. I stepped out of the circle when I saw her. Mori raced around the corner as the Rakshasa turned and focused on me with a roar.

She opened fire, hitting the creature several times while she raced down the corridor toward us. The Rakshasa sniffed the air, turned, and swiped at her. She slid under the massive arm, turning the slide into a roll and jumped into the room.

“Whatever you’re going to do, this would be the time.” She fired and destroyed the orange orb around its neck. It shook its head and charged at her. “That was unexpected.”

She switched out magazines and glanced at me. I held out a hand.

“I’m a decent shot. I can help.”

“Not with these you can’t, sorry. Besides”—she glanced over at Peaches—“stop thinking you need a weapon. You two are the weapon.”

“What? What are you talking about?”

The Rakshasa leaped into the air and crashed into the center of the circle. Mori rolled to the side and drew its attention with more gunfire.

“Use…your…bond.”

The Rakshasa slid to the side faster than expected, cutting her off and raking the air. Mori leaped back and dodged the swipe, as its large fist connected with a crunch and launched her across the room.

The creature stopped to sniff the air again, turning slowly, and looked at me with a growl.

“Oh, shit.” I placed my hand on Peaches’ head and felt a jolt of energy race up my arm. “What the hell?”

The energy flushed my body with heat, but it was different from the curse. This heat traveled up and stayed around my head. It felt like my eyes burst into flames, as red beams of energy shot out of them and into the Rakshasa, punching two holes into its body.

It looked down at the wounds for a second, took two steps, and exploded in a gorenami of viscera and blood. The lower half of the creature fell forward, lifeless. Mori limped over to where we were, with an expression of surprise.

“You used the baleful glare?” She looked from me to Peaches. “How did you do that?”

I clamped my hands over my eyes. The burning subsided after a few seconds. I kept my eyes closed. The sensation went from dunking my head in lava to the more comfortable feeling of pouring sulphuric acid in my eyes.

<How did you do that?>

<Do what?>

<I just fired omega beams from my eyes. Your beams.>

<Not mine. They came from your eyes. How long have you had this ability?>

<I don’t have this ability.>

Peaches looked at the remains of the Rakshasa and then back at me.

<You just used it. Can you increase your mass also?>

 <You’re the hellhound, not me.>

<I am. My glare isn’t quite so weak. Your baleful glare was barely adequate, bondmate. You left half the creature, the entire creature should have been destroyed.>

<Half the creature? I’m not supposed to be firing beams from my eyes!>

<Weak beams. You need to eat more meat.>

<Any beams, period. How did you do it?>

<I didn’t do it. It’s your baleful glare.> 

<It’s not my baleful glare. It’s supposed to be your baleful glare. What did you do?>

<We are bondmates. It would seem we could share abilities, though it seems somewhat one-sided at the moment. Do you have any abilities you can share?>

<No, unless you count my anemic magic-missile. Want to share that?>

<No, thank you. I meant abilities that were useful in our present situation.>

I faced Mori once my eyes stopped feeling like hot coals. “How did that happen and why does it feel like I just burned my eyes out of their sockets?”

“I’ve never seen that before, not that I’m an expert on hellhound-bondmate abilities.” Mori holstered her guns, removed my hands, and looked into my eyes. “Doesn’t look like any damage. Can you see me?”

Her image was slightly out of focus, but I could make out the general details. It was like looking at someone underwater, if that water was boiling and trying to melt your eyes in the process.

“I can make you out, but you’re blurry. You have no idea what just happened?”

“Seems like you used your hellhound’s baleful glare,” she said. “Are you sure you haven’t done this before?”

“No,” I said as my face flushed with familiar heat and everything slowly came back into focus. “I think I’d remember firing searing beams of energy from my eyes.”

“Well, we can ask Ezra later. Right now we have larger problems.”

“Larger than Rakshasas?”

“You know of them?”

“Somewhat.” I remembered my run-in with Kali. 

Good, means less to explain. You realize that if they grab you they—”

“Make you dinner,” I finished. “I don’t plan on being on the menu.”

“Correct, those creatures will devour anything. Try to avoid them if possible.”

“The last time I saw Rakshasas, they were being controlled by an angry goddess.”

“Kali?” Mori asked. “She’s been known to be fond of these disgusting things.”

I nodded. “The orbs around their necks are some kind of controlling device,” I added. “Do we know who or what is controlling them now? Tell me it isn’t Kali.”

“No, I don’t sense a divine presence, but as I said, we have greater concerns.”

“Greater than flesh-eating creatures from my nightmares?”

“Yes. Shadowhounds have gotten inside somehow.”

“Ezra mentioned them. What are Shadowhounds? Why am I getting the feeling I’m not going to like the answer?”

“I was about to start the full immersion when they attacked.” Mori looked down the corridor at the fluctuating runes. “Can you get past those defenses?”

“How did you get past them?”

