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“There is nothing better than a friend, unless it is a friend with meat.” -Peaches


























ONE

SIMON WAS GONE.

That usually didn’t bother me. Sometimes he would go outside with the angry man but he was never gone for long. He usually came back with delicious meat, because he knew as every hellhound knows, Meat is Life.

After the time he tried to make me some healthy meat, I told him it was safer if he didn’t do that again. He almost broke my stomach, and I almost broke a building.

 Healthy meat is not good for hellhounds. It produces something called deathane, at least that’s what the scary lady called it after we exploded. I just know it didn’t taste good.

Even though he was outside we were bondmates, so I could find him wherever he was. I tried to smell him but  couldn’t find his scent. This had happened once before, but this time it was different. I sensed something else, something dangerous.

The bond we shared was breaking.

If it broke completely, bad things would happen. I would become what Simon called Peaches XL, and my hellhound nature would force me to destroy…everything. 

I needed help.

The angry man had left earlier, and the old man with the bird was far away. I closed my eyes and felt for someone with power nearby.

The cold girl.

The first time I met the cold girl she said I was beautiful.

She was right. 

This would have been smart for a human, but I knew. When I looked into her eyes, and she wrapped her thin arms around me in a tight, fearless hug, I knew she wasn’t human.

Her eyes held the old wisdom. This little girl who could hear me like Simon, my bondmate, was special like the angry man.

More importantly, the cold girl’s guardian was the most amazing hound I had ever seen. She wasn’t a hellhound, but other than that, she was perfect. The cold girl wanted to be friends. Maybe she could help me find Simon.

The cold girl had been visiting the angry man every afternoon, when he would growl at her and she would make ice. Sometimes she made too much ice, and he would create fire to melt it.

One time she made ice balls and hit Simon in-between his legs. He let out a howl worthy of a hellhound and then bent over. He wasn’t too happy about that, but I saw the angry man almost smile.

The cold girl was close. I concentrated and stepped through the space into the cold girl’s house. A woman screamed as I emerged into the living space. Her name was Katrin. She made sure the cold girl and the Guardian had food to eat and water to drink.

Katrin wasn’t special like the cold girl, but she seemed nice enough and didn’t mind my coming over…much. She did like to scream, but I figured that was just her way of saying hello. I barked back a soft hello and didn’t break any of the windows or walls.

Simon always says people don’t like my loud barks, so I’ve been practicing. Katrin ran out of the room without leaving a treat or any meat. Maybe Simon can talk to her about how meat is life.

“Peaches!” a young voice yelled behind me. “Rags look, it’s Peaches!”

I turned to look into the old eyes of the young girl who ran at me. Behind her stood her guardian, ignoring me but keeping an eye on the girl. I tried not to stare but couldn’t look away from her houndishly fine features.

“Hello, cold girl,” I said into her head.

“Peaches,” the cold girl said, wagging a finger at me with mock seriousness. “How many times have I told you to call me Cece?”

“Five times.”

She nodded with a giggle. “Please use my name. It’s being polite, right, Rags?”

Her guardian hound looked at me and shook her amazing fur. “I don’t think hellhounds have manners, Miss.”

Even though the cold girl wasn’t my bondmate, she could hear me. That wasn’t the only thing that made her special. When I was around her, I could hear and talk to her guardian, and her guardian could speak to me.

“I’m glad you came to visit,” the cold girl said, as she grabbed me by the neck and squeezed. Had anyone else attempted to squeeze me this way, I would have removed one of their arms, but I liked the cold girl. “Mr. Montague has me practicing ice balls. He calls them ‘spheres’. Want to see?”

“Yes,” I answered, looking over at her guardian. “Hello, Guardian Rags.”

“Hellhound, what do you need?” Rags answered in her wonderful voice. “You are interrupting an important practice lesson. Mage Montague expects Cecelia to master spherical constructs without accidental impacts. By the way, how is your bondmate? Can he walk without howling now?”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“You want Cece to hit him in his lower parts again?”

“Can you tell Mr. Simon I’m really sorry about the other day?” Cece said. “I tried to hold the ice balls close to me, but they just flew away.”

“Cece, focus on the lesson,” Rags said. “Remember what the mage said. Create one ice sphere at a time, and hold it in place before starting on the next one.”

“I remember,” Cece said, and took a deep breath. “I have to hold it in my head first.”

Cece closed her eyes for a few seconds and concentrated. She looked like the angry man when he was making some dangerous magic. I felt the energy around her increase, and realized the cold girl was getting stronger. She wasn’t as strong as the angry man, but she was still young.

An ice ball formed in her hand. As she opened her eyes, I saw a small smile form on her face. She closed her eyes again as the ice ball floated around her. Another ice ball formed, followed by a third.

“Cece, I think three is good for a start,” Rags said. “The mage said not to make more than two.”

“I think…I think I can make one more,” Cece said, but I heard the strain in her voice. “One…more.”

I felt her energy shift, and I knew this was a bad idea. It felt the same as when Simon made, what he called, his ‘magic missile’ and made holes in everything. I stepped back from the floating ice balls.

“She is passing her limit, Guardian,” I said, carefully moving across the floor and away from the now fast-moving ice balls. “She should stop.”

“Mind your place, hellhound,” Rags said, turning to Cece. “Miss, do not make any more ice spheres. It’s too dangerous.”

“Just one more,” Cece said forming another ice ball. “See? I told you I could do it.”

The ice balls were moving fast around her body, and the energy around her felt familiar. It was the same sensation I felt when the angry man would cast something and everything would break or explode.

“Cold girl, you should stop,” I said. “This feels dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” Cece lifted a hand. “Not at all. I have them under complete cont—uh oh, Rags?”

The ice balls shot off in every direction. I leaped to the side to avoid being hit. The Guardian tackled Cece and covered her body, as two of the ice balls shot through the space where the cold girl stood a second before.

“Hellhound, can you do something useful?” 

The ice balls were racing around the room, and I didn’t want to get hit. I also wanted to show Rags my brave and fearsome side. I focused on the ice balls as they flew past me. I felt an energy shift inside, and red beams of light shot out from my eyes.

The ice balls shattered mid-flight, sending shards of ice in every direction. Simon called these my omega beams. They were really called a baleful glare, and I had never used one at my normal size. It meant my bond with Simon was getting weaker.

I looked over at Rags and Cece, and made sure they were unharmed. Cece looked ashamed, like when I chewed one of the angry man’s favorite shoes. Rags stared at me for a long time before turning back to the cold girl.

“I told you Mage Montague said no more than two spheres,” Rags said. “It’s too dangerous for you to make more than two.”

“I’m sorry,” Cece said, looking at me. “But Peaches protected us. He shot lasers from his eyes and blew them up!”

Rags looked at me again and gave me a nod. “Indeed, he did,” she said. “Well done, hellhound. It appears you have some usefulness after all.”

My heart skipped a beat as she spoke. I didn’t hear the words. Just the fact that she was speaking to me was enough. In that moment, I wished I had a sausage, not the healthy kind, to share with her, but I didn’t know magic and couldn’t create my own.

