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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and
events are products of the authors’ imagination. Any resemblance to actual
person, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.






Introduction


We all have our own monsters. For some of us, it’s our past,
for others it’s fear of the future. Some of us are afraid of people, some fear
the unknown. Some of us live with our monsters every day, and others encounter
them in unexpected places in our lives. 


But what happens when the monsters are tangible—right there
in front of you? What do you do? The answer is simple: fight back. 


Stories might be a way to escape from the stresses of the
world around us, but they are also a way to explore other worlds, other
realities, other possibilities. It’s a weird world. As authors, our favorite
thing to do is imagine how it might be weirder. This collection of urban
fantasy tales explores a cityscape filled with monsters. Each author brings
their own voice and their own ideas to look at how the world might be different
if werewolves, vampires, ghosts, and magic actually existed.


So what would you do if your monsters really existed? Would
you give in or would you fight back?
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I nodded to my supervisor as she walked down my aisle. It
was her way of making sure everyone stayed until exactly the end of the shift.
A little draconian, but I never had to work late, think of my job on the
weekends, and the pay was fine, so I didn’t mind much. I finished putting
account notes in, slowly, waiting out the clock so I didn’t have to take
another call.


The place erupted in noise as people shut down computers,
gathered up lunch bags and purses, and put away their headsets. It was a long
weekend and everyone was anxious to get out quickly. 


Everyone else packed into the elevators, but I headed the
opposite direction and opened the door to the stairwell. I was glad for the
fifteen flights. Most people would be out of the parking ramp by the time I got
to my car and I rarely saw anyone else in there, and certainly not on a holiday
weekend. 


I grabbed my phone to check my emails. The reminder for my
shift at Beds popped up and I grinned. I stuffed the phone back in my pocket
and took the steps two at a time. My shifts at Beds were always the best part
of my week. I volunteered to work with older rescued dogs. They always were so
grateful for attention and affection and they were so wonderful to work with;
you always knew where you stood with dogs. 


My kit for Emergency Beds Animal Shelter was always prepped
and ready in my car—it had old jeans, boots, a tank top and two sweaters, plus
running clothes. Sometimes older rescue dogs had trouble with people before and
were wary, even occasionally aggressive with people. A heavy sweater would let
them latch on without breaking the skin, which far too often ended up with the
dog being killed. I would do anything to stop that. I usually did three or four
shifts a week at the shelter, more if there was a new dog having a hard time
adjusting. 


I couldn’t have a dog of my own in the tiny apartment I
shared with a roommate, but I could spend a lot of time with them at Beds, and
I could help more there than just having one of my own. I could help them
adjust so they could be adopted. There was always someone there who needed
love, who needed a friend, who needed someone to trust them and care for them. 


I turned up the music in my car and sang along as I made my
way through traffic. Beds was nearly an hour drive from my office downtown. It
was in a crummy neighborhood, not the worst, but there weren’t many stores
nearby, the houses were run down, the streets weren’t well maintained. There
was an old rundown park across from it where I would take the dogs for a run.
It was a good place for the dogs to get outside. 
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I pulled into the dirt parking lot for Beds and grabbed my
kit. I waved at Jodi who was walking three puppies. When I started, I had
offered right away to work with the older dogs. The puppies usually had plenty
of people happy to work with them. But older dogs, and problem dogs, often had
a much harder time getting attention, and they needed it the most.


"Diane! I'm so glad you're here!" Andrew burst out
the front door and waved me inside urgently. “We got him in first thing this
morning and he’s freaking everyone out in there. I deal with aggressive dogs
all the time, but this one is huge, and refuses to calm down.” As soon as I got
inside I could hear the howling racket, but it sounded like it was just one
dog. 


“Andrew, relax. Let me change. Poor guy sounds like he’s
having a bad day.” I tried to use the same calming voice I used on angry
callers or scared dogs. I headed for the small bathroom to change. Andrew
followed and slumped in a chair in the waiting room next to the bathroom. He
muttered something to himself I couldn’t hear through the door.