“Same way that thing did.” She pointed at the remains of the Rakshasa before glancing at me. “The defenses are keyed to stop humans.”

I shook my head. “The runes are on an eight-second clockwise interval,” I said, following her gaze. “We would need to shift from surface to surface or become a pile of dust.”

She pulled out a phone and turned in small circle, holding it up. “No signal. The failsafes must be blocking everything,” she muttered. “We need to get out of this room, see if we can find Ezra.”

“You said something about Shadowhounds?”

“Have you ever wondered what could bring down a hellhound?” Mori approached the doorway, walking around the remains of the Rakshasa and looking down the corridor with fluctuating runes.

“Bring down?” I said quietly. “No. Are you saying—?”

“Shadowhounds.” She nodded. “They were created to hunt and…contain hellhounds.”

“Contain? You mean kill?”

“By now, you must understand that the magical world is a world of checks and balances. Every spell and creature has some kind of a counter.”

“Even gods?”

“Even gods eventually meet with Death.”

“What about Death?”

Mori gave me a short smile. “Even death has a counter. Life is occurring every second on this and other planes. Death is just the ultimate check and balance—even for immortals.”

I understood the implication and felt it was better to change the topic. “How do Shadowhounds do it? How would they stop a hellhound?”

“The same way a pack of large dogs can be used to bring down a wolf, Shadowhounds are used to neutralize and destroy hellhounds. Their fangs possess a specific poison fatal to hellhounds.”

“How often have Shadowhounds been used like this?”

“To my knowledge, once.”

“Once?”

“Shadowhounds are difficult to summon and nearly impossible to control. They exist in another plane entirely. It takes an immense amount of energy, and only high-level mages can bring them into our plane.”

“And that one time you recall…?”

“A few centuries ago, in the mid-1600s, a hellhound was unleashed in London when his bond was broken. His bondmate, Peter Thorndike, was killed in a duel by a mage named Thomas Fariner, causing the hellhound to grow to an immense size.”

Memories of Peaches XL flashed in my mind. “What happened?”

“Unlike your pup, that was a fully adult hellhound, having command of eldritch flame. The battle took place on Pudding Lane near London Bridge. When the bondmate fell, the hellhound grew and unleashed a blast of flame that engulfed a bakery. It then escaped into the city.”

“The hellhound destroyed a bakery? That’s it?”

“The hellhound destroyed a city,” she answered. “The fire raged for days and the Penumbra Consortium tried everything to contain it. It wasn’t enough. By the second day they reluctantly summoned Shadowhounds.”

“Second day?” I asked. “How long was the hellhound free?”

“Four days. It took two more days, a pack of Shadowhounds, and several mages to bring down one unbound hellhound, but they did it.”

I looked over at Peaches. “How bad was it?”

“You may have heard of the event. They call it the Great Fire of London.”

“Oh. Damn.”

“Yes, that is quite apt.”

“And there are Shadowhounds here?”

She nodded, holstered her guns, and reached into her bag.

“How many?”

“Enough.”


























SEVEN

“IS THERE ANY way to stop them?”

“Let’s figure a way to get you two out of here first, before we deal with Shadowhounds.”

“Back at Fordey Boutique we were able to do a multi-port, but that was only twice, in one direction, and headed at a target.” I rubbed Peaches’ massive head as I looked down the corridor. “We’ve never tried this. I don’t even know how far he can port.”

“You can’t stay here,” she said, examining the runes on the doorframe. “Can you focus energy?”

I looked at her, confused for a second. “Excuse me? Do you mean cast spells?”

“Yes. Can you?”

“I know the Incantation of Light,” I said, and Peaches rumbled next to me. “But it’s not very effective. I’m not a mage.”

“That much is clear, you’re not nearly cranky enough.” Mori kept rifling through her bag until she pulled out a small, black metal rod. It was about six inches long and covered in faintly glowing silver runes. “Here, this should help.”

I flicked it with my wrist and it expanded to three times the length. “Is this a…wand?”

“It’s a runically enhanced focus.”

“So…it’s a wand.”

She nodded with a sigh. “Yes. One of the few things that can stop Shadowhounds is concentrated light.” She traced the runes on the wand. “These runes will amplify your Incantation, allowing you to deal with them.”

“If Monty sees me using a wand, he’ll lose his mind.” I waved the wand around in some of my best Gandalf poses. “He’s not big on wizards. Do you have a staff?”

She gave me a ‘Did you really just ask that?’ look.

“Mages, especially the Montagues, do not like to be associated with the trappings of wizardry.” She reached out and collapsed the wand. “Fortunately for you, he’s not here to see you use it.”

“Exactly how do I use it?”

“Point and shoot?” she said. “You have the command phrase?”

“Sure, it’s igniscorus—”

Mori covered my mouth before I could finish. I noticed the runes on the wand and in the circle beneath us increased in intensity.