“You’re welcome—” I started.

“As much as I appreciate your assistance, your presence here is distracting to the Miss,” Rags said. “She isn’t focusing on the lesson and for some reason I cannot understand, wants to impress you. Why are you here?”

“Simon is gone.”

“What do you mean gone? Most likely he is at the store getting you more of that sausage you seem fixated on.”

“No, he isn’t,” I said. “I don’t feel or smell him.”

“Perhaps he just needed some time away from you and Mage Montague.”

“We’re bondmates. Why would he need time away?”

“I’m sure even bondmates need some alone time. Are you sure you can’t sense him?”

I sniffed the air again and closed my eyes. I felt the energy of the cold girl, the warm undercurrent of power that covered Rags and the nervous energy of Katrin. I tried smelling in other places but couldn’t find my bondmate.

I shook my head. “I can’t feel or smell him,” I said.

Rags stepped close to me, and I took in her heady scent. “Would he hide from you? On purpose?”

“No, he never has before,” I said. “The only time I couldn’t sense him was when—”

“What’s wrong?” Cece asked. “Is Mr. Simon okay?”

“One moment, Miss,” Rags said. “You were saying, hellhound? The only time you couldn’t sense your bondmate was?”

“When our bond was broken.”

Rags took a few steps back and placed herself between Cece and me. “Your bond. Is it broken now?”

“No, or else I would be much larger and dangerous,” I said slowly. “But I feel it breaking. Can you help me find Simon?”

“I don’t think we should get invol—” Rags started.

“Of course we’ll help you,” Cece said. “We’re friends, and that’s what friends do.”

“A broken bond is a very dangerous situation, Miss. We should wait for Mage Montague to return. He’ll know how to handle this.”

“What if it breaks before then?” Cece countered. “Then Peaches will be in trouble.”

“He is not the one in danger, we are,” Rags said, looking at me. “We’re better off leaving the continent until this situation is resolved.”

“Please?” Cece pleaded. “Mr. Montague said he won’t be back for my next lesson until next week.”

Rags shook her head and chuffed. “Very well, but we’re going to need help. We need a mage, and the Miss is not strong enough to track down your bondmate. Do you know of any mages besides Mage Montague?”

“I know one, but he’s a dragon,” I said. “Will that work?”

“As long as he’s a mage, we can use his ability to track your bondmate and figure out what’s going on with your bond,” Rags said, looking around. “But I don’t think a dragon will fit in this space, and Katrin would most likely leave us if we brought one here.”

“He’s a small dragon,” I said. “I’ll bring him here.”

“Can you talk to your friend, the dragon?” Cece asked, getting closer to me. “The way we talk?”

I normally don’t let people get too close. Most of the time, people take one look at me and stay far away. Simon says it’s because hellhounds are scary dogs. I think it’s because people can’t handle my sausage goodness. 

The cold girl wasn’t afraid of me. She stepped close and put a hand on my head.

“Miss!” hissed her beautiful guardian. “Don’t touch him. You don’t know where he’s been. Probably covered in germs.”

“It’s okay, Rags,” Cece answered. “This is going to help him.”

“Not as much as a bath,” Rags answered with a low growl. “Do hellhounds even bathe?”

“Simon says I’m self-cleaning,” I answered as the cold girl’s hand rested on my head. My head became cold as Cece smiled at me.

“There,” Cece said with a clap and a rub between my ears. “Now you can talk to your dragon. You have to hurry, it won’t last very long.”

“Mage Montague expressly advised against you using your ability in this way,” Rags said, nudging Cece away from me. “What if he finds out?”

“We won’t tell,” Cece said. “Besides we’re trying to help Mr. Simon, and he’s Mr. Montague’s friend. I’m sure it’s okay.”

Rags turned to look at me. “You’d better move quickly,” she said. “The Miss is right. Your ability to communicate won’t last very long. Go bring us your dragon.”

I stepped in-between and left them behind.


























TWO

THE IN-BETWEEN place let me go anywhere I wanted. I smelled for the small dragon and found him. I focused, making an opening.

I stood in the middle of the dragon’s house and sniffed around. I was in the right place, but it was empty. I looked around the large room. I saw the tables and the long bar. No one was present, but I sensed the dragon and one other person.

They were hiding.

This wasn’t hiding like Simon. I could sense them but not see them with my eyes. I had another way to make them appear. I turned and focused on the spot where I felt the dragon, took a deep breath, and barked.

I had been practicing with Simon. This wasn’t one of my full barks. That would have destroyed most of the wall. This was a soft bark to let the dragon know that I could sense him and he should stop hiding. Many of the bottles behind the bar exploded after I barked.

“Don’t shoot, Cole,” the dragon said as they appeared. “I’m serious. He’s not a threat.”

Behind the dragon was a large man holding a large gun. He was dressed in a black T-shirt and jeans. He looked at me, and I could tell he was angry about something.

“Not a threat?” the large man spoke to the dragon. “Frank, did you just see what happened? Not a threat my ass.”

Maybe he was like Simon and needed the strange smelling bean juice he called coffee. The angry man always felt better after he drank his leaf water. I was about to suggest both, when the large man moved the gun and made a noise.

Simon called that noise ‘chambering’ and he told me that if I ever heard it, I should bite the arm of the person responsible. If they dropped the gun, I could leave the arm attached. If not I should remove the arm.

I was just about to help the large man drop the gun, when the dragon let go of energy. All around him, I saw blue light.

“He’s not a threat,” Frank said, shaking his body. “Lower the weapon before you lose something valuable.”

“It just destroyed several thousand dollars’ worth of  inventory,” the large man replied, still not lowering the gun. “I’m letting you explain this to Grey.”

The large man turned to the wall of broken bottles. I was proud I hadn’t destroyed the wall. I’m sure he was thinking the same thing.

“I’ll take care of it,” Frank said, and walked down the bar to me. “Grey will be fine. Now, lower the shotgun.”

“Are you seeing the same thing I’m seeing?”

“Obviously.”

“That’s a—” Cole started.

“Hellhound,” Frank said. “I’m aware of what kind of creature this is.”

“When have you ever met a friendly hellhound?”

“Well, never.”

“My point exactly,” Cole said, aiming at me with the shotgun. “Shoot first, ask questions later.”

“You should put the weapon away, please,” I said, and the large man looked at me with surprise. “I don’t want to bite your arm off, but I will.”

“Maybe put the shotgun away, Cole.”

“That thing can speak?” Cole asked, taking a step back, surprised. “I thought a talking lizard was bad enough.”

“Dragon,” Frank said. “Not lizard.”

“Since when do hellhounds speak? How did I understand it?”

The dragon stepped close to me and almost closed its eyes. After a few seconds, he nodded at me.

“I don’t recall them speaking to anyone they weren’t bonded to,” the dragon said. “This must be a special case. Put the weapon away. I know who he belongs to.”

“Belongs to? Since when are the spawn of hell owned by anyone?” Cole asked. “I’m going to kill it now.”

Frank flicked his tail, and electric lights raced all over the bar. Some bounced on me and tickled my skin.

