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Dedication

Happy 2024, my friends.

This month (February) also marks my ten year
publiversary and I wanted to thank you all, so very much for your
amazing support.

If it wasn’t for you all, my life would be
so different – drab, gray, and colorless. But it’s thanks to you,
who enjoy my stories and who never fail to let me know – you fill
my heart with joy and purpose, and I don’t have the words to let
you know how precious that is to me. Thank you seems so inadequate,
but those words come from my heart.

To Holly, Publication Pixie, thank you for
taking Faron and Patrick’s story and polishing it until it gleams.
Any mistakes left are mine.

To Phil and JP, your friendship pushes my
creative muse and shapes it into something so very positive.

Love Wins My Friends.

Love Wins!







Chapter One






From the Epilogue of Cain’s Shadow

Tipping his hat at Carol at the counter,
Faron slid his bulk into the narrow booth. He could have taken a
chair at one of the six tables scattered around the room, but Faron
wasn’t keen on being in the middle of anything. The booth, while
narrow for someone of his size, gave him the opportunity to sit
with his back to the wall and keep an eye on anyone
approaching.

“What will it be today, Mr. Faron?” Carol was
likely in her early twenties and always had a smile for him,
something Faron appreciated. He was considered more rugged than
handsome, and most people could sense there was something ‘other’
about him. Something that set off their fight or flight instincts.
Which is why Faron kept coming back to the local diner, even if
their booths were too small. Carol’s smile was worth the table
digging into his gut.

“What have you got that’s different today?”
Faron was hungry. He’d spent the morning shifting hay bales and was
only in town long enough to gather supplies for his animals before
heading off for the afternoon. He was excited to meet Ollie and
Cain’s new little girl and was planning to be in Scotland before
their dinnertime. “I want something with plenty of meat and less on
the veggie side of things.”

“Oh, Mr. Faron, everyone needs their
vegetables.” Carol laughed. “We have stew with vegetables, or you
can have the roast meal, and I can ask Patrick to double the meat
and half the rest. How does that sound?”

Ah, Patrick. Yet another reason Faron
kept coming back to the diner. Faron didn’t get a chance to see him
very often as the man worked in the kitchen. But his occasional
glimpses were enough to fuel Faron’s fantasies. “The altered roast
sounds wonderful. Thank you kindly.”

“Won’t be long,” Carol sang as she poured him
a glass of water, then skipped off, likely to ring up his order.
Faron pulled out his phone and scrolled through the latest photos
Ollie had sent him. Their little Poppy is so darn cute.
Faron rubbed his chest, easing the ache of longing just seeing the
family pictures always seem to bring up.

/~/~/~/~/

Half an hour later, Faron had eaten, paid,
and was stepping out. He hadn’t seen Patrick at all, but the food
was delicious as per normal. His truck was parked across the road,
but something was tugging his hound towards the back of the diner,
and Faron couldn’t work out why.

He checked the street. Nothing was out of
place. Llano wasn’t a big town, but it had everything that Faron
needed. Normally Faron would drive in, get his supplies, and eat at
the diner – he had all those things. But for some reason, his hound
wasn’t keen on the idea of him getting back in his truck. Acting on
instinct, Faron dug his hands into his pockets and slowly wandered
down the street, ducking down the side alley so he could get a look
at the back of the restaurant.

I think you’re shitting me. Faron
mentally complained to his hound when he couldn’t see anything but
a few dumpsters and a rusty truck that had seen better days. But
just as he turned to go back the way he came, he heard someone
crying. It was soft. Faron only heard it at all because he was a
hellhound. But something in him was pushing him to find out who was
crying and why.

Since when did we become good
Samaritans? Faron was a decent enough man, but the complexities
of human emotion had always eluded him. That’s why he’d been in awe
seeing Cain, his pack mate, settling down and having a child with
his mate. But now as Faron moved cautiously towards the rusted out
truck, because the sound couldn’t have come from anywhere else, he
wondered if he showed more caring for people, then maybe the Fates
would bless him, too.