“It’s not him that’s the problem, it’s all the rest of the
dogs. They are all cowering, terrified. He hasn’t attacked any of them, but
he’s been making that horrible sound for the last couple hours and everyone
else is hiding as far away as they can, and no one is responding. It is so
weird. Diane, I have to go. Jodi is outside with the puppies, I don’t know.” I
could hear the exhaustion in his voice.


“Hey! You can’t just leave me here!” I moved quicker to pull
my clothes on, shoving my work clothes into my bag rather than neatly folding
them. 


I could hear him slap his hands on his legs like he was
about to stand up. “I just need food, and a break. I’ll be back in an hour.” I
heard the front door slam as I stepped out of the bathroom. I wrinkled my nose
and shoved my bag behind the counter. 


I pushed open the door to the back room and the sound
stopped immediately. I’d never heard the shelter so quiet. I could hear the
dogs breathing. I could hear myself breathing. 


Most of the dogs were curled up in the back corners of their
cages. Even if I didn’t know all of the dogs in here I would have recognized
the newcomer immediately. He was in the furthest, largest space, usually
reserved for very large dogs. He was certainly a very large dog. He paced in
the cage, watching me. 


He stopped and stared at me. He looked a bit like a
Malamute, but I’d never seen one this big. His body was deep black with white
markings on his face and white legs, most of his fur was matted and dirty. He
sniffed and began his howling again. I sucked in a deep breath and walked up to
him. I knelt down on the other side of the gate, his howls felt deafeningly
loud. I smiled and focused on keeping my tone warm, the words wouldn’t matter,
but the sound of my voice would. “I guess I should have brought ear plugs,
huh?” He didn’t pause. 


His coat wasn’t in good shape; some clumps of fur seemed to
be missing, some spots were twisted into tangles. As I looked closer, I noticed
that some of the matted fur had blood in it, though it didn’t look sticky—it
had dried. I wasn’t sure if all the blood was his. I noticed one of his back
legs looked rusty colored with blood, but it wasn’t fresh either. He didn’t
seem to be currently bleeding. They tried to get medical treatment for the dogs
quickly, but there was only one vet that would regularly volunteer her time for
Beds, so sometimes the dogs had to wait. It looked like he’d been waiting for a
while.


He bared his teeth and started a deep resonant growl as I
sat down. I wasn’t going to back down now. His teeth were bloody and it looked
like he hadn’t even bothered to lick himself clean. That spoke to his state of
mind more than anything. He was scared, and dogs would often act aggressively
when they were afraid. I needed to calm him down, soothe him. I needed to show
him that I wouldn’t hurt him.


“You kind of look like you bit the head off something. I
doubt it was a bat, but I think I’ll call you Ozzy. Unless they have a name for
you.” I spoke in a soothing coo, but my words were completely drowned out by
his reverberating growl. "It doesn't look like you have a collar. We'll
get you cleaned up and check for a chip too. Though I'll bet you a cup of
coffee you don't have one." He licked some of the blood off his fangs. 


"But for now, let’s find some food and water.
Definitely some water.” I looked around his cage and didn’t see any dishes. No
blankets, no food bowl, everything was out of it. Signs that he was aggressive
when he was brought in. I frowned. 


I headed for the pantry space, but stopped at a few cages of
the dogs I knew well. They seemed calmer now, some coming up to sniff and check
to see if I had any treats. I brushed my fingers through their fur and rubbed
their ears and promised to come back to play later.


I got some towels, wet and dry, a dish with food and one
with water. Then, I realized it was silent again. I turned around and saw Ozzy
sitting in front of me. I hadn't opened the cage, I was sure his cage had been
latched securely. 


There was a trail of blood behind him. He was silent. He
shifted and I saw a trickle of blood running through his fur. He was watching
me carefully and I looked down at the food and water dishes I had in my arms.


“Hey Ozzy,” he bared his teeth silently at me. “Looks like
you might need some help there.” I weighed my options. This might be the only
chance I’d have to show him I wasn’t afraid, and I wasn’t going to hurt him. He
twisted his neck and I saw the source of the blood—a gash down his neck over
his front haunch.