“What are you doing?” She narrowed her eyes at me. “How have you managed to live this long?” I was about to say something when she held up a hand. “No, don’t answer. I didn’t ask you to say the phrase, just if you had it. Besides, that’s the wrong phrase. Do you know the other one?”

I nodded. The runes dimmed around us and she removed her hand. “Yes. I know it.”

“Don’t say it,” she said quickly. “Remember, it needs life force to be effective.”

“Got it, other phrase. Life force. Point the wand.”

“Good. You see a Shadowhound, you say the phrase and send an orb their way. Try not to miss.”

“What do they look like? Shadowhounds?”

“Ever see a wolf?”

“Yes.” I looked over at Peaches. “That doesn’t seem like much of a threat to a—”

“Imagine them twice that size, with claws and poisonous fangs designed to shred everything, especially hellhounds. In addition, they can do that teleporting thing hellhounds do and only really have a few weaknesses—eldritch flame and concentrated light.”

“Peaches doesn’t have eldritch flame.”

“He’s too young,” she said. “This means you need to defend him. You see a Shadowhound, you keep them away with the incantation. Don’t let him get bitten.”

“Point and shoot.” I looked down at the wand. “Can I keep this?”

“No. You have about ten uses before it disintegrates.” She shook her head. “It’s a temporary focus. Remember, you are the weapon. Don’t depend on a crutch. Now, let’s get out of here.”

We stepped to the edge of the circle in front of the door. The runes kept alternating on the four sides of the corridor.

“It’s too long to run through.”

“Get the pattern. Run when it’s not on the floor, then move to the next surface.”

“You expect me to run on the walls and ceiling?”

“Can a stone float on water?”

“No. At least not usually.”

“If you take the same stone and add velocity…?”

“It skips,” I said, understanding her intention. “We need to skip across the surfaces?”

She nodded. “I’ll meet you on the other side in case we have unwanted guests waiting.” She rummaged through her bag again. “One more thing. This isn’t a collar, but it will help so you don’t get lost.”

She handed me a length of what appeared to be silver filament coiled into a roll.

“What’s this?” I said, taking it.

“Silver cord—a tether.” She pulled on the filament, tied one end of it around my waist, and the other end around Peaches’ neck. She whispered something under her breath and touched the cord. It shone brightly for a few seconds before disappearing. “Wouldn’t want you to get lost during the ports.”

“Lost where?”

“Nowhere. Once your bond gets stronger, you won’t need a tether. Ready?”

“Not really.”

“Good, let’s go.”


























EIGHT

“I’LL SHOW YOU what you need to do.” Mori tightened her bag, adjusting the straps. “Remember, you need speed. Watch.”

Mori raced down the corridor. I had long ago eliminated the word “impossible” from my vocabulary, right around the time I’d met Monty.

She raced down the corridor for several seconds, jumped on the left wall, avoiding the runes, took several steps, leaped on the ceiling—moving fast, faster than I thought possible. A few more seconds and she jumped on the right wall and went out of sight around the corner.

<Did you see what she did, boy?>

<Yes. She must eat meat. If you ate more meat, you could do that.>

<I don’t think any amount of meat will help me do that. We need to avoid the runes.>

<You must keep pace or I will not be able to take you with me.>

<How fast can you run at this size?>

<My velocity will not be in direct proportion to my mass. I possess the ability to alter my density, which will increase my speed.>

<Sounds fast.>

<Also, I have four legs to your two.>

<There’s that. Can you run fast enough to get across the surfaces, but not so fast I lose you?>

<I will never lose you, we are bonded.>

<That’s not what I meant, but okay.>

Peaches padded over to the far side of the circle opposite the door. He hunched down into ‘stalk and pounce’ mode. I didn’t think he could move fast at this size. I was wrong.

He bounded off, covering the distance of the circle in a few seconds. I dashed after him as we crossed the threshold. The runes on the doorframe exploded with light. I saw the runes on the ceiling shift to the right wall. 

Peaches jumped in the air, angled left and blinked out. The next second, the corridor disappeared. I reappeared without breaking my stride on the left wall with Peaches next to me. We took several steps and disappeared again, avoiding the runes. 

We were moving faster now. Somewhere along the blinks, our velocity had increased. Three steps on the ceiling and we blinked out again. Moving even faster, I felt myself being pulled in his wake. We reappeared on the right wall near the end of the corridor. Peaches leaped off the wall and into the adjoining corridor into the welcoming committee of Shadowhounds.

I flicked my wrist, extending the wand as the Shadowhounds closed in, growling. I counted five of them as they spread out and lowered their bodies in stalking mode.

Behind them, the corridor extended for fifty feet and curved right, leading to a door I hoped opened into the front of the deli. I heard gunshots in the distance—Mori dealing with more unwanted guests. I moved to stand in front of Peaches.