“I said stand down,” Frank said, looking at Cole. “I’m the security for this dilapidated establishment, and I said he isn’t a threat.”

Cole nodded and put the large gun away under the bar.

“Fine,” Cole said, “if he eats you for like a snack, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Duly noted,” Frank answered with a nod, looking at me. “We have any meat left in the freezer?”

“Of course,” Cole said. “This dilapidated establishment is always well stocked. Why?”

“Get the hound some sausage while I find out what he wants.”

“You’re going to feed it? Really?”

“Yes. Meat please,” the dragon said. “Bring enough.”

“Enough?” Cole asked. “What does that even mean?”

“Upwards of ten pounds,” Frank answered. “Unless you’d like to donate an arm or leg to his meal?”

I really liked the dragon.

“Since when do you speak hellhound?” Cole said. “Do those things even have a language?”

“They can be understood,” Frank answered. “I’d try explaining it to you, but that would require a working brain.”

“Ha, ha, hilarious,” Cole said, stepping out from behind the bar, keeping his eyes on me, and heading to the back. “I hope he eats you, but it would probably poison him.”

“Did you say meat?” I asked as Cole stepped out of sight.


























THREE

THE SMALL DRAGON paced back and forth on the bar, looking down at me every time he turned. Bright sparks flew off his body whenever he shook his head or tail.

“Someone cast a Babel spell on you,” Frank said. “This tells me a few things.”

“A what?” I asked, curious. I’d never heard the term before.

“The way you spoke and Cole understood you, nearly giving him a heart attack,” Frank replied. “That can only happen with a Babel spell.”

“That was the cold girl,” I said. “She touched me.”

“The cold what?” Frank asked, stopping his pacing. “Wait” —he looked around—“where is the destructive duo?”

“Simon is gone.”

“Did you eat him out of house and home?”

“I don’t eat all the time,” I said with a chuff.

“Of course you don’t,” Frank started, “only when you’re awake.”

Cole came in, placed a large bowl of meat in front of me, and stepped back slowly without giving me his back. I don’t know why he was scared. I took a few moments to examine the bowl. It was full of tasty meat. This meat wasn’t as good as the place, but it was good.

I began to eat it slowly. Simon always tells me not to eat too fast, it’s bad manners. I tried to make sure it lasted longer than my usual. I also didn’t bite the bowl…much.

 I’m positive Simon would’ve been proud.

Frank stared at me after I was done.

“That must have been what? Seven seconds?”

“I made sure not to hurry,” I replied. “Simon says it’s bad manners to eat too fast.”

“That was you taking your time?” Cole asked, looking at Frank. “We don’t have enough meat if he’s planning on staying here longer than an hour.”

“You have more meat?” I asked.

“Where did he go, hound?” Frank asked, getting my attention by shaking his tail. “Do you know?”

“Who?”

“Simon? Your bondmate,” Frank said. “Did you see where he went?”

“I didn’t. He touched the lines on his hand, I saw the light, and he was gone.”

“What do you mean the ‘lines on his hand’?”

“Whenever things are very bad,” I started, “he sometimes touches the lines on his hand, and he goes.”

“He goes?” Frank asked, looking at me. “Hold on a second, how did you find me?”

“I smelled you.”

“Are you saying I smell?”

Cole gave a short laugh from behind Frank, and then went back to cleaning up the glass when Frank turned to stare at him.

“Yes,” I said. “Your energy smells like you.”

“Smell…you mean energy signatures? That’s how you know where everyone is?”

“Yes,” I said. “I can find anyone by their smell.”

“But right now, you can’t smell Simon,” Frank said slowly. “Right?”

“No,” I said. “I can’t smell him. Our bond is breaking.”

“Breaking? That can’t be good.”

Frank looked around at the shattered bottles and the empty bowl of meat. He must have sensed what I was thinking.

“Another bowl of meat would be good,” I said.

“Another what?” Frank said, shaking his head. “We need to get out of here before Grey comes back with his deranged sword and Koda, who makes the sword look sane.”

“Does this mean the meat is finished?” I asked, a little disappointed.

“Really?” Frank said. “When you get focused, you’re like a dog with a—oh, nevermind. No. We can’t be here when Grey and Koda get back. He’s homicidally irritable on his good days. After he sees those bottles—well, it won’t be pretty.”

“At least I didn’t destroy the wall,” I said. “Simon says restraint is important.”

Frank stared at me for a few seconds and then looked at Cole, who had just finished cleaning up the glass, and was now mopping the floor. 

“That’s you showing restraint?”

“Yes, I’ve been practicing.” I said, puffing out my chest. “My bark was soft this time.”

“Now, I know why people fear for their property around you three,” Frank answered. “Speaking of massive destruction—where’s Montague?”

“The angry man went to see the old man with the big sausage and his bird.”

“That sounds so wrong on so many levels,” Frank said with a shake of his tail. “We’re going to need help.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

“We don’t need helldog help,” Frank answered. “Who cast the Babel spell on you if it wasn’t Montague?”

“Hound,” I said with a low growl. “Hellhound.”

“There’s a difference?” Frank asked.

“Are you a lizard?”

“Point taken,” Frank replied. “We need another mage—someone with skill.”

“I know. I’m here to take you to help.”

“Take me to who?”

“The cold girl and the beautiful dog.”

Frank stared at me for another long time. At least I think it was a long time. Simon says I live in the eternal now and that I’m very Zen that way. Whatever that means.

“We’re going to have to work on improving your vocabulary,” Frank said, jumping off the bar and landing on a nearby table.

“That would be bad.”

“Cold girl and the beautiful dog sounds like some new age music group,” Frank said. “Music you couldn’t pay me to listen to.”

“The cold girl is special, like you.”

“Like me?” Frank asked. “You mean she’s a mage?”

I chuffed. “A cold one.”

“That might work.” Frank took another look around. “In any case, we need to be gone. Grey isn’t just cranky, he’s mostly anti-social. He hates everyone equally.”

“Simon says everyone loves dogs, especially the small ones.”

“Which you are not,” Frank said, looking me up and down. “What’s bad about getting you a better vocabulary?”

“If my vocabulary gets better, that is a bad thing,” I said. “It means I am approaching Peaches XL.”

“Peaches XL?” Frank looked around my body. “What’s that?”

“If my bond with Simon is broken, I will take on my battlemode and grow.”

“Oh, this just keeps getting better,” Frank muttered. “This battlemode…how big?”

“Big enough to destroy this city.”

“Cole,” Frank yelled quickly. “I’m going out.”

“Good,” Cole yelled back. “Take the demon dog with you.”

“Hellhound,” I corrected. “My name is not demon dog.”

“It has a name…really?” Cole asked, looking from me to Frank, who nodded. “Of course you do. What’s your name?”

“My name is Peaches.”

Frank’s body crackled with blue energy.

“Peaches, I think you better take me to your friend now,” Frank said, looking at Cole. “Tell Grey I’m over at Montague’s dealing with a…situation.”

