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Hellhounds and Hearts

By K.L. Noone

“That,” Ryan says, midway between impressed and angry and not at all intimidated, thanks, “is not a puppy.”

The puppy, which is the size of a small cottage and has three massive happy heads, says, “WOOF,” in tones which ought to be chiseled in stone. White fluff stretches in all directions like a snowstorm given canine form. A tongue lolls out cheerfully. Ryan has not heretofore considered an umbrella to be essential dog-training kit.

The god of the underworld, dressed in a swooping black leather coat and faded black jeans and a silky black shirt, because appearances evidently demand ominous clichés, shuffles his feet and ventures, “He is, though? I think. I mean, as far as I know.” For someone who’s just kidnapped a celebrity pet trainer and opened a fiery glowing door in the air and apparently lives in an onyx spiky tangle of castle, visible in the near distance, he’s surprisingly soft-voiced. The coat, or cloak, has some sort of hood; Ryan hasn’t got a good look at his face.

The castle looms behind them, in a kind of tasteless ancient-Greek-colliding-with-melodramatic-punk-rock way. It’s not unfriendly.

He snaps, “You don’t even know whether he’s a puppy?” Some part of his brain’s aware that he’s lecturing a god, but fuck that. Responsible pet ownership matters. He’s built his reputation, his business, his whole life, around caring for dogs, trying to understand them, being kind but tough on misguided owners. “What do you know?”

“I sort of inherited him,” says the underworld god, not quite meeting Ryan’s gaze. He turns, puts a hand up: scratching a fluffy white canine shoulder. The puppy leans into the touch, and then flops over, causing minor earthquakes across mystical geography. The lord of the realm grins and dives in to scratch his tummy. “When I...took this job. I think he’s a puppy because he’s still growing a lot and he eats a ton—”

“I bet he does.”

“—and he’s got all this energy, he’s a great dog, aren’t you, Cerberus, yes you are.” When the god looks up this time he looks at Ryan, and the hood of the coat or cloak has fallen back, baring his face, and he’s smiling. “I’ve never had a dog before.”

And Ryan’s heart’s doing flip-flops, somersaults, treasonous acrobatics in his chest. Because the god of the underworld, the person who’d shown up as Ryan was leaving the set of A Dog’s Life with Ryan Reilly and had grabbed his arm and said desperately, “Humans say you’re the best, right, I need you, come with me, it’s the puppy—” and pulled him into thin air—

This person’s purely blindingly gorgeous.

It’s not just the cheekbones and the dimpled chin and the cool winter-silk eyes. It’s not just the cloud of black hair, shoulder-length and billowing in waves, tumbled loose with the fall of the cloak’s hood. It’s not just the smile, though that opens up wide and turns the grey-sky underworld to sunshine, unfurling banners. It’s not just that he’s more human suddenly, a young man who rescued and loves his dog.

It’s not just any one of those things, but it is all of them.

It’s kind of a lot to process. Ryan says, “Um.”

“I need your help,” the god says, a bit forlorn. The puppy wriggles and thumps his tail, causing shudders across gauzy mist-wrapped hills. “I haven’t been doing this very long, the last Hades wasn’t a dog person and just kept him locked in a cave, and I can’t do that to him, but he does have a lot of energy? And I have to—to work a lot, overseeing the realm, and I can’t always bring him with me, but if I don’t...”

“Destructive behavior?” Okay. Doing his job. A client. Familiarity. Handholds.

The—new, evidently—Hades grimaces. “This morning he dug up a gingerbread-tree that was a present from the monks of Cockaigne, and if I leave him inside it’s even worse. And he doesn’t listen to me when I tell him no.”

Ryan, reminded by the mention of magical realms of pastry-sprouting wonder, considers the fact that, first of all, the gods not only exist, which everybody kind of knows, or at least nobody neglects the temples entirely, just on the off-chance, but that the gods still exist in a form that interacts with humans. And the gorgeous man currently conjuring three shiny red balls from thin air isn’t human.

Okay. He can manage this. There’s a problem, and a behavioral issue. “Separation anxiety, if he misbehaves when you’re gone? Does he want your attention when you’re home?”

“I try to play with him.” The balls spin mid-air, and wobble. “I don’t...when I was asked to take over, I was happy to, I really was, but it was a little...rushed. I did feed him, as part of my apprentice’s duties. But I was told not to let him out. And, like I said, I’ve never had a dog. Or any kind of pet, really.”

The balls get tossed into the middle distance; Cerberus lumbers to giant feet and gallops wildly after them. The god smiles more wistfully, watching him run.

The castle crackles and glitters like black glass, on the edge of the horizon. The silver ground beneath their feet lies somewhere between sand and dirt, and grey stones that might be cliffs or statues or old gates wander in the distance. Massive puppy feet make echoes, hunting conjured-up toy balls.

Ryan Reilly, while he might be ninety-nine percent human, has some Irish warrior blood running through his veins; no more than anybody else on the streets of Boston, probably even less than some, but he squares up his shoulders and tries to look like a legend of Cu Chulainn or Finn or somebody not ridiculously halfway to being in love with the annoyingly attractive dog-lover who’s abducted him. He wonders briefly what he does look like, at the end of a long day of shooting: tired, still in on-camera makeup, but at least maybe his hair’s okay. Viewers seem to think soft auburn waves plus big brown eyes plus cuddly sweaters collectively equals trustworthiness, which is good, even though he’s also got degrees in veterinary science and animal behavior.

And then he wonders why he wants Hades to think he’s got good hair. The man kidnapped him.

The man kidnapped him because Hades loves and worries about a giant puppy, for whom he’ll conjure up toys on the spot. That...just isn’t fair. Far too adorable.

Focus. A client, like anyone else. As if that’s true. “So you think he was kept in that cave the entire time? You weren’t allowed to let him out?”

“Yeah.” Hades sighs. He looks like someone—okay, he looks like a rock star or a movie star, not just someone—in his very pretty mid-twenties, though Ryan suspects that’s a wholly inaccurate estimate in several ways. His skin’s pale, because the underworld evidently has never heard of color—grey, silver, pewter, black, white—but this more human shade holds a whisper of a memory of color, maybe tan or brown. The accent in his
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