<What are you doing, bondmate?>

<You don’t have eldritch flame. I have to defend you with my orbs.>

<You are going to defend me?>

<With this.> I held up the wand. <And my orbs.>

<This is not a good idea.>

<These aren’t regular dogs. They were created to hurt hellhounds. If they bite you, it would be bad.>

<Then I will bite them first.>

<No. That’s a bad…>

Peaches soared over my head with a leap and landed in the middle of the pack. He crushed one of the Shadowhounds on impact and shredded another with his massive jaws. 

I pointed the wand. “Ignisvitae!” I yelled and felt a rush of power. It raced down my arm, into the wand, and unleashed a swarm of violet orbs that surrounded me. “Get out of the way, boy!”

The orbs hovered next to me for a second before rushing at the remaining three Shadowhounds and Peaches. He blinked out as the orbs crashed into the Shadowhounds, disintegrating them. He reappeared next to me with a rumble, staring at me.

<You are not a mage.>

<What gave it away?>

The wand grew hot in my hand and turned orange. I dropped it on the ground and watched it turn to dust.

“So much for ten uses.”

<There are more bad dogs coming.>

“Which way?”

Peaches turned and looked behind us.

<From there.>

I looked down the corridor ahead and noticed the absence of runes. “This corridor looks safe. Let’s go find Mori and get out of here.”


























NINE

WE REACHED HALFWAY down the corridor before I heard the growls behind us. We picked up the pace and burst through the door at the end of the corridor into what used to be the main dining area.

“Nice of you to join me,” Mori said from behind the main counter as she unleashed a barrage of bullets at the nearest Rakshasa. “Get back!”

I ducked instinctively under a swipe intending to remove the upper half of my body. Another Rakshasa roared as it closed on us. I counted four of the creatures closing in.

“We have more Shadowhounds coming,” I said, jumping over the counter with Peaches next to me. What happened here? Where’s Ezra?”

The deli had been turned into a war zone. Most of the tables were broken. The windows around the perimeter were shattered. The empty street was filled with craters and most of the buildings I could see were crumbling or in the midst of becoming rubble.

“All good questions I don’t have answers to,” she said, jumping to the side as a Rakshasa slammed a fist down and removed part of the counter. “We have more immediate concerns, I think.”

“What happened out there? Did I miss a war?”

“Can you deal with these creatures while I dispatch the Shadowhounds?”

“Deal with these creatures how? I don’t have a weapon.”

“Where’s the focus?” She ducked under a swipe and backpedaled from a stomp. “Did you lose it?”

“Not exactly.” I slid to the side as a Rakshasa caught my scent and raked the air where I’d stood moments earlier. “I kind of used it all at once.”

I reached reflexively for Grim Whisper, forgetting it was gone. I leaped forward and away from the closing Rakshasa. We couldn’t do this for long. Eventually they would hit us, it was only a matter of time. 

“All at once?” She switched magazines and fired at another Rakshasa. “My bullets aren’t doing much, except angering them. Can you activate your hellhound’s battlemode?”

“Battlemode?”

“He gets larger and indestructible? It’s hard to miss.”

“Peaches XL.” I nodded. “I don’t know if I can activate it. That usually happens on its own or when we’re in danger.”

“What exactly do you think we’re in right now?”

She kicked over a table and stepped back as the Shadowhounds entered the dining area.

“Good point, give me a moment.” I crouched down next to Peaches.

“Sure, take your time,” Mori said with a grunt. “Only dealing with monsters trying to eat us.”

<Boy, you’re going to need to get bigger.>

<My size would put you both in danger.>

<Those creatures are looking to make us the main course on the menu. We’re in danger. You need to get into battlemode.>

<I haven’t had protein in some time. The transformation to my battlemode requires a large expenditure of energy. Do you have meat?>

I stared at him. “Are you serious right now?” I looked over at Mori. “Do we have meat?”

“End of counter,” she answered without looking at me. “Some smoked sausage links and about five pounds of today’s pastrami.”

<That will be sufficient fuel. In order to enter battlemode, I will need your assistance.>

We moved to the end of the counter, where I pulled the meat down to the floor in front of us.

<Assistance? Isn’t it just getting supersized like you usually do?>

<No. Battlemode requires energy from you, my bondmate.>

<Wonderful. What does that mean?>

<We must share life energy through our bond, actively.>

<That sounds painful.>

<Yes. There will be some pain.>

He inhaled the meat with a few chomps and looked at me.

<Let’s do this.>

I placed my hand on his head and the runes on the side of his body blazed with energy. Every muscle in my arm contracted as the energy flowed between us. 

Memories of London came to mind as the power coursing through my arm increased. It felt like the muscles were tearing themselves apart. I wanted to let go but found myself unable to remove my hand. I clenched my jaw against the pain.

The runes along his flanks increased in intensity, blinding me. The force of the energy between us increased. I felt him push me across the floor as he grew. With a thwump, a blast of energy bounced me off the wall and onto what remained of the counter. Heat flushed my body to deal with the damage.