I set the water and the food down and knelt next to him. I
could feel the deep growl when I reached toward him, but he didn’t pull away
and didn’t move to bite so I kept going. “I just want to take a look and see
how bad it is. We can get someone else in here,” Ozzy started growling and
backed up immediately.


“Ok, we won’t get someone else in?” I waited unsure, “Come
here, I just will take a look. No one else.” I tried to keep my voice calming,
soothing, a gentle tone. Maybe I’d gotten overly casual with my voice. Ozzy’s
growl quieted and he stepped back toward me. I reached into my pocket for a
cookie and held it out for him. “Wait.” I kept my voice gentle and soft and he
looked at me and tilted his head. I wasn’t sure if he was waiting because I
told him to or because he was afraid of what I was offering him. “Ok.” I opened
my hand and offered the treat.


He leaned forward and sniffed it then pulled back. “Ok, you
don’t have to eat the cookie.” I kept a smile on my face, trying to not let my
worry show. I stuffed it back into my pocket. I wiped at his neck with the wet
towel. Ozzy kept looking directly ahead, his growl deepened, but he didn’t
move. I scooted closer, wrapping my arm around him. I could feel him shaking. 


I continued to talk quietly, wanting to soothe him as I worked.
I was careful to not reopen the wound, gently cleaning as much as I could of
his fur. I heard the soft growl shift to a whine. “Oh, honey, I’m sorry, I know
it hurts.” I stroked his fur, running my fingers along searching for other
marks. The gash on the neck looked like a knife cut. It didn’t look like he’d
been bit. “Did you cut yourself on something?”


He howled again. “Ok, ok, you didn’t do this to yourself.” I
hushed against him. He quieted, whimpering softly. I scooted closer, holding
onto him tighter. “This might hurt, I’m sorry.” I wiped at the cut to clean it.
He howled again, a much quieter howl of pain, but like he was trying not to
show it. It looked like it was already starting to heal, but it was a deep ugly
gash. 


I heard the front door slam. “Diane! You ok back there?” It
was Jodi. Ozzy started to growl deeper again. He shifted to look at the door
and sniffed then started howling. 


“Yeah! I’m here. We are ok, I’m just cleaning him up. I
think he doesn’t want more people in here—can you give me a little extra time?”
I ran my fingers over his undamaged side and found a couple burrs stuck deep in
his fur. 


“Ok. Be careful, they don’t know if he’s had shots or
anything. He was found by someone on the edge of the park heading out of town. There
was a trail of blood but it looked like someone had thrown him out a car.” I tried
to not growl myself as she said it. “He seems really dangerous.”


“Thanks, I’ll be careful.” I heard the door shut again and
finally Ozzy’s howls died down. The dogs who had backed into their corners when
he was howling curled back up to rest as the room returned to a tense quiet. 


“Don’t worry. You’re safe here.” Ozzy growled deep baring
his teeth. “You’re safe with me.” His growl softened a little. As I cleaned him
and examined the wound, he calmed down. The gash wasn’t the only one on him. I
found several other smaller cuts too. I was pretty sure the big cut would need
stitches. I pulled out the burrs, twigs, and something that looked suspiciously
like a chunk of fur ripped off another dog. I got him washed and dried. He
seemed even bigger, at least 200 pounds. I didn't think malamutes could get
that big. 
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Over three hours later, the front door slammed open. 


"Blissful quiet!" 


Andrew was right. Everything had been quiet. Ozzy had
stopped growling, and everyone else was quiet. I'd even brought the puppies
back in so Jodi could go home. I’d fed everyone. Though the other dogs were
still afraid of Ozzy, a few were happy for a few minutes of attention. The
moment Andrew’s voice broke the silence Ozzy started howling again. 


"Dammit Andrew!" He came through the door to the
back and Ozzy pushed me behind him, growling and baring his teeth at Andrew as
he stepped closer. 


