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Vampires and werewolves and zombies, oh my!

But not how you’d usually expect them.

How about a retelling of The Three Little Pigs were the wolves aren’t exactly what they seem? Or a warrior who’s getting a little long in the tooth facing an unbeatable elder foe? Or a blood-sucking fiend who’d like to tell you her origin story—if you can believe a word of what she says.

Award-winning writer Annie Reed puts her unique twist on these updated stories of classic monsters seen in a whole new light.

Enjoy this latest edition in the Unexpected series.

 

“One of the best writers I’ve come across in years.”

Kristine Kathryn Rusch
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Introduction

 

Fairy tales, not to mention nursery rhymes, are basically horror stories. At least the ones I remember from my childhood.

I mean, who didn’t empathize with the three little pigs in their defense of hearth and home from the big bad wolf? Did we ever really think about the meaning of “ashes, ashes, all fall down” when we were five years old and giggling as we tumbled on the grass at the end of the rhyme?

And what about all those Disney movies meant for kids? The ones with dead mothers (who for the most part conveniently died off screen)? Or evil stepmothers? Or… or… or…

You can see how a child born with a vivid imagination might not take those things at face value.

Or how they’d influence her writing as she got older and learned about writers like Lovecraft and Poe, and read classics like Dracula and Frankenstein, and watched shows like Buffy and The Walking Dead. And how all of that combined might lead said writer (me) to put her own unique twist on classic monsters.

Well, you’re about to find out, thanks to this latest issue in the Unexpected series featuring short stories I’ve written over the years. (And some new ones here and there.)

Thanks to my publisher, I’m finally able to showcase these stories and offer them to my readers at a terrific price. This is the second collection in the series, and we’ve got a bunch more in the offing over the months to come. I’m excited about this project, and I hope you are, too.

What will you find in Unexpected Monsters? Werewolves, yes, but not the kind you might expect. A vampire story from an entirely different perspective. A zombie tale that will pull at your heartstrings. And even a nod to the horrifying, tentacled creatures who inhabit an otherworldly dimension—and those who hunt them.

I’m writing this introduction the day before Halloween, which seems entirely appropriate for this particular collection. If you celebrate the holiday, enjoy! If you don’t, I hope you enjoy this fall season, which is so decidedly different in this decidedly different year.

Most of all, I wish you health and safety, and that all the monsters in your life are only fictional.

—Annie Reed

October 30, 2020




 

 

Brick Houses

 

Lettie topped off the beer for her last remaining customer of the night, put a fresh napkin down on the polished surface of the bar, and plopped his glass on top.

“Yanno,” he said, slurring his words into near unrecognizability, “fact’s a fact, Jack, and that’s a fact.”

He snickered, but his half-assed smile had no humor to it.

Two hours ago he’d been sober and straight as a rail, just another customer in the decent sized mid-week crowd at the Brick House Bar. Now he sat slouched on his stool, his tie loosened, and his shirt collar unbuttoned far enough that wisps of dark chest hair poked through the open V.

“What facts are we talking about?” Lettie asked.

She didn’t expect a coherent answer. She’d never met a werewolf who could hold his liquor worth a damn, and this guy was no exception.

Not that he’d wolfed out or anything. She’d just known a lot of werewolves in her time. Some of them were even family, and this guy had all the classic signs.

Take his hair. Sure, he’d had it expensively cut and styled with enough product to tame the mane on a lion, but it hadn’t taken much—just a couple of rakes with his long, thin fingers—to make him look like he’d been caught outside in a stiff wind. And that chest hair was another clue. Not that every guy with chest hair had a were of some type lurking in his gene pool, but combine that with his eyes, and it was a dead giveaway.

Her customer’s eyes were a unique shade of golden brown flecked with specks of deep, deep red. When weres wolfed out, the red in their eyes took over. She’d seen it happen once or twice over the years, and if she never saw it happen again, it would be too soon.

Luckily, drunk weres rarely wolfed out. It had something to do with the concentration necessary to make the change happen. Alcohol interfered with that. Kind of the universe’s way of protecting drunks and fools from themselves, not to mention the fools who happened to be around drunken werewolves. Or weremonkeys. Or wereferrets.