“There’s got to be an easier way to do that,” I said with a groan as I rolled to the side. “You okay?”

<I AM IN ADEQUATE HEALTH. WE HAVE AN IMMEDIATE THREAT THAT MUST BE DEALT WITH.>

He looked different this time. His skin had transformed from fur to scale. All of the Rakshasas turned in Peaches’ direction.

“What happened to your fur?” I said, rubbing his side. It reminded me of dragonscale. “You have dragonscale skin?”

<FUR DOES NOT POSSESS DEFENSIVE PROPERTIES. THIS IS BATTLEMODE SKIN. I AM NOT A DRAGON.>

“Fine, let’s deal with the Rakshasas first.”

<AFFIRMATIVE.>

He lunged forward and impacted the first Rakshasa with his head, exploding it into small Rakshasa bits. Another tried raking his side, causing sparks to fly in the air with the swipe. Peaches turned and chomped, his massive fangs shearing the Rakshasa in thirds.

The remaining two charged at his head. Red energy coalesced around his eyes as he fired his omega beams, blasting them both to dust. 

The second pack of Shadowhounds advanced. This one was larger than the one we faced in the hallway. Ten Shadowhounds split into two packs of five.

<They’re poisonous to hellhounds. You can’t let them bite you.>

Mori fired, getting the attention of several of them, but they were focused on Peaches.

“Simon, use your Incantation!”

“But, the focus…I’m not a mage.”

“If you don’t, they’ll kill your hellhound. He can’t get them all.”


























TEN

I TOOK A deep breath.

Every time I had tried to use this incantation, something had gone horribly wrong. If I didn’t use it, the Shadowhounds would get to Peaches.

I extended my left arm. “Ignisvitae,” I said, aiming at the closest pack of Shadowhounds.

I felt the energy rush out of me as a group of violet orbs formed around me and sped at the Shadowhounds. I missed some of them, punching holes in the floor and wall. The ones I hit burst into dust. They turned their attention from Peaches and focused on a new target—me.

I counted six Shadowhounds. Mori dealt with two. The remaining four approached me. Peaches growled and fired his omega blast. Two more disappeared in a cloud of dust. I aimed at the other two.

Ignisvit—” I started, when a Shadowhound clamped onto my left arm and took me down, biting me several times. I placed my other hand against the side of its head and released a violet orb into its body, disintegrating it.

I felt my body flush with heat, but the bite burned and I felt dizzy. I leaned on the counter to get my bearings. I saw Peaches bound over to Mori and crush the remaining Shadowhounds with an oversized paw. One more blast of his omega beams cleared out the dining area.

<BONDMATE, YOU ARE INJURED.>

He padded over to where I stood, causing tremors with every step.

<It’s just a small bite. My body will deal with it.>

Mori rushed over and removed my jacket, exposing my arm. “This is bad,” she muttered. “The poison is in your system.”

Peaches rumbled next to her and nudged her with his head. She stepped out of the way. I was surprised he didn’t launch her across the deli.

<I CAN HELP YOU. MY SALIVA HAS HEALING PROPERTIES.>

I tried to step away from the massive tongue headed my way. I stumbled and fell on my side. The floor tilted in every direction as I sat on the floor next to the remains of the counter. I held up a hand and shook my head.

<No, thanks, I don’t need a saliva bath.>

All sensation in my left arm was gone from the shoulder down. I looked down and saw that the area around the bite had turned black. My body was dealing with the damage as warmth flooded the area, but a part of my brain knew it was a losing battle.

“The poison is too aggressive,” Mori said, pulling out a blade from her bag. “I’m going to remove the infected area before it spreads farther.”

“Remove the what—? Don’t slice the ham too thin or else the pigs won’t fly.”

“I have to remove your arm before it’s too late. The poison is spreading. If it gets to your vital organs, it’s over. Although it sounds like it already reached your brain.”

The black area on my arm had grown and was slowly spreading. She was right. Peaches stepped closer and this time he did shove her out of the way.

“What are you doing?” I heard her say. “He’ll die!”

Another loud rumble and Mori stepped back, holding her hands up in surrender.

<Hey, boy. We stopped them. Don’t bite her. She’s trying to help. I think. Something about slicing the farm before I eat the bread.>

<YOU ARE DELIRIOUS. I WILL ASSIST YOU, BONDMATE. WITHOUT THE LOSS OF LIMBS.>

<I’m not delicious. I’m Simon.>

The poison must have had a psychotropic effect on me. I swore I saw Peaches’ tongue turn gold as he proceeded to drown my arm in hellhound drool. The last thing I remembered before losing consciousness was thinking that the potent mix of sausage, pastrami, and hellhound breath was a weapon in its own right.


























ELEVEN

I OPENED MY eyes in a dim room. The blinds had been drawn closed and I lay in the cool darkness of a large hospital room. Haven.