The dumpsters under the hundred degree heat
were doing a lot to mask the scent of anything else. The closer
Faron got to the truck, the more agitated his hound became. There
was something in the air - something other than garbage, but Faron
couldn’t work out what it was. He spied a mop of dark hair in the
driver’s side of the truck. Is that Patrick? The purple
streaks on the top of the head confirmed it definitely was. And the
sobbing sound was coming from the truck, too.

I shouldn’t interfere. If the man’s
upset... And yeah, Faron just couldn’t let Patrick be upset. No
culinary artist should ever be crying in a rusty truck. It just
didn’t sit right with him.

Approaching cautiously, Faron kicked a can
that he’d stepped on, so intent on watching Patrick. The chef
looked up. His eyes were red rimmed and damp, shock written all
over his face. But shock wasn’t the only thing Faron could see. The
man… the wonderful Patrick’s handsome face was bruised from eye to
jawline, and Faron saw red.

Wrenching open the truck door, he snarled.
“Who did this to you? Who do I have to kill to make this
right?”







Chapter Two






“I’m sorry, what?” Admittedly, Patrick wasn’t
having the best of days, but the last thing he expected was his
favorite hottie from the diner standing over him, threatening to
kill somebody. “I didn’t mean it. It wasn’t my fault, I really
tried…”

“No. No. No.” Faron was clearly angry, very
upset, and all Patrick wanted to do was make the big man feel
better. But it sounded like Faron wanted to do the same for him –
is that possible? “You do not ever have to apologize for
whoever hurt you. That is just wrong on so many levels, and even I
know that.”

“Even you?” Despite his shitty day, Patrick
was intrigued. “What do you mean, even you? You. You’re perfect.
Look at you. Big. Strong. Nobody would ever raise a hand to you,
especially over something so trivial as…” He trailed off, unwilling
for Faron to see just how pathetic he was. “It’s nothing. I should
probably get back to the kitchen. I imagine there’re probably
orders waiting. My face doesn’t look too bad, does it? Not that
anybody will notice in the kitchen. I should get on, yes, that’s
what I should do.” He made to get out of the truck. Faron was
standing in his way.

“Babe. Sorry. Patrick.” Faron was clearly
trying to gentle his voice, and that warmed Patrick’s insides for
some reason. “I’m not normally like this. I don’t normally care
about anyone. But to see you in obvious pain. Please. You don’t
understand. It’s imperative. I have to know who hurt you.”

“So you can kill them?” Despite the pain in
his face, Patrick had to chuckle. It was like a scene out of a
movie. Nobody had ever cared about him before. And to see this big
man standing in front of him now, nodding when Patrick said “kill”.
It just struck him as the most ridiculous and yet endearing thing
he’d ever heard in his life.

“You can’t just go killing somebody because
they smacked me around the face. There’s laws against things like
that,” he said, “and besides, how do you know I didn’t deserve it?
You know, sometimes people get punished for doing wrong
things.”

Faron was shaking his head. “Absolutely not,”
he said. “No one should ever, ever, hit anybody for any reason.
Especially leaving them as marked as somebody has done to you.”

What struck Patrick in that moment was that
Faron seemed to really care. And Patrick didn’t know how to deal
with that, how to handle that type of situation. Nobody cared about
him. That was the story of his life. That was why he had a marked
up face and a bruised wrist, and he dreaded to think what Faron
might say if he knew the state of his thigh. Patrick was sure his
knee was damn near broken off – at least cracked. Attempting a grin
for a second time, Patrick tried to say, “Well, as I say, it’s
really lovely seeing you again...”

“You have to come with me.” Faron touched his
arm lightly. It wasn’t a grab, and it wasn’t a punch. But Patrick
couldn’t help flinching anyway, and the stricken look on Faron’s
face just about broke Patrick’s heart. “I would never hurt you,”
Faron said sadly. “Please don’t flinch like that. You need to come
with me, that’s all, and for that, I need to touch you.”

“Come where?” Patrick asked as he was being
encouraged out of the truck. But it was too late for answers.
Suddenly, the truck had disappeared, as well as the parking lot,
the smelly dumpsters, and even the diner. It was like his body
zapped from one place to another, and, wow, what an amazing
place. They were standing, him and Faron, in the middle of what
looked like a courtyard in the type of house that belonged in a
fairy tale.