Yeah, she’d seen a couple of those, too. Terrifying little things.

At least her drunken werewolf was a handsome drunken werewolf, not to mention a werewolf of means.

She’d been a little wary of him when he’d first sat down at the bar. She’d pegged him as an uptown type—banker, lawyer, investment advisor—who’d had a really, really bad day, otherwise he wouldn’t be in her bar. His suit and his shiny black shoes and the watch on his wrist had probably cost him more than her bar netted her in a month. The smoothness of the skin on his face told her that he’d recently had a shave that came from a barber shop where the razors were straight, beards got soaped with a little round brush, and the customers had hot towels wrapped around their faces to make their skin behave.

But all he’d been interested in was drinking his way to oblivion, and he had the cash to do it, so she’d let him be.

She didn’t get many werewolves of means—or werewolves period, for that matter, which suited her just fine. The Brick House catered mostly to blue collar workers, and most of them were human. She didn’t have a “humans only” policy, but in her experience magic folk—even those who hid their true natures in order to get along with the rest of the world—tended not to hang out in places where the majority of customers were strictly human.

“Like sticks with like,” her grandpa used to say.

Not that Lettie believed that. Neither had her grandpa in his earlier years, as it turned out, but that was ancient history.

The expensive suit jacket her customer had been wearing when he came in the bar was now draped over the empty stool next to him. Lettie had rescued the jacket from the floor a half hour ago after he’d taken it off and not bothered to look where he’d dropped it.

The floor was messy with spilled drinks, cigarette butts, and bits of bar food—greasy fried pickles and French fries and something the guys in the kitchen called an “onion bomb,” which was currently the bar’s best seller. Lettie had saved her customer’s jacket from the worst of the crap on the floor, and she hoped she’d saved him from a hefty dry cleaning bill.

Not that he’d noticed or bothered to thank her. He was too busy drinking like it was going out of style.

The beer he’d been swilling down wasn’t the cheap stuff either. This particular brand came from a local microbrew—some type of apple ale. She’d taste tested it before she’d placed an order. It wasn’t bad for an ale, just a little on the sweet side, but it had a cutesy name and her regulars didn’t want to try it. She’d been thinking about making it a nightly special just to use up her supply, but thanks to this guy, she might not have to.

“Yanno,” her customer said again, this time leaning over the bar to get closer to her, like he wanted to impart some great mystery of the universe. “Facts don’t give a crap if you believe in ’em or not.”

She thought about telling him this was a bar, not a political rally, but when the hell. He was drunk, and all the rest of her customers who might object to whatever rant her customer was about to embark on had gone home or wherever the hell they went when they weren’t spending grocery money or rent money on alcohol and bar food. This close to closing time the place was quiet enough now she could hear herself think, and the little clouds of cigarette smoke that hovered over the booths in the back where smoking was allowed had begun to dissipate.

Even the guys in the kitchen had finished up and left a half hour ago. The cleaning crew—a couple of ogres in a work release program for ex-cons—wouldn’t be in until an hour before sunrise. She didn’t care if her customer ranted a little while she did her last little bit of work for the night. Let him work whatever it was out of his system so he wouldn’t say the wrong thing to the wrong person out in the real world where most people seemed to have lost their frigging minds.

“Ain’t that right?” her customer asked, stabbing the air with an index finger pointed in her general direction.

“Facts can be stubborn,” Lettie agreed.

People could be, too, but she didn’t mention that.

“And unfortunately,” she said, “one irrefutable fact is that I’m closing up here in a few minutes. Time to settle up your tab, fella.”

He’d started out the evening by placing a fifty dollar bill on the bar and telling her to keep the drinks coming. He’d gone over that fifty a couple of rounds ago.

In response, he leered at her. The wolfish grin convinced her that yeah, this guy definitely had a werewolf in his family tree, if not in his own closet.

The leer caught her off guard, even though it shouldn’t have.

Nobody ever came on to her unless they were drunk.