“Will you need an assist?” Cole asked. “Or”—he stifled a laugh—“do you and the hellhound have everything under control?”

Frank shook his tail. “Did anyone ever comment on how funny you are?”

“Not really, no,” Cole answered. “Can’t say I’ve been called funny.”

“Good,” Frank answered. “No need to break the trend then.”

Frank jumped on my shoulder, and we stepped in-between.


























FOUR

WE RETURNED TO the cold girl’s home, but something was wrong. I smelled a familiar energy filling the space. Rags and the cold girl were in the room, but I couldn’t see them.

“You sure you didn’t need to take a left at Alberquer—?” Frank started and leaped off my back as a blast of black energy crashed into the wall above me. “What the hell?”

On the other side of the room, behind a wall of energy, I saw Rags standing in front of the cold girl. She growled when she saw me. The cold girl looked scared and angry.

“Be careful, Peaches!” Cece called out. “Those are bad dogs!”

“They followed you, hellhound,” Rags said, growling again. “Why are they after you and what is that creature?”

“Hey, I’m not a creature,” Frank snapped. “I’m a dragon.” 

The snarl from behind me got my attention. I turned to face one of the few creatures that could hurt me.

“Shadowhounds,” Frank said with a voice of disgust. “Well, that was unexpected.”

Shadowhounds were like wolves, except much bigger. Simon warned me about their claws and fangs, which would hurt me and make me sick. He said they were designed to shred everything, especially hellhounds. 

“These are bad dogs,” I said with a growl. “We must stop them from hurting the cold girl.”

“Astute, but not entirely helpful,” Rags answered. “They arrived shortly after you left, hellhound.”

“What the f—?” Frank glanced over to where Cece stood. “I mean, what the heck is going on? You didn’t say anything about Shadowhounds. Those things are a pain in the”—another glance at Cece—“rear to deal with. And  what is that with the little girl—a bear?”

“I am the Miss’s guardian,” Rags answered. “My only responsibility is to keep her safe from harm. The Shadowhounds will not get past my shield.”

Frank stared at Cece. “You didn’t just hit the hellhound with a Babel spell,” Frank said. “You are a Babel spell. Did you know she was a magical facilitator? Either that, or I’m hallucinating, and I can hear that bear speak.”

“I am not a bear, and yes, the Miss creates an area of clairaudience around her person,” Rags said. “Mage Montague is trying to help her get her abilities safely under control.”

“How about letting us get behind your shield?” Frank asked. “That way we can all be safe?”

Rags growled at Frank. “In order to allow you behind my shield, I would need to drop it first,” she said. “If that occurs, they will attack. The answer is no.”

Three Shadowhounds closed in on us.

“Your bear friend isn’t very friendly,” Frank said, stepping close to me. “Now, what was it that stopped these things?”

“She’s not a bear,” I said glancing at Rags. “She’s a guardian.”

“Oh no,” Frank said, shaking his tail. “You have a crush on the bear? Are you kidding me right now?”

“What do you mean?” I asked, confused. “I would never crush her. Have you seen how beautiful she is?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever,” Frank answered, waving my words away. “She’s going to be lunch if we don’t stop those hounds.”

“I won’t let that happen,” I said with a low growl. “I will keep them safe.”

“It’s been forever since I faced one of these things,” Frank said mostly to himself, running under me and moving to the wall next to Rag’s shield. “What stopped them again?”

“Lizard,” Rags said as Frank leaped over me and away from the teeth of a Shadowhound. I jumped back and avoided a swipe from the closest hound.

“Eldritch rain, eldritch frames?” Frank said to himself as he dodged another bite from one of the Shadowhounds. “Hey! I’m thinking here!”

“Eldritch flame,” Rags said from behind her shield. “Or light, specifically concentrated light.”

“Light?” Frank asked. “I can do light. Watch your eyes.”

Frank shook his tail and closed his eyes. He started glowing and exploded in blue light a second later, making it hard to see.

The Shadowhounds growled and snapped at him, but stayed back. Frank became too bright to look at, as blue energy jumped off his body and filled the room.

I still smelled the Shadowhounds. Whatever Frank was doing wasn’t working.

“Stop, Frank,” I said, shaking my body and feeling the energy inside. “Your light isn’t working.”

“I said ‘concentrated’ light,” Rags said. “Not illuminate the entire building.”

“Your grouchy bear needs to relax,” Frank said as he stopped glowing. “I don’t see you trying to stop these hounds. What can you do besides give bad instructions?”

“I am not a bear, I’m a garmr,” Rags answered. “I’m doing what I’m supposed to do: protecting the Miss.”

The Shadowhounds were moving again now that the bright light was gone. I felt an energy shift inside, and red beams of light shot out from my eyes.

“Whoa!” Frank yelled, leaping to the side, and ducking under my baleful glare. “A little warning next time!”

I focused on the Shadowhound closest to me. The red beams from my eyes went through its body and into the wall behind it. The Shadowhound disappeared in a black cloud of energy. The other two sank low to the ground, growling. They were getting ready to pounce. 

I looked to the side, making a deep hole in the wall. Closing my eyes, I rolled to the side and felt a Shadowhound jump next to me. I opened my eyes and the baleful glare hit Rag’s shield and bounced into one of the remaining Shadowhounds, erasing it. I closed my eyes again and stepped in-between.

The Shadowhound followed me. I opened my eyes, but my baleful glare was gone.


























FIVE

“SOMEBODY DOESN’T LIKE you,” Frank said next to me. “I haven’t seen Shadowhounds in decades.”

I looked down and realized that Frank had stepped in-between with me. The in-between was always empty, it was the first time I’d seen someone that I hadn’t carried there myself. It wasn’t dark or bright, and there was no way to find a top or bottom. It was in-between everything. This was the first time I saw someone in-between with me.

“How did you get here?”

“You aren’t the only one that can teleport,” Frank said, wagging his tail and pointing at the snarling Shadowhound. “What happened to your laser beams?”

“I don’t know,” I answered, looking at the Shadowhound. “Don’t let it bite or scratch you.”

Energy crackled around Frank’s body.

“Wasn’t planning on becoming anyone’s lunch today,” Frank said, sending energy in every direction. “Let’s take down tall, dark, and ferocious before we figure out who wants to erase you.”

Frank disappeared and reappeared next to the Shadowhound who leaped at him. I jumped forward and bumped my head into the Shadowhound’s body.

I have a very hard head.

The runes on my sides gave off a red glow as I clamped my teeth around the Shadowhound’s neck. It tried to shake free, but I clamped down harder.

“Can you use your light?” I asked Frank. “Not bright like before, but like my eyes. All the light in one place.”

“I’m a dragon, not a hellhound,” Frank snapped back. “I don’t fire laser beams from my eyes.”

“Do you have dritchy flame?”

“Eldritch flame? No, I’m not that kind of dragon. But I can try and focus my electrical energy.”

“That would be good. This bad dog wants to get free,” I said, trying to hold the squirming Shadowhound in one place. “Can you do it now, please?”

Frank began glowing again. “This is either going to work, or we are all going to explode,” Frank muttered. “Fifty-fifty chance.”