“I must be in a coma.” Patrick let out a long
breath, his eyes barely comprehending what he was seeing. “That’s
the only explanation. Jack hit me harder than I thought, and when I
went to get out of the truck, the coma kicked in. This is all a
coma-induced dream. It’s amazing.”

“Who’s Jack?” Faron growled.

And then when Faron growled again, Patrick
added. “He’s nobody. Well, he’s my brother. It’s not a big deal.
It’s fine. I’m in a coma, it really doesn’t matter anyway. Any
moment now, there’s going to be a table, that’s it. A table is
going to appear, and there’s going to be a sumptuous meal on it,
and a bottle of fine wine, and a big carafe of coffee. There’ll be
gorgeous seats for us to sit on, and we’ll sit and eat, you and I,
just as if we were on a date, which is something I have dreamed of
ever since I saw you the first time.”

He gasped as what he described suddenly
appeared right in front of them, and it was as beautiful as Patrick
had imagined. “See, I told you. Who knew being in a coma could be
so much fun? Do you think coma food will taste good, or is it all
just an illusion?”

“Sit down and see,” Faron said. And Patrick
felt the man’s voice was softer somehow. He had lost his growl, and
Patrick was glad. Because when he imagined having a fancy date with
the big man who had a farm somewhere, a man who likely sang to his
cows at night, Patrick had those dreams because he wanted an escape
from his reality. In his dreams Faron was the most attentive date
he could ever imagine.

“The food smells amazing,” Patrick said
eagerly, sitting on the chair Faron held out for him and picking up
the knife and fork.

/~/~/~/~/

Do not come out to your front yard,
Faron sent to Cain who was likely somewhere in the house with his
mate and child.

It’s my courtyard, Cain sent back, and
then he added, just like Faron knew his packmate would, what did
you do?

No one understands me, Faron thought,
but he kept that one to himself. I’m on a date…

In our courtyard? What the fuck? There
was a pause, and then Faron heard, Who are you on a date with?
Can we see?

No, you can’t see. Faron felt Patrick
watching him expectantly, and he quickly sat down and picked up his
knife and fork. Yes, he had just finished the lovely food at the
diner, but Faron never turned down a second meal.

Far, if you don’t tell me why you’re having
a date in our courtyard, Ollie’s going to come out there and ask
your date himself. Is the person here willingly?

Faron eyed Patrick, who was eating happily.
When he saw Faron was watching, he gave a quick thumbs up and kept
eating. Patrick thinks he’s in a coma-induced dream, he sent
back to his packmate, but he seems happy enough.

A coma?

Someone hit him, Faron sent back, and
he knew Cain could feel how agitated the very thought of that made
his hound. I just wanted to get him away. I’d been thinking of
my visit here just before I saw him… He came up with the coma idea
all by himself.

You kidnapped your Patrick? The “your
Patrick” made Faron stop for a moment, but then he remembered that
he might have mentioned the sexy chef at the diner a few times the
last time he’d seen Cain and Ollie, when they were at Beau and
Blue’s place. He shoved another piece of food in his mouth, not
tasting it, instead focusing inward on his conversation with his
packmate.

I don’t think it’s kidnapping if the man
thinks he’s in a coma. Faron wasn’t sure, but he felt he could
make a good argument if anyone asked.

Is he your mate? Faron could feel
Cain’s sigh through their pack bonds.

Faron was just about to answer something
along the lines of “How the hell should I know,” when Patrick said,
“Are you talking to someone with your mind?”

Startled, Faron said, “Why do you ask? Do my
eyes go funny or something?”

“I can feel things,” Patrick leaned over the
table as if confiding his greatest secret. That was confirmed when
he added, “No one believes me when I try and tell them, but like
when you saw me at the truck, you were so angry because someone hit
me, and then you were really worried about me, and then we ended up
here. I probably manifested you in my coma dream because I’ve
always thought you looked like the protective type.”

Unable to help himself, Faron snorted. “You’d
be one of the few people around who thinks so. Most people run in
the opposite direction when they see me.”