"Well he looks cleaner, but no nicer. He sort of looks
scarier without the matted blood. He really looks like a wolf." Andrew
stopped moving closer, but Ozzy was still pushing me back, away from Andrew. 


I kept my arm around Ozzy and continued to gently pet him.
"I think he's a malamute, maybe a mix, with something bigger. But he's
very pretty. Aren't you? Yes you are." I hugged him close and he smelled
like a good clean dog. "Very good dog."


Andrew shook his head. "You always fall for the hard
cases. No one will adopt this mutt." Ozzy growled. "He's aggressive
and a danger. We'll be lucky if we can get the retirement villa to take
him." I gripped Ozzy hard. I couldn’t let that happen to him.


 


The retirement villa was a place outside of the city that
claimed to rescue older dogs and let them live out their lives in peace, but
the only time I'd gone it seemed like half the dogs were severely injured and
had just given up on life. I didn’t think they hurt the dogs on purpose, but no
one there cared for them at all. Ozzy needed someone to love him.


Ozzy picked up on my fear and started howling again. I had
to be more careful, more calm. "Don't worry, Ozzy. It's ok. You'll be
safe. I'll make sure of it."


"Ozzy?" Andrew was unmoved by the howling or my
reaction. "Did you find a name or a chip?"


"No. He looked like he bit the head off a bat." I
smiled at my own joke. Ozzy nuzzled my hand for a moment before he returned to
howling. 


"Oh that's—sort of weird. You should go home and get
some rest. I'm going to close up. We'll deal with him tomorrow." I didn't
move. "I know you want to help him but you need to rest too. Listen,
you're off work tomorrow, right? If you want to come in and spend some time
with him, someone will be in at 7. But you have to go now, I have to go now.
Put him back in the cage."


"He needs stitches." I didn't move. Ozzy's ears
twitched and he seemed to be listening. 


"I'll get the vet here first thing in the morning. If
you are here, he'll be calmer. You need to go now though." He sighed.
"Please, go home and rest. Come back fresh." He left the back room. 


"He's right. I have to go." I buried my head in
Ozzy's fur. "I promise I'll be back first thing ok? We will get you
stitches and go for a long run. I'll bet you’d like that." He licked my
cheek and I laughed. I stood up and Andrew handed me a dish with food and water.
I took them to the cage. "I promise I'll be back as soon as someone else
is here. I promise." 


I leaned forward to pet his nose and he lunged and grabbed
my hand in his jaw. Tight enough to hold me, but not enough to break the skin.
He looked at me for a long time. I didn't pull away. I didn't scold him.
"I promise I'll be back for you." He finally let me go. He prowled
around the cage and settled down. 
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It was 6:30 and I was sitting in my car in front of Beds on
my second cup of coffee. No one else was here yet. I hadn't heard Ozzy howling.
When Andrew and I had left he'd been quiet. He was ok. I wanted to get back in
and make sure he was ok. He had to be ok. I’d been up much of the night
thinking about Ozzy.


It was twenty minutes before Jodi showed up. "Hey, what
are you doing here so early?"


"The malamute, Ozzy. I promised him I'd come in this
morning. Andrew said I could." I was at the door and offering her a cup of
coffee. "He was really aggressive for everyone else, so I figured being
here would help. Especially when the vet comes in to stitch him up."


Jodi smiled and opened the door and then took the coffee.
"Come on in then. Let's have a look at your new friend, see if sleep has
improved his temperament."


Jodi headed over to the computer at the front. I went right
for the back room, pushing open the door to the kennels. Just for a moment, I
was sure I was looking at a naked man where Ozzy was supposed to be. I shook my
head to clear it and downed the rest of my cup of coffee, I clearly hadn’t had
enough yet. I looked again and Ozzy was sitting up at the gate to his cage. He
let out a big yawn and made a couple of vocalizations. 