“Do it,” I said without releasing my jaws. “Now.”

Frank glowed even brighter. The glow traveled down his body and into his tail. He turned and aimed his tail at the Shadowhound. The Shadowhound I held in my jaws.

“Hold still, and don’t move around too much,” Frank said, closing one eye and pointing his tail. “I’ve never really done this before.”

“In two seconds, I’m going to open my mouth and let this bad dog chew on you,” I said. “Shoot…the…light.”

“I’m trying not to hit you, you dumb hellhound,” Frank shot back. “Now, hold…still.”

The blue glow became even brighter. A beam of bright light shot from Frank’s tail through the Shadowhound and into me.


























SIX

I OPENED MY eyes in the cold girl’s home.

“You’re much tougher than a Shadowhound,” Frank said, looking down at my face. “My tail beam, however, was spot on.”

“You hit me with it,” I said, getting to my paws slowly and shaking my head. I felt different.

“After I hit the Shadowhound,” Frank said. “I told you to stand still. By the way, have you been putting on weight?”

“Putting on weight?” I asked. “I have not altered the density of my body—why do you ask?”

“Altered the density—?” Frank asked. “Since when do you speak like a professor?”

“The bond has grown weaker,” Rags said, nudging Cece away from me. “Don’t get too close, Miss. He may become dangerous.”

“Peaches would never hurt us,” Cece said. “Right, you wouldn’t hurt us?”

“As far as it is in my capacity to keep you from harm, I will do so,” I said. “But your guardian is correct. It would be best if you kept your distance from me. Proximity to my battlemode may cause you to become collateral damage.”

Cece ran over and hugged me by the neck.

“You won’t hurt us, no matter what happens to you,” Cece said, her face buried in my neck. “You’re good. Not like those bad dogs.”

I noticed that she didn’t need to crouch as much to wrap her arms around my neck. I was growing, which meant I was running out of time.

“Woohoo, look at you,” Frank said as he shook his tail. “What happened to the ‘Where’s the beef’ hound?”

“If you’re referring to the change in my speech pattern,” I said, noticing that the runes along my sides were glowing. “The change is indicative, as the guardian noted, that the bond I share with my bondmate is dissolving. This is cause for concern. Serious concern.”

“Miss, please step away from the hellhound,” Rags said, looking at me and cocking her head to the side. “We need to be careful around him.”

“Garmr?” Frank said, tapping his chin, “Weren’t you originally created to guard the gates of Hel?”

“Some of my kin still do so, yes,” Rags replied dismissively. “I was given this special assignment by Hel herself.”

“Special assignment?” Frank asked, waving his tail. “Special assignment my tail! I heard about you. I may be a dragon, but beneath this fearsome and debonair exterior lies the brain and brawn of an accomplished mage. A very old and accomplished mage.”

“Who apparently is inept at transmutation,” Rags responded. “Did you intend to end up as a lizard?”

“Dragon,” Frank corrected. “Don’t try and change the subject. I know about you.”

“Do tell,” Rags replied. “What do you know?”

“Don’t let her give you any guff, Peaches,” Frank said, stepping close to me. “She is the definition of a Hel hound. Garmr protect the gates of Hel—the goddess, not the place.”

“Is this true?” I asked. “You are a guardian of Underworld? Like my father?”

“Oh no,” Frank started, “it’s better than that. When she and her pack get to howling—they start the end of the world known as”—he looked at Rags—“what was your full name again, Guardian?”

“Ragnarok,” Rags said quietly. “That is my full name.”

“And that is exactly what she starts when the howling gets going,” Frank replied. “This bear is more hellhound than you’ll ever be, Professor Peaches.”

“You are a hellhound,” I said in mild shock. “Like me?”

“No, not like you, Sherlock,” Frank answered as Rags looked away. “Compared to her, you are truly amateur hour. This bear”—Frank looked at Rags—“she’s a celebrity.”

“I am no such thing,” Rags started. “I am merely a Guardi—”

Frank stood on his hind legs and cleared his throat.

“The best of trees must Yggdrasil be,

Skidbladnir best of boats;

Of all the gods is Odin the greatest,

And Sleipnir the best of steeds:

“Bifrost of bridges, Bragi of skalds,

Habrok of hawks, and Garm of hounds.”

“Impossible,” Rags said. “How could you know?”

“There’s more,” Frank said, holding up a leg. “Pay attention to this one, Professor Peaches.”

“What is this?” I asked.

Frank cleared his throat again.

“Now Garm”—Frank pointed at Rags—“howls loud before Gnipahellir,

The fetters will burst, and the wolf run free;

Much do I know, and more can see

Of the fate of the gods, the mighty in fight.”

Rags stared at Frank. “What are you?” she asked. “Who are you?”

“Refrains from both Poetic Edda and Voluspa,” Frank answered, smugly. “Mage studies were a pain in my a—tail, but some things stuck.”

“Fables and the imaginings of old men,” Rags replied with an edge in her voice. “None of that is true, and my howl will not usher in the end of the world. Do I appear chained to the entrance of a cave to you?”

“There’s this theory that the Garmr is not one, but a group of three large dog-like creatures,” Frank said. “Similar to canine bears.”

“I’ve never heard this theory,” Rags replied, squaring off against us. It was the same pounce-and-shred stance I used when facing more than one enemy. 

“Most haven’t heard of it,” Frank continued. “It’s in an obscure text, Ziller’s Mythos, Magic, and Mysteries.”

“Never read it,” Rags shot back. “Enlighten me.”

“In it, Ziller posits that about a century ago, one of the Garmr broke free from their imprisonment and defected to the Jotnar.”

“That is a fascinating story,” Rags said. “But that’s all it is—a story.”

Frank turned and faced Cece. “Professor Peaches over here was bringing me here to help a mage, someone special like me,” Frank said. “I know it’s not you or the woman who lives here—her signature is as non-magical as it gets. That leaves the girl.”

“She is of no concern to you,” Rags said quickly. “She is my charge and I’m to keep her safe. That’s all you need to know.”

Frank shook his head. “One more thing I need to know,” he said, staring at Rags. “What kind of mage would a ‘cold girl’ be anyway?”


























SEVEN

RAGS STEPPED IN front of Cece.

“You can’t,” Rags said. “It would put everyone in mortal danger.”

“He can’t what?” I asked, having a hard time following what was going on. “What can’t he do?”

“How are you hiding from Hel?” Frank asked, narrowing his eyes. “You have some major league camouflage going on. The girl too. That’s not basic rune work around you two.”

“I cannot say,” Rags answered. “You must not reveal our presence…to anyone or anything.”

“Are you insane?” Frank asked. “Have you met Hel? You think I want to have a chat with her about her missing guard bear?”

“I would strongly suggest against it,” Rags said, still tense. “Only Mage Montague knows. He helped reinforce the camouflage spell.”

“I may be unbalanced, some may even say deranged, but I’m not suicidal,” Frank said. “No one will hear it from me.”

“On your word as a mage?” Rags asked. “Will you give us your bond?”