“Their loss,” Patrick said with a cheery
smile as he stuffed another forkful of food in his mouth. He chewed
a bit, swallowed, and then added, “I think you’re super protective,
and I bet your shadow puppy is so cute. Do you ever let him out so
he can play?”

“My shadow puppy?” Faron’s hound was
positively preening at the idea that his favorite chef could see
him, but Faron wasn’t so sure that was what was happening.

“Oh, yes. I mean, I suppose it’s okay to tell
you, because you’re sharing my coma dream. It’s not like you’re
truly here, and I won’t remember this when someone wakes me up.”
Patrick sighed as if unhappy with that idea, but then his smile
brightened again. “I noticed your shadow puppy the first time you
came into the diner.

“At first, I thought you were one of those
people – you know, the ones who share their spirits with another
animal, which would be so cool. But your puppy is different.”

“How so?” Faron pushed his plate aside and
leaned his elbows on the table. “I’d really love to know what you
see when you look at me.”

Patrick’s cheeks took on a fetching pink hue.
“I don’t usually tell people what I can see or feel,” he said,
reaching up and tracing the bruises on the side of his face. “Not
everyone appreciates what I have to say.”

“You said I was a protector,” Faron said
quietly, suddenly wishing he could stroke that bruised skin and
take the pain away. “I promised I’d never hurt you, and I meant
it.”

“You did, and I believe you, in here.”
Patrick patted his chest with the tips of his fingers before
quickly lowering his hands and putting them under the table. “When
I saw you the first time, it was your shadow puppy I saw first. All
eager, ears up, it was like he was prancing along, just happy to be
out in the world, you know.”

“You’ve seen my actual hound?” Faron asked
cautiously. He never ever shifted close to town.

“Not in real life.” Patrick laughed. “But
your shadow puppy has such a strength in spirit, so it’s big, and
it shows as you walk around. At least, that’s what I see. From the
first moment I saw you, I felt…” he shook his head. “You’re going
to think it’s silly of me, and it’s so hard to describe, but it was
as if my place in the world suddenly made sense.”

“Have you ever heard of the concept of Fated
Mates?” Because suddenly Cain’s idea was finding a solid
foundation. If Patrick didn’t know about them, then he’d find the
feelings he felt when Faron was near difficult to describe, just
like he said.

Patrick shook his head and then pushed his
plate to one side. “That was an incredible meal. The air is so
fresh here. Do you think anyone would mind if we took a walk in the
trees?” Then he chuckled. “Listen to me being silly. If this is my
coma dream, I can walk wherever I want to.”

“Yes, you can,” Faron agreed, sending a quick
mental note to Cain to keep everyone out of the forest. “Would you
like to see a special tree? This looks like a forest that would
have a special tree, and if you like, I can tell you the story of
shadow puppies and Fated Mates.”

“I hope I never wake up,” Patrick said
happily as he stood up. Then he winced and leaned on the table.
“You know, you’d think if you were in a coma, you wouldn’t feel any
of the pains in your body. Guess that’s a myth blown to shit.”

“You’re hurt more than your face?” Faron was
around his side of the table in a flash. “Where does it hurt?” He
scanned Patrick’s trim body, hoping to see something he could try
and fix.

“It’s just my kneecap and my wrist.” Patrick
shrugged. “I really want to find the special tree and hear your
story about shadow puppies and Fated Mates.” To Faron’s surprise he
held out his arms. “Carry me, please?”

Faron was hardly going to say no. Scooping
his arm under Patrick’s knee and around his back, Faron lifted the
man into his arms. Definitely the knee, he thought as he
waved away the table and walked slowly into the tree line.

“Once upon a time, Hades, ancient Greek God
of the Underworld created twelve wonderful hounds to keep the evil
spirits from escaping…” Faron started his story, trying very hard
to ignore how wonderful Patrick felt in his arms, and how natural
it seemed for Patrick to snuggle into his chest. “The hounds
followed Hades’ orders for a long time and…”







Chapter Three


If this is what it is like being in a
coma, then I don’t ever want to wake up, Patrick thought
happily as he snuggled into Faron’s chest. Quietly chuckling to
himself as the man tried to make sure that he absolutely didn’t get
brushed by the nearest leaf or branch, shouldering through the
beautiful trees and the pristine crystal clean air. Patrick already
knew the place that he was in was special.

