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Summary: 
Johnny gets himself a dog.









The Dog



It looks at him with the weight of an accusation.

Sat in the corner of its bare pen, the dog stares at Johnny with its dark eyes, its black mass hunched over yet still hulking, hungrily occupying its own space like a void. Its broad, barrel-like ribcage contracts and expands with each pant, each wag of its tongue over the formation of long, bone-white teeth.

The attendant glances at Johnny, and then back at the dog with a look of discomfort.

“We call that one Ghost. He’s been here for a while but we haven’t managed to find him a home yet. Came in after being pretty severely injured - must’ve gotten hit by a car or something.”

Johnny nods, and the lone dog continues to pant.

“Difficult one?” he asks.

“Yeah. Can’t keep him with the other dogs. He starts fights.”

There’s a beat of silence during which the dog and Johnny continue to stare at each other. It’s hard to put a finger on why, exactly, but Johnny feels like he can’t be the first to look away. He knows not to stare at dogs. He knows it’s threatening for most animals. But there’s something  wrong with this dog.

“But don’t worry, we have many easier cases with us– most are still young and absolute sweethearts–”

“How old is Ghost?”

The attendant has to process the question for just a split second too long - he wasn’t expecting it.

“Uh– around four, five? We’re not a hundred percent sure. Strays tend not to live older than that. Definitely not a puppy anymore.”

Johnny takes a step closer to the chainlink separating him and the dog, and the attendant scrambles for more words.

“He doesn’t particularly like people approaching - he hasn’t harmed any of the staff, but he growls and–”

The dog simply  looks. Looks at Johnny as he moves close enough to the chainlink to touch it, looks like it’s judging him. Like he’s Johnny’s personal premonition of misfortune and doom, staring at him through the veil of death with beady black doggy eyes.

“He doesna bite?”

The attendant blinks, once, twice.

“You want to meet him?”

“Aye. Sure,” Johnny says with a shrug, like it somehow makes sense that he wants to get closer to this sharp, black murder machine.

It doesn’t fucking make sense. But at the sight of this dog’s accusatory stare, Johnny’s survival instinct has shit the bed and been replaced by some misplaced sense of curiosity, some unfathomable confusion. Not even a nurture instinct - he doesn’t want to  save this dog. 

He wants to know what it knows.

The attendant clicks a small key into the padlock hanging limply against the flimsy gate. As it slowly swings open, Johnny finds himself wondering how it ever kept Ghost contained anyways.

The dog doesn’t move; it doesn’t even growl as Johnny approaches, followed by a hesitant attendant. Its vacuous shape continues to contract and expand as it breathes, eyes firmly tracking the brunet’s progress. Johnny can see the whites of them, but where that would normally translate into a pleading look for a bit of your dinner on any other dog, it now only signifies just how cornered this animal is.

“Hey, big laddie,” Johnny greets, and the words feel wrong on his tongue. He shouldn’t be talking to this dog like this. “Ye gonnae bite me if I come closer?”

 Maybe, the dog’s eyes say, and another one of Johnny’s measured footfalls scrapes against the concrete floor of the pen. The man holds out a hand to him, palm turned to the side in a strange mimicry of a handshake. 


 What are you doing? 


A low growl, deep and rumbling in the broad confines of the dog’s chest, emanates through the room. The dog’s tongue is no longer hanging over its teeth, its gums now bared in a vicious snarl. 

Johnny pulls his hand back like he’s been burned. 

“Aye, fine. No touching,” he chuckles, trying to sound light and casual, but his heart is hammering in his chest like a wind-up toy monkey and his mouth is dry.

The dog continues to stare at him, even more accusingly than before. 

Then, after a long moment, it lifts its backside from the floor, standing up in a motion that seems far too abrupt for Johnny to fully comprehend before it’s at its full height, closing the distance between them.

It sniffs at Johnny. Its muzzle barely grazes him as it smells his clothes; the pockets of his pants, the hem of his shirt. A part of Johnny is astonished to see it reach that high, but then again, he already knew how massive the dog was just by looking at it sitting there. If it were to stand up on its hind legs, it’d probably be taller than Johnny, and that thought is enough for a  very real fear to blossom in the pit of his stomach. 

Johnny has never been very good at respecting his fear.

And this dog… its appraisal ends in a huffed breath, an unreadable stare at the man in front of it. 

It  approves of Johnny.

“Huh,” the kennel attendant breathes out, voice taut like catgut. “He’s never done that before.” 