“Welcome back,” said a familiar voice. Hades. “Mrs. DeMarco has cleared you to leave at your discretion. She didn’t seem pleased to see me.”

“You’re not exactly high on her favorite god list, I’m sure.”

“She’s quite formidable—for a human.”

“She would be the wrong sorceress to piss off.”

“Indeed. She wanted me to let you know that she is dealing with an emergency and won’t be here to see you off, but she will follow up later.”

I nodded and squinted into the darkness. Across from me sat the reason for my current state. The god of the Underworld. He wore a pair of faded jeans, a white dress shirt, and hiking boots. His hair was impeccable as usual. I looked around, but he was alone.

“I didn’t realize the Underworld did casual Fridays.” I moved to sit up and my brain tried to escape my skull through my eyes. The shooting pain forced me to lay my head back on the pillow. “What are you doing here?” Where’s Peaches?”

He pointed to the floor and I looked down at my sleeping hellhound sprawled out on the floor next to my bed.

“Actually, it’s been a few days—three, to be precise, and I wanted to see how you were doing.”

“I’m touched.”

“In more ways than one, I’m sure.” He steepled his fingers and leaned back. “Ezra tells me you and Peaches surpassed all expectations.”

“Excuse me? What are you talking about? We had to deal with Rakshasas and then Shadowhounds. Did you know they exist to kill hellhounds?”

“I should. I helped create them.”

“You helped—? What is Ezra talking about?”

“Did you think your hellhound needed lessons on how to be a hellhound?”

I paused before answering. “The lesson wasn’t for him?”

Hades stared at me and looked down at the snoring sprawl-master lying on the floor next to my bed. “No. I needed to know if you could rise to the occasion.”

I looked at my bandaged arm. “Judging from the outcome, it seems I missed the mark.”

“Not at all. You managed multi-teleportation, size differential, transference of a baleful glare, and you initiated your hellhound’s battlemode.”

“That was the full immersion?”

“The moment you crossed the threshold into the back room.”

“You knew?”

“Yes. I honestly didn’t think you’d survive a full immersion by Ezra.”

“I had help. Mori.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Really, how much did she assist you?”

I thought back to Mori’s actions at the deli.

“She gave me a focus.”

“Which lasted how long?”

“Not very. One use.”

He nodded. “Forcing you to rely on your power. Anything else?”

“Kept the Rakshasas distracted, and the silver cord. The tether.”

“Did it disappear after she invoked it?” Hades asked with a smile. “How many Shadowhounds did she dispatch?”

“Are you saying this was all an illusion?”

He pointed to my arm. “That bite was very real. You nearly lost an arm, if Peaches hadn’t intervened.”

I looked down at my bandaged arm.

“He always said his saliva had healing properties.” I glanced at Peaches and sat up with a groan. “I never believed him.”

“You still have much to learn about your hellhound and the bond you share. The incantation was unexpected, but quite useful. I would keep its use minimal—and secret.”

“Surprised me, too.”

He narrowed his eyes at me and nodded.

“I daresay that is the limit of your magical ability without extensive training. However, it’s a good spell to have for a non-mage. Your bond, though still entwined, is stronger now.”

I nodded. “What was this for? If it wasn’t for Peaches?”

“My giving you Peaches, a hellhound, wasn’t a whim, Strong. I have enemies, powerful ones, and they are making overtures. Testing the fringes.”

“I imagine it comes with the territory.”

“Indeed, it does,” he said with a sigh. “Consider your being bonded to Peaches as part of my strategy to stave off a catastrophic endgame. An unexpected variable designed to upset the board.”

“Endgame? By whom? Who would try to take you on?”

He stood, brushed off his jeans in a very Montyesque manner, and walked to the door. 

“If I knew that, it would be a simple matter of confrontation and elimination.”

“Guessing it’s not that simple.”

He shook his head slowly. “I believe in preparation, Strong. Combat the expected with the unexpected.”

“Like an immortal bound to a hellhound type of unexpected,” I added. “Pretty much unstoppable from what I heard.”

He faced me. I felt a wave of subtle energy rush over the room as he stared at me. “A bonded hellhound and his mate can be more dangerous than any magic-user.”

“Could they face a god?”

“One day they may have to,” he said. “We’ll talk soon.”

“Hopefully not too soon. No offense, but our conversations usually end violently.”

“None taken,” he said with a nod and disappeared.

I lay back in the pillow and sighed. Gods and their games. 

<He smells like home.>

<He should.>

<I’m hungry. No one has given me meat. Do you have meat?>

I was feeling better by the second. I noticed my mark had returned. I looked over and saw my weapons on the side table. Peaches had his collar on again and I wore the matching bracelet. My other wrist held my mala bracelet. I had some questions for Ezra. A pastrami on rye sounded like the perfect excuse.

<Do you want to get some meat from the place?>

Peaches moved faster than any dog that size had a right to move. He sat by the door, chuffed, and waited, staring at me, barely containing his excitement as he vibrated in place.