He could feel it in the energies that came
from the trees, it was as if he was being carried through the
world’s happiest place, and yet it was so quiet. Not silent, but it
was as if the sounds around them all blended to create a natural
harmony. Birds sung in the trees, and there was rustling in the
undergrowth at times. Patrick wondered who it was that lived in the
fantastical castle he’d only seen, but not been in.

But then maybe that wasn’t what he was meant
to do in a coma dream. Maybe he was meant to be held in Faron’s
arms as the big man took him on the hunt for a magical tree,
listening to the story about the hounds of the Underworld.

“You have to understand,” Faron said gravely,
“that the hounds that had worked with Lord Hades for a very, very,
very long time, had never got a chance to experience the earth
world. They had only ever lived in the Underworld.”

“That doesn’t sound very fair. Do they even
have the sun down there?” Patrick felt sorry for Lord Hades’
hounds. “How difficult it must be, like all they’ve ever known is
being around all those evil ghosties. That can’t have been easy. It
would wear on the hounds’ spirit after a while.”

Faron chuckled, and Patrick could feel the
vibrations of it run through his body, making him feel all warm and
cozy inside. “There are good people in the Underworld,” Faron said.
“Just like there is on earth. There are demons who have families,
demons who grow up and have regular jobs like anywhere else. You
can’t walk among any of the villages without seeing demon children
running around. Even Lord Hades has his own mate and children now.
It’s a really…, You know, people think of the Underworld, and they
think it’s all demon fire and brimstone, and well, the fires of
Tartarus are very real, but they are such a small part of a much
larger world. It’s definitely not all doom and gloom.”

That made Patrick feel a bit better for the
hounds, but still he felt compelled to ask, “Couldn’t they just
visit once in a while – visit earth, I mean?”

“I don’t think anyone even thought about it
for the longest time.” Faron dodged a wide sweeping tree branch and
kept walking. “But it didn’t mean that the hellhounds didn’t want
their chance at being on earth. They heard spirits talking about
their lives on earth, and demons used to get summoned by humans and
would come back to the Underworld with stories about what they did
while they were on earth.”

“It must have been so difficult for Lord
Hades,” Patrick said quietly, looking up at the trees as they went
past. “He really needed the hellhounds to look after the ghosties
to make sure they didn’t get away because that’s a very serious
job. And yet, the poor hellhounds were probably sitting around at
night talking about what they’d love to do on earth. The earth they
hadn’t even had a chance to see.”

Faron laughed. “Yeah, it was a bit like that.
But in this story, Lord Hades decided after thousands of years,
that his hounds had served him faithfully and they’d served him
well. So he created a second pack of hellhounds. And then he called
the first pack altogether…”

“Oh, my goodness.” Patrick clutched at
Faron’s shirt, looking up at the serious face. “Please don’t tell
me. Were they gonna be fired?”

“A hellhound can’t be fired from his
position,” Faron said gravely, “and this was a good thing that Lord
Hades was doing. He called the original pack all together and let
them know that in thanks for their loyal service, he was gonna
grant each hellhound a human form, and he was going to send them
off to earth, to live among the regular humans. He was giving them
a chance to build new lives for themselves.”

“Wow, I bet that was a happy day for the
hellhounds.” Patrick wondered what that must have been like for
hellhounds that had only ever experienced living in the Underworld,
and yet were suddenly given the opportunity to actually live among
humans. A bit like me adapting to my coma dream, he thought.
“That must have been such an attitude adjustment for them,” he
said. “No more running around in their fur, waggling their stumpy
little tails. I imagine that can’t have been easy for them.”

“It took some adjustment,” Faron agreed. “But
there was another part of the story, too. Because all paranormal
people live for a lot longer than humans do, they were granted, by
the Fates, the chance of a mate…”

“What do you mean by paranormal people?”
Patrick asked. “Are you talking about the people I see sometimes?
And I can just tell they share their bodies with an animal spirit.
Or then there are others, and they don’t have an animal spirit, but
they have this special aura, like it might be purple or swirls of
blue or green. And I think of magic, or they might have flutters
across their back, and I get the impression of wings.”