"Hi!" I didn't have to work to keep my voice
bright and cheerful this morning. "So good to see you this morning. I'm so
excited. Do you want to get the hell out of here with me?" He was quick to
vocalize agreement and stand up. I grabbed a lead and walked toward him. He
growled when he saw it. "Listen they won't let me take you out of here
without it. Please be good. If you're good and promise not to tell, I'll let
you off when we are in the park. I know a great spot. Ok?" He growled but
didn't back away. 


I knelt down and looked at the cut on his neck, the blood
was matted in thick, but it seemed like it had stopped bleeding for now. I
hooked a harness around his chest so I could connect the lead without having to
irritate the wound. He continued to growl, deep, but not loud. I walked toward
the front. The other dogs all moved away from the doors as we walked past.
"I'm going to take him for a quick walk before the vet comes ok?"


Jodi looked at Ozzy and I. Ozzy’s shoulders were well past
my waist and he easily weighed twice what I did. "Are you sure that's a
malamute?" Ozzy growled at her. She raised her hands. "Ok if the lady
says malamute that's what it'll be. The vet won’t be here for at least an hour,
so take your time." Ozzy yipped and tugged me toward the door. 


As we headed into the park, he moved alongside me, barely
above a walk as I jogged. It wasn't a great, well-groomed park; the paved
trails were cracked and washed out in places, and the trees had been damaged in
the last storm weeks ago and still lay across the path. I slipped around a
trail closed sign. 


I knelt down and looked at Ozzy. "If I let you off lead
and you run off they'll never let me go back." He nuzzled my cheek. I
reached around and unclasped the harness. He licked my face and I laughed.
"Ok, stay close." He circled around me several times sniffing the
air. I set the harness and leash by a sign post.


Ozzy started pushing me down the path. "Yeah, that's
where we are going. I just want to be able to find the lead on the way back.
They won’t let me take dogs out anymore if they know I let them off lead."
As we headed further down the path the quiet of the woods settled around us. A
couple times Ozzy darted away from me to chase something or hunt down a smell,
but each time he came back. I was pretty sure if I was eight feet tall he would
have been weaving between my legs. 


"You have to help me." I nearly tripped at the
deep, rough male voice. I turned and a naked man was standing behind me. He had
long, jet black hair and a hairy body too. His skin was pale and sickly. But
his body was highly muscled. Like a man who spent his life working out in a
basement. He had a huge cut along his neck, it looked like someone had tried to
cut his head off. He sagged to the ground. "Help me." I looked around
for Ozzy. He wasn't anywhere. "They are hunting for me." He reached
out toward me, his hand not a hand, a huge furry white paw. I was
hallucinating. "I can't stay like this for long. You can't let them take
me. Please help me."


His legs turned to white fur. I sat down on the path next to
the man and put my arms around him gently. The man was turning into a dog. No,
the man was turning into a wolf. "You're… a…" The neck wound was bleeding
again. Ozzy's neck wound. Ozzy was a man and a wolf. 


A hunted man. 
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I was in a daze on the way back to Beds. When we arrived,
the vet was ready to stitch Ozzy up. He wouldn’t let me leave, biting my shirt
when I turned. Instead I sat with him, holding on while he whimpered and
growled. The vet stitched him up quietly, not saying anything about the cut.
While I watched, I wondered if he had been attacked as a man or a wolf, if
someone had tried to cut into him with teeth or with a knife. I didn’t know
quite enough about wounds to know for sure, I didn’t want to ask her and make
her suspicious of anything.


After the stitches, he let me brush him clean again, getting
rid of the new blood and the fresh twigs. I had just imagined it. It had to be,
there was no such thing as werewolves. Totally absurd. No one was hunting Ozzy.
If he'd been a man, he would have told me his real name, right? 


I worked at a call center. I volunteered at a dog shelter. I
had a roommate. I liked romance novels. I didn't go out much. This was just me
going crazy. Maybe I had a tumor. A tumor seemed like a more likely explanation
than a wolf turning into a man. 


“Diane, you need to take a break.” Andrew startled me and
Ozzy pushed himself between us, growling deeply. “I know you’re worried about
this one, but you’ve
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