<Meat is life.>

<I’m guessing that’s a yes. Let me get my clothes on and call Monty.>

<The angry man can make some meat on the way to more meat.>

<I’ll call him right after I get dressed. Give me a second.>

<If you were a hellhound, you wouldn’t need clothes. We could leave right now.>

<True. You’re the most proper hellhound I know.>

<I’m the only hellhound you know.>

 “One hellhound in my life is enough, thank you.”

<You’re welcome.>

I laughed and rubbed his head as I got dressed, grabbed my weapons, and headed out of the room.

THE END


























AUTHOR NOTES

THANK YOU FOR reading this story and jumping back into the world of Monty & Strong. Those readers who wanted Peaches to be showcased requested this story. I hope you enjoyed it. Peaches (and Frank) will be teaming up soon in their own adventures.

With each story, I want to introduce you to different elements of the world Monty & Strong inhabit, slowly revealing who they are and why they make the choices they do. If you want to know how they met, that story is in NO GOD IS SAFE, which is a short explaining how Tristan and Simon worked their first case.

There are some references you will understand and some…you may not. This may be attributable to my age (I’m older than Monty or feel that way most mornings) or to my love of all things sci-fi and fantasy. As a reader, I’ve always enjoyed finding these “Easter Eggs” in the books I read. I hope you do too. If there is a reference you don’t get, feel free to email me and I will explain it…maybe.

You will notice that Simon, although still a smart-ass (deserving a large head smack), is learning more about magic and its use. He’s still mostly clueless about what’s going on, but he’s acquired his first spell (an anemic magic missile!) even though he needs some practice with it. He’s slowly wrapping his head around the world of magic, but it’s a vast universe and he has no map.

Bear with him—he’s still new to the immortal, magical world he’s been delicately shoved into. Fortunately he has Monty(and Peaches) to nudge (or blast) him in the right direction.

Each book will reveal more about Monty & Strong’s backgrounds and lives before they met. Rather than hit you with a whole history, I wanted you to learn about them slowly, the way we do with a person we just met—over time (and many large cups of DeathWish Coffee). 

Thank you for taking the time to read this story. I wrote it for you and I hope you enjoyed spending some moments with Simon and Peaches. 

If you really enjoyed this story, I need you to do me a HUGE favor— Please leave a review. 

It’s really important and helps the book (and me). Plus, it means Peaches gets new titanium chew toys, besides my arms, legs, and assorted furniture to shred. And I get to keep him at normal size (most of the time).

If this is your first Monty & Strong story…WELCOME!

I’ve included the first chapter of TOMBYARDS & BUTTERFLIES the first full-length Montague & Strong Detective Agency Novel. Please read on and enjoy!


























TOMBYARDS & BUTTERFLIES

A MONTAGUE AND Strong Detective Novel

ONE

What’s more exciting than chasing a rabid werewolf in the middle of the night? Chasing that rabid werewolf in Downtown Manhattan in the middle of the night. The Village, as a neighborhood, was a warren of intersecting streets and dead ends. We had already been at it for thirty minutes and we were closing in.

“This is what the English did,” I said as we ran down Sixth Avenue. “Who lays out a city like this? A grid, Monty, would it have killed them to use a grid?”

“The Dutch were here first,” he said. “The English didn’t arrive until 1664. That’s how you get the name New York.”

We chased it down Minetta Lane off Sixth Avenue. The wet-dog smell punched me in the face as soon as I turned the corner.

“There’s something wrong with that smell,” I said. “God, he reeks!”

“I didn’t realize you were a werewolf scent expert,” Monty said as he caught up, his long legs making it easy. 

“I’m not, but this guy smells like he hasn’t bathed in a year. And did you see his eyes?” 

“I did,” Monty said. “He seems to be suffering from some kind of reaction.”

“Reaction? He tore that poor woman in half. That’s not a reaction. That’s a full-blown infection.”

“It does seem like he’s unstable,” Monty said as he looked up and down the street.

“Just a bit, yeah.”

We followed the scent to the end of Minetta and on to Macdougal Street, when a large, furry blur shot past us.

 “Shoot it, Simon! Shoot!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I said as I fired several times.

“Shoot it harder!”

We jumped behind a parked SUV. The license plate read RUFFRDR. The truck was one of those huge things that wasn’t quite a tank but could never pass for an ordinary car, either. I figured there was enough vehicle to protect us from the Were’s razor-sharp claws. That theory evaporated, though. We jumped to the side as it sliced through the metal and plastic with ease, rendering our cover useless. The SUV fell apart like blocks of LEGO and I couldn’t help thinking that RUFFRDR was going to wake up in the morning and have a very bad day. 

“Really, that’s what you’re going with, Monty? ‘Shoot it harder’?”

“Strong,” rasped the creature on the other side of what used to be a perfectly functioning mode of transportation. “I’m going to rip out your intestines and eat them while you watch.”