“That’s really interesting that you can see
those things about special people,” Faron said. “There are so many
different paranormal types.” He stopped for a moment as he brushed
past a particularly thick bunch of trees. “I’m sure the magical
tree is around here somewhere,” he muttered. “But yes, continuing
my story,” he added.

“So the Fates had decided before, when the
world came into being, that paranormals, because they lived for
such a long time, should have one special person that was created
just for them so that they wouldn’t be alone as they went through
their very long life.”

“Like a soul mate, you mean?” Patrick sighed.
He’d often dreamed that the hunky man from the farm out of town
might have been his soul mate, but then dreams were free even when
nothing else were. Enjoy my coma-dream while I can, he
reminded himself.

“The problem,” Faron continued, “was the
hounds were not created originally like other humans and
paranormals. Lord Hades gave them a human form so that they could
walk and live on earth without causing any issues with the human
population.”

It made Patrick laugh as a picture flashed in
his head. “I was just thinking about it, because I imagine a
hellhound is very big, and I can just see how they might cause a
few problems if they popped into the local corner store to pick up
a loaf of bread or something like that. Would they even have
anywhere to put their wallets?”

“Exactly,” Faron agreed. “And Lord Hades
believed that his hellhounds should have the right to have a mate
as well, so he petitioned the Fates on their behalf. When the Fates
saw that the hellhounds weren’t going to cause trouble on earth,
and they weren’t even going to live in a pack because, of course,
they’re too powerful to all live in the same place, the Fates
agreed that the hellhounds could have mates, but they would have to
have a special way of recognizing who their mates were. Oh, look,
look.” Faron broke off from his story, and Patrick glanced around
to see they had stopped inside a sweet little glade. And in the
middle of the special glade stood a tree with exactly two blossoms
on it. The tree actually glowed – the whole thing!

Patrick gasped. His voice dropping to a
whisper, he said, “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my
life. Can you feel the love in this tree?”

Faron moved so they were a bit closer. He
didn’t say anything. Patrick fancied Faron was waiting to see how
he would react to the special tree. “Do you think it would be all
right to touch it?” Patrick reached out his hand, but then he
quickly pulled it back. “No, I’m not worthy. I feel like I’d
corrupt its goodness if I touched any part of this amazing plant.
This tree is so magical. It’s so clean. It’s so good. It’s blessing
the whole forest, I’m sure.”

“And I’m just as sure that you can touch it,”
Faron said. “You said yourself it is a magical tree. If it didn’t
like you touching it, it would probably let you know.”

“Good point.” Patrick nodded, still torn
between wanting to touch the special tree trunk, and not wanting to
upset the balance of the energies in and around it. “If it didn’t
want me touching it, it might grow thorns or something, or maybe
one of its branches would spring around and smack me in the
face.”

“I’ll protect you from any slapping tree
branches,” Faron said quickly. “But you can touch it, I’m
sure.”

Letting his hand go a bit further this time,
Patrick rested his hand on the trunk of the tree. It was
incredible. It was like he could feel the tree’s energies running
through his skin and up his arm, easing away the aches and pains,
especially around his wrist, which earlier in the day, he was so
sure he’d sprained.

“It’s truly magical,” Patrick said, barely
able to breathe. “It’s healing my wrist. I can feel it. Oh, wow,
this is so incredible. You have no idea how amazing it is that you
brought me to this healing tree. I’ll never be able to thank you
enough, you know, if we could possibly both remember what is going
on here right now,” he added quickly, because Patrick knew Faron
was just a figment of his dreams. It’s not like the man was
actually in his coma dream in his own mind.

A strange look passed over Faron’s face, but
all he said was, “Would you like me to finish my story? Here, let
me sit down, and you can just rest here on me and keep touching the
tree if it’s helping you.”

Patrick waited while Faron got himself
settled. The bigger man was actually leaning up against the tree,
and the tree didn’t mind that either. In his mind’s eye, Patrick
could see how the gentle hound, that always followed Faron around,
was resting against the tree too, but of course the hound was in
spirit. Faron probably couldn’t see it the way Patrick could, but
Patrick was glad the shadow puppy could enjoy the energies from the
loving tree.