 

 

…

 

 

Ghost comes home with Johnny.

Johnny hadn’t particularly  intended  to adopt the dog - hell, the fact that it barely even let Johnny  touch  it should’ve been enough reason to leave it in that pen. But even as he’d gone through the other candidates with the attendant, met happy dogs,  normal  dogs, he’d still gone back to the attendant with the words  I think I’d like to take Ghost  spilling from his dumb mouth. He’d spoken them, syllable by syllable, even while knowing fully well that he’d be taking in an unpredictable and most likely traumatized animal. Just because of what - fascination? Curiosity? A misplaced sense of connection with an antisocial dog? Maybe it’s the shell-shocked combatant in him looking to sleep in the same house with a half-feral animal - looking for the threat of an ambush in the night or a ticking down timer of a bomb in his hands. Maybe his life has just become too fucking  quiet after his discharge.

It’s way outside of his wheelhouse. His rationalization when deciding he’d get a dog had been  “Well, I’m single and I need some company and structure in my everyday life, I’d probably benefit from having a friend around”,  and certainly not  “I want to commit the next year or so of my life trying to home a potentially dangerous stray.”  

Really, the kennel staff shouldn’t have even let him take Ghost. Not without some serious credentials to show for rehoming abused dogs or something. But apparently, they’d been just as much - if not  more unsettled by the strange animal, and more than eager to get rid of him. 

So, Ghost had come with Johnny.

And now Johnny has a dog. 

A massive, hulking void of a hound perched on his backseat, blessedly behaving in his car but staring at his new owner like his presence is deeply offensive. Johnny should be focusing on the road but he keeps glancing at it via the rearview mirror, expecting it to flip out on him at any minute. The kennel staff had looked mildly astounded, to put it lightly, when Ghost had simply meandered into Johnny’s car upon the brunet opening the door. Everyone present had expected for the dog to at least have to be muzzled or caged for the transportation, but it had simply…  accepted  to go. Like it had just  chosen to leave with Johnny. 

The notion makes something curl in Johnny’s stomach - it sits there like some meal that won’t digest quite right, gnawing at the lining of his gut. 

He isn’t quite sure why. People should be ecstatic about having been  chosen  by an animal.  “We knew Snowflake was the cat for us the minute she sauntered over to my son and started rubbing against him.” That’s what’s happening here, right? That magical moment of instantaneous human-animal chemistry, the finding of a new life partner. 

Johnny can’t imagine taking Ghost out on walks. He can’t imagine the giant beast running by his side through the local park at 7am, harnessed and leashed, a little blinking attention light attached to the kit to make his shape somewhat visible to passing cars. He can’t imagine what he’ll do once the dog starts pulling at his leash, easily going after whichever child’s throat he wants to sink his teeth into. 

Not that Johnny  actually  believes Ghost would attack a kid, but that’s not the gist of what tugs at the threads of Johnny’s animal instinct. It’s the fact that if Ghost  wanted to, his owner would be able to do jack shit to stop it.

Is Johnny catastrophizing? Maybe. But something in this dog fucking unsettles him.

 

 

…

 

 

It doesn’t end up killing him within the first couple of weeks, which is a pleasant surprise. Johnny had halfway expected to end up assaulted in his sleep, or have half of his house destroyed by its new occupant. No - most of his house is, in fact, still intact. And perhaps having expected the dog to be a bundle of trauma after how jovially it had decided to come with him had been a miscalculation based on nothing but gut feeling. But Ghost definitely doesn’t behave like a normal dog either. 

Or, at least, not how Johnny has come to expect normal, healthy young dogs to behave. He isn’t the insatiable, un-walkable killing machine Johnny had feared, but he doesn’t even chase after squirrels or birds. He doesn’t bark at the mail van, doesn’t veer off to sniff at passersby. Barely tolerates touch, and has no interest in scratches or pets. Isn’t interested in playing either, doesn’t whine for food, simply  takes  things. Takes things that shouldn’t be accessible to him - raw meat from the fridge, eggs from the cupboard.  Eggs.  And Johnny wishes - he  really wishes - that the broken pieces of shell and raw egg slurry were the worst things he’d found on his kitchen floor these last couple of weeks, but no. 

He doesn’t know where the blood had come from, but he’d checked, and Ghost hadn’t bled.

He tries not to think too hard about it.

It’s not all bad, though.