“My word as my bond,” Frank started, “no one will hear about your identity from me.”

“And you?” Rags asked, looking at me. “Will you keep our secret?”

“Of course,” I said. “My priority is finding Simon. I am certain you had a valid reason for escaping. Your past does not determine who you are now.” 

“Thank you,” Rags said with a sigh. “Had you disagreed, or your lizard not given his oath, I was prepared to end you both.”

“End us?” I asked. “What do you mean, end us?”

“She means,” Frank began, “we would have been puree of Peaches with a side of Frank fricassee.”

I looked at Rags. “Do you possess this much strength?”

“My capabilities have been diminished to mainly defensive,” Rags replied. “But I still possess some offensive abilities.”

“She does,” Frank said with a nod. “She’s not strong enough to take you down in battlemode…I think. I’d rather not find out. Hmmm?”

I looked at Rags. “I wish you were forthcoming with me about this earlier,” I said. “It’s entirely possible the Shadowhounds are after the cold girl.”

“I’m just glad we only dealt with Shadowhounds,” Frank said with a shake of his tail. “If we’re lucky, we won’t run into any Darkfiends.”

“Darkfiends?” I asked. “What are Darkfiends?”

“If Shadowhounds are bad dogs, Darkfiends are the ones holding the leash,” Frank said. “Nasty creatures we don’t want to face…ever.”

“An apt description, Lizard,” Rags said with a nod. “Not entirely accurate, but close enough. Darkfiends are the reason I was given this assignment.”

“You”—Frank pointed at Rags—“should have told us you were in hiding from the get-go.”

“Would it have mattered?” Rags looked at Cece. “I am her guardian. This is who I am now. Stating we are ‘in hiding’ defeats the purpose of being…in hiding.”

“She has a point,” I said under my breath. “She’s hiding from Darkfiends.”

“Don’t agree with her,” Frank snapped. “Her withholding information isn’t helping us find Simon.”

“No, but it may explain why the Shadowhounds attacked,” I said, smelling the air. “They weren’t here for me.”

“You think they were after the Miss?” Rags asked, concerned. “How could they have known about her location?”

“Has she used her magic lately?” Frank asked. “More than usual?”

“No,” Cece said quickly. “I’m always carefu—”

“Yes, she has,” I corrected. “Earlier, before I left to retrieve you. She exceeded her limit and cast too many ice orbs.”

“Ice orbs?” Frank asked. “She’s a Jotnar?”

Frank whirled on me. “Did you know she was Jotnar?” he asked, blue energy crackling around his body. “This is bad.”

“Why does it matter if she is Jotnar?” I asked. “How will that help me find Simon?”

“Try to remember exactly how Simon disappeared,” Frank said, grabbing my face. Normally I would have chomped on him, but, right now, I needed his help. “Try to recall the events that led to his being gone.”

“He said something about karma and then touched the lines on his hand,” I said, remembering the incident. “There was a flash of white light, and he was gone.”

“Two things,” Frank said, holding up two fingers. “Describe the lines on his hand, and tell me what he said exactly about karma.”

I thought the image on Simon’s hand at Frank, and he let out some words I don’t feel comfortable repeating. Then, I thought about what Simon had said.

“Are you sure that’s the mark on his hand?” Frank asked, pacing back and forth. “Like this?”

He traced the mark on the floor with a finger, leaving a blue trail of electric energy.

It was the same mark.

“Yes, that’s it,” I said. “That is the mark on Simon’s hand.”

“An endless knot,” Frank said, serious. “Sh—sugar. What did he say about karma? He needed to discuss it or speak to it?”

“No one can speak to Karma, Lizard,” Rags scoffed. “It is a force of the universe. It is causality, not some person you can speak to. It would be like trying to speak to gravity.”

“You realize,” Frank said, placing his arms akimbo, “you’re speaking to a mage in a dragon body standing next to a hellhound, while you’re protecting a Jotnar frost mage who may have alerted Darkfiends to our location?”

“When you put it that way…”

“I do.” Frank turned away from Rags. “Think, Professor Peaches. What exactly did Simon say?”

I closed my eyes and thought back. Remembering was difficult for me, unless it had to do with meat. I remembered Simon touching his mark, and I remembered his words. In that moment, the energy of the bond between us surged.

“I feel him,” I said. “I feel Simon.”

“Can you focus and take us to him?” Frank asked.

“I can try,” I said and held onto the faint energy trail. “It’s fading. We have to hurry.”

I stepped close to the others, expanded my energy as we moved in-between, and left the cold girl’s home.


























EIGHT

I FELL AND landed on Frank.

Rags and Cece fell close to us and rolled some distance.

“Get…off…me,” Frank said. “What did you do, hellhound? Do you always cut your ports this short?”

“That wasn’t me,” I said, rolling to my paws and standing. “I was following the energy of the bond when it disappeared again and—”

“Darkfiends,” hissed Rags, stepping closer to Cece. “They interrupted the teleportation.”

I looked around. We were standing in the middle of a large street. I saw buildings to either side of us. Beyond the buildings were larger structures and mountains.

“This is not in-between,” I said. “What is this place?”

“This is—” Rags started.

“A Darkfiend dimension,” Frank finished, sending arcs of energy in every direction. “Pocket dimensions used by Darkfiends to trap prey.”

“By nullifying certain types of magic,” Rags answered, her voice grim. “My shield is gone.”

“I still have my ice,” Cece answered, forming orbs in her hands and dissolving them just as fast. “Maybe I can protect you, Rags?”

Frank closed his eyes. “It’s not nullifying, but more of a dampener,” he said. “I can access my abilities, but they won’t be as powerful. How about you, Professor?”

“I smell Simon,” I said, sensing my bondmate some distance away.

“Is he close?”

“No, but he is here.”

“Why would they bring him here?” Frank asked, looking around. “Unless they knew.”

“Knew what?”

“Unless they knew you were Simon’s bondmate.”

Rags padded over to stand next to Cece. “That would mean their real target wasn’t Simon,” Rags said, glancing at me. “Or the Miss.”

Frank nodded and pointed at me. “They used Simon as bait,” he said. “They were really after—you.”

“Me?” I asked, confused. “Why me?”

“That’s a real good quest—” Frank started.

“Because we need you removed, hellhound,” a voice answered. “By inhibiting your bond, we eliminate your connection to your bondmate and cause you to become a menace.”

It was a Darkfiend.

Tall, shadowy, and vaguely man-shaped. There were few details to make out. Where Shadowhounds took on the form of large wolves made of black energy, Darkfiends appeared to be large humans made of the same dark energy.

“Who are you?” Frank asked, crossing his arms and squinting. “Are you the one messing with Peaches?”

“You may address me as Murk,” the Darkfiend said. “I am the one who interrupted the bond.”

“If the bond is disrupted,” Rags started, “that would cause—”

“Peaches to go into battlemode,” Frank said. “And someone summons—”

“Shadowhounds,” I said with a growl. “To eliminate me.”

“Precisely,” Murk answered. “At first we were going to kill your bondmate and use him as the catalyst.” 