Keeping his hand on the rough bark, Patrick
said quietly, “Please finish your story. I have to know. Did the
hellhounds find their mates?”

“They’re starting to,” Faron said, and his
voice was low, too. It made Patrick feel special that even if Faron
couldn’t see how magical the tree was, he still respected that
Patrick could. “Lord Hades, when he granted all twelve hellhounds
the right to live on earth, crafted them all a special box. Each
hound was given one special box, and just like this tree, those
boxes were magical. In fact, the hellhounds, when they were given
the boxes, they couldn’t even see what was inside of them.”

“That’s a strange gift.” At least, Patrick
thought it was. “Does anyone know what’s in the boxes, and how do
they know it will even help them find their mates, if the hounds
don’t know what is in them?”

“Lord Hades did say that inside the magical
box is a collar that is put on the hellhound by their mate, and
that is how the claim between them is formed. You see, the box is
the mate indicator, if you want to call it that. Hellhounds can’t
sniff their mates like shifters can, or taste their mate’s blood
like vampires do, and they don’t have the sort of magic that reacts
around a mate like mages have. The only way they can tell if a
person is their mate is if their mate is able to open the box.”

“Ooh, that is clever. And so romantic, too.”
Patrick was liking the plan a bit more now. “You can imagine what
it would be like to walk the earth for hundreds of years, maybe
always being alone, and then one day you come across that special
person.” Patrick’s heart ached just thinking about it. “And
somehow, in some way, that special box gets called into a
conversation and then… and then… I don’t know what will happen
next. What happens next?”

“The only way a hellhound can know for sure
if a person is their Fated One, is if they hand the box to the
person they believe is special. If the box opens, then that person
is the hellhound’s mate. If the mate accepts the hellhound, they
can take that collar and put it around the neck of the hound, and
the claim is made and accepted. They will walk together forever
till the end of time. Well, that’s the gist of it,” Faron
added.

“That is such a beautiful story,” Patrick
said, stroking down the bark of the tree. “Just sitting under this
tree with you, being in your arms, even though I know this is only
a coma dream, I could imagine something like that could be
perfectly true. Wouldn’t it be incredible if you were the
hellhound, and I was the naive little mate who didn’t know? And
somehow or other, a box appeared…”

And even as Patrick said it, a box appeared
right there on his lap. It was a gorgeous box, very sturdy, resting
on his legs, and it definitely felt real. It was covered in a
beautiful, lush black velvet that shimmered in the magical light of
the tree. Patrick could feel the magic - he could see the whole box
pulsating as the magic from the box greeted the special tree.

“Okay,” Patrick said slowly, “so, following
your story, if this box was real, then you’d be the hellhound and…”
he took his hand off the tree and passed it over the box. “The lid
would just rise to meet my hand…” And it did!

Patrick’s eyes almost fell out of his head as
the lid of the box opened. Inside was an array of gems and
glistening jewels. He’d never seen anything so beautiful in his
life. “It’s the hellhound collar. That means, if this is real, and
this collar is real, that means… you’re a hellhound and not a
shadow puppy?”

“Let me set you on the grass,” Faron said,
and it was like his voice had deepened until it was almost a
rumble. “Please don’t be scared. My hound would never hurt you,” he
said, as all of a sudden, as soon as the grass hit Patrick’s ass,
the hands dropped away, and a huge hound was suddenly standing over
him.

Patrick clapped his hands and laughed. “This
is such a magical dream,” he said. “You are so totally gorgeous, my
little shadow puppy. Look how big you’ve grown in this magical
space. Oh, look, your tail is waggling so fast. Are you happy to
see me?”

The big hound’s tongue wrapped up the side of
Patrick’s face, and he laughed even more. It was like Patrick’s
heart was totally full. He didn’t believe he could ever feel
happier, and he swore in that moment, if he died right then and
there, it didn’t matter because he was so happy. No slogging at a
diner, no hassles with his brother, no people disregarding
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