Lettie knew she wasn’t the most beautiful woman in the world. She was solid and muscular and not all that tall, where the feminine ideal—epitomized by women who graced magazine covers and movie posters and the evening news (such as it was)—specified that women be lean and tan and willowy, if not necessarily tall. Letti’s face was round, her cheeks chubby, and her dark brown eyes a little too close set. Her strawberry blonde hair was curly to the point of frizz, her skin always burned, never tanned, and her nose could only charitably be described as “pert.”

She’d come to terms with all that. She was—just like the facts, Jack—a somewhat stubborn not to mention pragmatic woman. Too stubborn to lament all that life hadn’t given her, and too pragmatic to ever consider using spells or glamours to change her appearance. Waste of good money, that was.

She did have some good qualities, like her keen business sense and a way of commiserating just the right amount with customers who came to her bar and wanted someone to talk to who wouldn’t make fun of them.

The werewolf didn’t care about any of her good qualities. He just wanted a discount on his tab, that was all.

She smiled back—her polite, barkeep smile—as she reached beneath the bar to flip the switch that would turn off the soft jazz station she’d had playing on the satellite sound system tonight.

Her customer sighed, recognizing her smile for the impersonal smile it was, and reached for his wallet.

She flipped another switch that turned off the lights in the fancy “Open” sign next to the bar’s front door. The neon sign over the front door that advertised the bar’s name was on an automatic timer, just like the sign for the tattoo shop next door.

Her customer was wobbling a bit on his stool as he tried to pry his wallet from his back pocket when the front door of the bar banged open.

The Brick House had a metal door—this wasn’t the best neighborhood in the city, after all—and hydraulic hinges, so banging it open wasn’t an easy feat. Lettie’s heart gave an unsteady half beat at the sudden, booming crash, and her customer nearly slid off his bar stool.

A hefty man in a red plaid flannel shirt barreled into the bar.

“Sorry, dude, we’re clos…”

The rest of what Lettie was going to say dried up along with all the moisture in her mouth.

She knew the man who’d just blown through the door even though she hadn’t seen him in years. He was broader across the chest than he used to be, and his strawberry blond hair was long and shaggy.

Arnie, her brother.

“What the hell?” she managed to croak out.

Arnie slammed the door shut with as much force as he’d slammed it open. He threw all three deadbolts and then leaned against it. He was breathing hard, and she saw the gleam of sweat on his ruddy, bearded face.

“Hey, Piglet,” he said. “I hope you got a gun behind that bar.”

“Lettie,” she said automatically. He knew she hated that nickname. “And again… what the hell?”

“She’s coming,” her brother said. “And she’s not happy.”

“Who’s coming?”

Her customer, the werewolf, plopped his wallet down on the bar, polished off the rest of the apple ale in his glass in one long gulp, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“That,” he said, “would be my sister.” He turned his wolfish, unsteady grin on Arnie. “And you’re right. She’s definitely pissed.”
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To say Lettie’s family life was complicated was an understatement.

Her grandpa, he of the normally pragmatic ways, had apparently sown a great many wild oats in his youth. Name a vice, and he’d probably done it. Lettie’s grandma was his fifth wife—mistress—girlfriend—whatever. Lettie had never seen their marriage license, so she only had his word to take for it that they’d actually been married.

Lettie’s grandpa and grandma had only had one child—Lettie’s dad—and Lettie’s dad only had one wife—Lettie’s mom. Their family had been the most nuclear of the bunch, just Mom, Dad, and their three kids: Leticia (Lettie), Arnold (Arnie), and Wilbur (Will).

But then there were the Steps, as Grandma used to call them.

Grandpa’s other four wives—mistresses—girlfriends—whatevers…well, they had been remarkably fertile. And they hadn’t all been human.

At least two of them had been werewolves.

Which meant that at least some of Lettie’s step aunts and uncles (she was a little lost on their exact designations since she hadn’t met many of them) were at least partly werewolves. She was a little lost on what that meant as well.

What she did know was that she had a slew of cousins—step-cousins?—most of whom she’d never met.

And at least some of whom wanted to kill her and her brothers.

Not because of anything they’d done.

No, this particular feud had started with Grandpa.