“You tried to kill Simon?” Frank asked, wagging a finger and shaking his head. “Someone didn’t do their homework.”

“We intercepted him as he tried to travel between planes,” Murk replied. “Removing him from your plane proved more efficient in weakening the bond.”

“You couldn’t kill him,” I said, baring my teeth in what I hoped was a fearsome smile. “That must have been interesting.”

“Frustrating to say the least, he proved to be quite resilient—for a human,” Murk said. “We were forced to change tactics.”

“When you couldn’t eliminate Simon—” Frank said.

“They lured the hellhound to him,” Rags said. “Knowing he would teleport to follow the bond.”

“But, I didn’t expect you to bring friends,” Murk said, looking around at the group of us. “I think we could use a young Jotnar mage. She has more magic than the immortal human. Don’t you agree?”

“This plan is too complicated for a Darkfiend,” Frank said with an edge. “Who set this up? Why target Peaches?”

The Darkfiend turned to look at Frank.

“Lizard,” The Darkfiend replied with contempt, “do you really think an insignificant speck of a mage, like you, merits an explanation?”

“First off,” Frank replied calmly as he started to glow. “It’s dragon, and second—insignificant this.”

Frank unleashed a beam of blue light from his body. It smashed into the Darkfiend, creating a blinding flash.

For several seconds we lost sight of the creature. Then I heard the laughter. It reminded me of something bad and old. It made me angry.

“Concentrated light?” Murk said, as he appeared, unhurt. “That is the perfect weapon—against Shadowhounds. You’ll find I am made of sturdier material.”

Murk raised an arm, and several groups of Shadowhounds materialized behind him. They snarled and snapped their teeth in our direction.

“That doesn’t look good,” Frank said, stepping back. “I think this one is all yours, Professor.”

I nodded. “Keep the guardian and the cold girl safe,” I said, feeling my body increase in size. “I’ll deal with the Darkfiend.”

“You’ll deal with me?” Murk laughed again. “The moment you entered this dimension, you were dead.”

“We’re not dead yet,” I answered.

“A formality I will rectify,” Murk said. “Kill the lizard and the guardian, but leave the child alive. I’ll remove the hellhound’s heart myself.”

I let the power flow through me. I still felt the bond, but it was almost gone. I needed to stop the Darkfiend and find Simon before it was too late.


























NINE

THE SHADOWHOUNDS BROKE off from Murk and rushed at Frank, Rags, and Cece. 

I entered battlemode and blasted the closest Shadowhounds with my baleful glare, destroying them. A searing pain brought my attention to the right as an orb of black energy hit my side.

I shook it off and faced Murk.

“I told you, hellhound,” Murk said, forming another black orb and summoning more Shadowhounds. “You are dead.”

I turned my baleful glare on Murk who leaped to the side and unleashed the orb he held.

My battlemode form is large, but it isn’t slow. I stepped to the side, avoiding the orb and rushed at Murk. He backpedaled and launched more orbs at me.

“Stay back, you stupid creature, and die!” he screamed as I closed the distance. 

I took a deep breath, squared off, and entered ‘shred and maim’ stance. The orbs raced at me as I lowered my head and used my bark.

This time I didn’t hold back—much. Simon says you should always hold back a bit in case you need to dig deeper later on.

The soundwave produced by my bark ripped the ground up as it raced at Murk. He tried to stand against it, which was a bad idea. Just to make sure, I focused the energy into my eyes and unleashed my baleful glare.

The beams punched through Murk and flung him down the street—well, most of him. Parts of him fell off and slowly evaporated.

I turned to see that Frank, Rags, and Cece had dealt with most of the Shadowhounds. The ones who remained were running off. I noticed Frank gave chase and almost felt sorry for the remaining Shadowhounds.

“You’ve accomplished nothing, but prolonging the inevitable,” Murk said as I padded over to what was left of him. “We will succeed, and you will be instrumental in the coming destruction.”

“IT IS CLEAR YOU UNDERESTIMATED ME AND THIS SITUATION,” I said, looking down at him. “WHERE IS SIMON?”

“By the time you find him, it will be too late,” Murk said with a short laugh. “The bond will be broken, and you will be trapped here.”

“WHO IS WE?” I said, looking down at him. “WHO SENT YOU?”

“There are more of us,” Murk said. “The one we serve will not relent. We will remove you, hellhound.”

“WHO DO YOU SERVE?”

“Die,” Murk snarled, forming a black orb in one hand. 

I raised a paw and brought it down, crushing him and the orb.

“NOT TODAY,” I said as I lifted my paw and saw the rest of Murk dissolve into nothing.

“Shadowhounds are done,” Frank said as he stepped close to me. “Can you still feel Simon?”

“THE BOND EXISTS, BUT IT IS ALMOST GONE. I FEAR YOU WILL ALL BE IN DANGER.”

“Then stop wasting time,” Frank said, climbing up my shoulder and motioning to Rags and Cece. “Let’s go restore the bond before Professor Peaches becomes Monster Peaches.”

Rags looked at me and hesitated. Cece ran past her climbing on my back, forcing Rags to follow.

“I am not climbing on your back,” Rags said, indignantly. “My legs are in perfect working order.”

“SURFACE CONNECTION SHOULD SUFFICE, GUARDIAN. PLEASE PLACE YOUR BODY NEXT TO MINE.”

“Surface connection my tail,” Frank said into my ear. “You are one sly hellhound, Professor.”

I shook my head and closed my eyes, feeling for the energy signature of the bond I shared with Simon. For a moment I thought it was gone, but then I felt it—a strand of energy fading fast.

“HOLD ON. I FOUND HIM.”


























TEN

WE ARRIVED IN front of a large, one-story building. The exterior of the building was covered in black runes that faded in and out of sight. The building itself was small and plain, with no distinguishing features. Four bare sides of dark brick and one large metal door.  I let my senses expand. It was mostly an empty space except for one energy signature—Simon.

“HE IS IN THERE.”

“Then let’s go,” Frank said, running ahead. “We got this!”

“WAIT, I SENSE A—”

A barrier formed as Frank reached the door. The impact bounced Frank overhead, sending him flying. He landed across the street and slid into a wall with an electrical burst.

“A barrier,” Rags said, and I nodded. “This is no simple defense.”

“No kidding,” yelled Frank from across the street. “That thing packs a punch.”

“It’s a stasis field,” Rags said, stepping carefully to the barrier. “I cannot alter this.”

“Let me try,” Frank said. “Stand back.”

We moved across the street, and Frank released a large electrical bolt at the door. The bolt bounced off the barrier, blasting into the wall of a nearby building creating a large crater.

I stepped forward and focused energy in my eyes.

“PLEASE FIND A SAFE LOCATION.”

Frank, Rags, and Cece moved around the corner and out of the direct line of fire.

I fired my baleful glare. The barrier deflected them into the sky. I lowered my gaze to the base of the building. I hoped the barrier only covered the exterior, only to discover that it extended underground as the beams deflected into my body, slamming me back.

I shook off the dust, debris, and bricks.