“Wow,” Monty said. “He’s pissed. What did you do to him?”

“Now would be a good time for magic,” I said. “You know, a fireball or two? Or some Were-melting spell?”

“Can’t—he’s wearing a null proximity rune,” Monty said. “But I don’t understand why the silver ammo isn’t affecting him. You did switch out for silver ammo, right?”

“Silver…ammo? Of course I packed the silver—shit.”

I forgot to switch the ammo.

“You forgot, didn’t you?” Monty said, exasperated. “We’re out here fighting a werewolf, Simon.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s a little hard to miss.”

“I’m going to die,” he said as his voice hiked up an octave. “Out here on the filthy street, alongside you. Wonderful.”

“No, I just misplaced it,” I said with feigned indignation. “Hey, I had to pack all the bags while you did your meditation thing to charge the magic you’re currently not using.”

Monty narrowed his eyes and glared.

“Are you saying this is somehow my fault?”

“I’m just saying a little magic would make this go smoother, especially since I forgot to pack the silver ammo.”

The werewolf shoved the debris of the SUV to one side. Saliva dripped from the corners of his mouth as he snarled loudly enough to rattle some of the windows. I jerked my head to one side to let Monty know that tall, dark, and fangy was about to shred us. 

“Monty? Werewolf!!” I said, pointing at the large, angry creature closing on us.

 Monty turned, opened his hands, and formed two large spheres of air in his palms. They were the size of basketballs and whirled with tremendous force, kicking up the detritus around us.

He let them go and they slammed into the werewolf, smashing it into the building across the street with enough force to dislodge a wheelbarrow full of bricks. The Were bounced off the wall and fell to the street face-first, unconscious. I holstered my gun, Grim Whisper, and ran over. The Grim Whisper was a custom designed and runed M&P Shield 9mm adapted to hold ten rounds plus one in the chamber. It had enough power to stop most supernatural threats, especially with modified ammo. For everything else, I had Monty.

I put a pair of silver restraints, individual bracers designed to prevent transformation, around his front legs, and he slowly morphed back to human. Now we stood over a naked man in the middle of the street.

“Did you bring the extra set of clothes?” Monty asked as he looked around and brushed the dust off his suit. He kept his shoulder-length hair loose and moved a few strands out of his face. His eyes gave off a subtle yellow glow, which happened every time he used magic.

I reached into my pack and pulled out a pair of jeans and a large T-shirt. It was one of my old ‘I love New York’ shirts, where the ‘love’ is replaced with a large red heart.

“I hope you know this shirt is a collector’s item,” I said as I dressed the Were. “You can’t get them anymore.”

“Unless you take a stroll around Times Square,” Monty said and shook out his hands. “Hurry up, Simon.”

“I thought you couldn’t use magic on it?” 

“I couldn’t, I used magic around it.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed the one number I knew would be working at this hour of the night.

“NYTF, Lieutenant Ramirez speaking,” answered the voice.

Angel Ramirez had been with the NYTF for the last five years. He was rough around the edges, tough as hell, and a loyal— if not slightly crazy—friend. The only person I trusted more was Monty.

The New York Task Force, or NYTF, was a quasi-military police force created to deal with any supernatural event occurring in New York City. They’re paid to deal with the things that can’t be explained to the general public without causing mass hysteria.

“I want my dinner at Peter Luger’s this weekend,” I said. “On you.”

“Simon, el fuerte, you got him?” Ramirez asked. “No way!”

“Of course I got him,” I said as Monty scowled and raised an eyebrow at me. “Well, Monty got him, but I tracked him.”

“Then maybe Monty should get Luger’s, not you. I’m sending a bus over. Where are you?”

“Macdougal and Minetta.”

“Is he silvered?” Ramirez asked. “Or are we walking into a shitstorm?”

“We wouldn’t be having this conversation if he weren’t.”  

“Hang tight, they’ll be there in ten.”

I ended the call only to have my phone ring again. Santana’s “Black Magic Woman” played and I seriously considered not picking up.

“Answer it,” Monty said. “You know she’ll just show up if you don’t.”

Bracing myself, I answered the call. 

“Chi, what a surprise.” 

“You know I hate that name,” she said. “Where are you?” 

Actually, I did know. That’s exactly why I always used it.

 “I’m kind of in the middle—”

“Save it. Your office, twenty minutes,” she said and hung up.

I looked at the phone for a few seconds before dropping it in my pocket.

“I think she’s fond of you,” Monty said with a smile. “Certainly sounds like it.”

I gave him my best ‘I’ll stomp you silly’ glare.

“What’s wrong with your face?” he asked. “Are you injured, or constipated?”

“Hilarious.” I waved him away. “You going to be okay here with Scooby?”

“Who?”

“The Were,” I said, pointing. “The guy we just caught?”

“You’re the one going to meet a vampire and you’re asking me if I’m going to be okay?”

He had a point.
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