See, Grandpa had truly turned pragmatic in his old age. And he’d loved Grandma most of all, as he used to say, and he wanted to do right by her and their son. Grandpa had invested heavily over the years in the right stocks and bonds, not to mention the right start-up companies, and he’d made himself a mint.

He would have left it all to Lettie’s grandma, but she’d been the first of the two of them to pass on. When Grandpa passed away, he left all his money—quite a significant amount—to Lettie’s dad.

Who’d promptly taken all that money and set up trust funds for his kids.

Which effectively left all of Grandpa’s remaining progeny from his first four wives—mistresses—girlfriends—whatevers out in the cold, and they weren’t happy about that.

There’d been lawsuits, the occasional death threat that resulted in restraining orders, and the even more occasional late-night visits by police officers who snapped magic-dampening handcuffs on some wolfed out relative who’d decided to take matters into their own hairy paws.

Arnie, Will, and Lettie had all made a pact with each other. They weren’t about to give up the money—Dad (and Grandpa) had wanted them to have it, after all—but they didn’t like looking over their shoulders. They agreed that as soon as they got access to their part of the trust, they’d take the money and hightail it for parts unknown. At least parts unknown to the rest of the family. The three of them agreed to always find a way to stay in touch.

It had worked well for Will, who was the oldest of the bunch. He wanted to see the world anyway—the parts of the world that had good beaches for surfing. When he hit twenty-one, he took his share of the money and lit off for parts unknown.

Arnie wasn’t quite as adventurous. Only a year younger than his older brother, Arnie hated the beach. He liked trees. His idea of a good time was to go on a ten-mile hike. He studied forestry in college, and when he got his share of the trust, he took his newly minted degree and headed up north.

They’d stayed in touch with Lettie pretty regularly for the first year or so, but by the time Lettie turned twenty-one and got her own inheritance, she was lucky if she got a postcard from her brothers every few months.

With her parents’ blessings, not to mention no small measure of relief—after all, Lettie was the youngest of the three kids who’d inherited the bulk of Grandpa’s fortune, and no doubt they hoped that with the rest of the money distributed, the Steps’ squabbles with their family would finally come to an end—Lettie had taken the money and struck out on her own.

She’d spent nearly a year traveling from one side of the country to the other before she’d lucked out with the Brick House. The former owner had been looking to sell so he could retire, and Lettie had been able to buy the place at a price that would have made her grandpa proud. She’d taken the rest of the money and invested it, and overall was doing quite well for herself.

And she’d managed to stay off the Steps’ radar.

Until now.

Lettie glared at her customer. “Which one are you?” she asked.

“Roy,” he said.

The name didn’t ring a bell. Not that Lettie knew the names of all the far-flung Steps.

“Esmeralda’s oldest son,” Roy elaborated.

That still didn’t help.

“Step Two,” Arnie said.

Ah. That made a difference

Back when they were kids, Lettie and her brothers given the Steps shortcut names to keep them all straight. Step Two descended from Corrine, Grandpa’s second wife—mistress—girlfriend—whatever. She’d been a full-blooded werewolf descended from a long line of werewolves. Grandpa apparently spent a lot of time in the sack with Corrine (not that Lettie wanted to think about her grandpa having sex—ever—much less werewolf sex) because Corrine gave him not one, not two, but six kids. Six! Two sets of twins among them.

And from what Lettie had heard through the grapevine, all six of Corrine’s kids had been just as fertile with their own respective mates.

Esmeralda was apparently one of Corrine’s six children. Which meant the drunk werewolf (Roy) was related—very distantly—to Lettie. And he’d known that when he’d leered at her.

Which made the leer downright disgusting.

A very loud whump! rattled the bar’s front door.

“Your sister, I presume?” Lettie asked Roy.

“Yup.”

Lettie waited for him to supply a name, but he just stared at the index finger he’d used to point at her. A few hairs were sprouting from the back of his knuckles, but that was it.

Roy was apparently too drunk to wolf out. Thank goodness.

Lettie turned her glare on her brother. Arnie was sweating up a storm now, his back still against the door.
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