“Can you teleport inside?” Frank asked. “Bypass the barrier entirely?”

I closed my eyes and felt for the building. It felt slippery in my brain. I couldn’t hold it long enough to go inside.

“THE BARRIER INTERFERES WITH MY ABILITY TO TELEPORT.”

“Can I try?” Cece asked.

“Miss, no.” Rags blocked her path. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Someone has to get Mr. Simon out, or he’s going to be hurt,” Cece said. “At least let me try. I can keep us safe.”

After several seconds, Rags sighed and stepped aside. Cece stepped close to the barrier and extended her arms. Frost flowed from her fingers and enveloped the barrier.

“Freezing the barrier will not alter it,” Rags said, shaking her head. “The energy of the barrier is in constant motion which is why—?”

White energy flowed from Cece’s fingers and intertwined with the ice. In seconds, the barrier energy slowed and then stopped. Cece walked over to where I stood.

“Your laser beam eyes should work now,” she said and hugged one of my legs. “Try it.”

“MAYBE YOU SHOULD STAND ELSEWHERE.”

“Nope,” Cece answered. “I’m staying right here. I’ll count, you shoot”—she pointed at the barrier—“blast it, Peaches!”

I looked at the barrier, focused the energy to my eyes, and fired my baleful glare. I heard her small voice count to ten before I stopped.

I looked at the barrier and…nothing. We started walking back across the street.

“IT APPEARS TO BE INEFFECTIVE. PLEASE RETREAT TO A SAFE DISTANCE BEFORE MY BOND DISSOLVES COMPLETELY.”

“Look,” Cece said, pointing at the building. “It worked.”

I turned around and looked. Nothing seemed changed until I heard the first crack. A spiderweb of cracks raced across the surface of the frozen barrier, followed by a tremor.

We were still in the middle of the street. I wrapped my body around the cold girl, making sure she was safe when the barrier exploded.


























ELEVEN

WHEN I LOOKED again, a wall of ice stood between the building and us.

“Told you I could keep us safe,” Cece said, jumping out of my embrace and heading to the building. “Let’s find Simon.”

She ran to the building. Rags raced ahead of her and blocked her path. 

“No, Miss,” Rags said firmly. “You will not open that door.”

“I WILL OPEN THE DOOR.”

I raised a paw and tapped the door, causing the wall to collapse. Inside, I saw Simon strapped to a large rune-covered column that ran floor-to-ceiling. The black runes were similar to the ones that covered the exterior of the building. I fired my baleful glare and destroyed the top-half of the column.

Simon fell forward with a groan. Immediately, I felt the bond re-establish between us. “Hey, boy,” he said as he stood unsteadily and looked around. “This is not the Moscow.”

“Indeed,” Rags said, “We are in a Darkfiend pocket dimension.”

Simon rubbed his temple and looked at Rags.

“Did I just hear you?” he asked. “The last thing I remember was trying to speak to Karma about—wait a second, a Darkfiend what?”

I felt my body leave battlemode and return to normal size.

“Seems like your human isn’t overly broken, Professor,” Frank said. “Think you can get us back to the bear’s house?”

“I am not a bear,” Rags snapped with a growl. “I am a garmr.” 

“If it walks like a bear and growls like a bear,” Frank said, while scurrying away and hiding behind me. “Down bear, down!”

 I stepped over to the cold girl, who was busy reading the runes on the broken column. She reminded me of the angry man, and I could sense the power inside her small body.

“I’m glad we found Mr. Simon,” she said and hugged me. “Is he going to be okay?”

“I’m fairly certain my bondmate is unharmed,” I said, “considering I was the target of the Darkfiend.”

Cece nodded. “I’m glad you’re okay too, Peaches,” she said, rubbing my head. “Will you come and visit more often?”

“I will,” I said, staring at this peculiar but wonderful child.

“Promise?” she asked. “Really?” 

“Promise,” I said, my tone serious, “on my word as a hellhound.” 

She clapped her hands and hugged my neck again.

“I hope you can come over with Mr. Montague,” she said. “Sometimes he’s kind of scary.”

“Thank you for helping me find Simon,” I said, bowing my head. “I couldn’t have done this without all of you, but especially you, Cecelia, the cold girl.”

“You are very welcome, Peaches, the hellhound,” she said returning my bow. “Can we go home now? I’m getting kind of hungry.”

“Yes, let’s,” I agreed. “Meat is life.”

We walked over to where the others stood.

“You know, we work pretty well together,” Frank said. “Kind of like a team. We need a name, something catchy like ‘Frank and the Misfits’ sounds perfect.”

Rags growled again.

“Fine,” Frank said, quickly. “Well, I like to drink and you”—he pointed at me—“like to eat, ‘Mr. Meat is Life’, so we can call ourselves the Cold Brew & Chew Group on account of the Icicle over here.”

“She is not an ‘icicle.’ Her name is, Cecelia,” Rags said, adding another growl. “You will refer to her as such or Miss.”

“How about just the Brew & Chew?” Cece volunteered. “That sounds perfect.”

“Brew and Chew?” Simon asked. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t hurt your brain, Strong,” Frank said. “You’ve had a long day. Professor Peaches, take us home.”

Simon crouched down and hugged me around the neck. I focused, stepped in-between, and took us home.


























TWELVE

A FEW DAYS had passed since Simon had been gone. He was out with the angry man on a short errand to visit the scary lady. I closed my eyes and sensed his location immediately. 

Another smell filled the room.

It was the smell of flowers and the sweet smell of wet earth after a long rain. 

She came in quietly and stood in front of me. She wore blue jeans, chewable boots, and a black sweater with a big red letter B on one side.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked, speaking to me directly.

“Yes,” I said. “Karma, the personification of causality.”

With her, I could speak at my normal level. She could understand my true voice.

“Do you understand what happened?”

“You allowed my bondmate to be taken and our bond to be interrupted,” I said with a low growl. “That was foolish.”

“Are you threatening me, hound?” she asked with a lethal smile.

“I don’t appreciate what you did. Your actions put everyone in danger.”

“I needed to know if you were…capable.”

“Capable?” I asked. “Capable of what?”

“The time will come,” she said, patting me on the head. I let her keep her hand, “when Simon will be taken from you. I need to know you can function and, more importantly, locate him when that time comes.”

“Are you saying this was a test?”

“Of sorts,” she said. “Consider it more like an evaluation.”

“I didn’t act alone,” I said. “I had help.”

“I know, but you are the hub. You brought them together.”

“Simon is right,” I said angrily. “Sometimes you can be a real bi—”

“Careful, hound,” she interrupted, her voice steel. “Do not mistake my kindness for weakness. I would hate to have to erase you.”

“I’d like to see you try.”

She nodded. “You sound more like Simon with each passing day.”

“Coming from you, I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It’s not,” she said. “I’ll stay in touch.”

She turned to leave, and I growled, low and menacing.

“Is there something else you’d like to share, hound?”

“Yes,” I said, letting the menace flow over every word. “My name is not hound.”

“It’s what you—”

“My name…is Peaches.”




THE END
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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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