The dog seems content to simply exist most of the time - wandering around the house or the backyard, sleeping, watching TV with Johnny, or accompanying him on his runs. He barely tolerates being collared and leashed, so the idea of a harness had flown right out the window with their first attempt at a morning jog. But thankfully, Ghost’s apparent lack of drive to go off on his own in public results in him almost never pulling or dragging. And as odd as Johnny may find that, it is, undeniably, pleasant to have a dog that seemingly never needs to be told anything.

Or  can’t  be told anything. Johnny isn’t operating under the delusion that he can do anything to stop Ghost from stealing his food or making a mess of his kitchen. But that is the level of trouble he’d expected from the get-go, and whatever  this situation is, it’s certainly more pleasant than the alternative of dog teeth and blood.

As things stand, as long as Johnny doesn’t get overly handsy with his new partner, things should be fine.

 

 

…

 

 

Johnny stares at the showerhead in his grip like he’s worried it’s not cut out for its job. He’s decked out in a long-sleeved shirt and leather gloves - a pretty unfortunate getup if really looking to shield oneself against a  very  unhappy dog in a bath, but it’s all Johnny has at this point and he’d rather have shite protection than no protection at all. The dog is scowling at him from the corner of the bathroom, covered in… various things. Mud. Blood. Leaves from the bush he’d apparently wrestled a small creature to death in.

It had been a fox of some sort, though Johnny isn’t sure. Whatever remained of the thing in the ruined bush of begonias in his backyard had long since stopped resembling a mammal. Now it was just a mess of viscera and sinew, flesh torn and strewn about the damp earth, blood now seeping into the enriched soil to water his flowers. Ghost must’ve caught it sneaking in through the small hole in the fence and decided it didn’t belong in the world of the living anymore.

There’s blood in his teeth. All over the hair on his muzzle. He needs a proper fucking wash, and Johnny has to be the one to give it to him.

”Alright, big laddie,” he begins, casting a hopeful glance at the blood-covered beast sitting by the door before nodding at the half-filled tub and patting its edge. ”Would ye… would ye like to get in?”

The dog looks decidedly unimpressed.

”Right. Well, uhh… I’m gonnae have to haul ye in if yer not gettin’ in yerself.”

A lie. A straight up fucking lie. Ghost would probably maim him too. But dogs don’t understand human speech, so Johnny steps closer.

Ghost growls - a low, threatening rumble in his chest that unequivocally tells the human to stay the fuck away.

 Okay.  So he  really doesn’t like this.

Johnny frowns, clenching his gloved hands into fists as he tries to wrack his brain on how to proceed. He could just get a towel and wipe the dog down, but that wouldn’t get even half of the job done. He’ll have to use the showerhead, but he doesn’t want to start spraying the dog  here - he’ll have to get him into the tub somehow.

Ghost keeps glaring at him like he trusts him even  less now, clearly very uncomfortable with the situation.

An idea surfaces in Johnny’s head.

“Fine,” he tells the dog, and starts stripping off his gloves. “I reckon trust goes both ways, aye? I get in the tub and ye get in with me.”

The dog continues to stare as Johnny briskly rids himself of his clothing, placing the pile of it onto the toilet lid nearby. He tries not to think too hard about how weird this is making him feel - like Ghost somehow has the cognizance to recognize just how vulnerable a naked human truly is. How  soft some bits of Johnny are.

The man’s heart races as he climbs into the tub, ignoring the instinct to not turn his back to the animal. Every second he doesn’t have Ghost in his direct line of sight makes him feel strangely alike to the fox now decorating his flower bushes.

This is either a really smart idea or a terribly dumb one. 

“Here,” Johnny calls out as he sits down in the water, “Now we’re both takin’ a bath.”

Ghost continues to stare. Johnny taps the edge of the tub again.

“C’moan.”

A long, heavy moment hangs in the air between them, and then the dog gets up. It makes its way towards the tub slowly, methodically, each scrape of its claws against the ceramic tiles too loud in the confined space of the bathroom. Johnny does nothing but stare, mouth dry as Ghost approaches, his dark shape feeling even more massive now that Johnny is bare and sitting in his mediocre-sized tub. The dog climbs over the edge of the tub with ease, landing in the water with the grace of a creature much smaller than it. Its body ends up occupying most of the space available to Johnny, forcing him to draw his legs closer to his body to avoid touching it. An intrusive thought informs Johnny just how close its maw now is to his jugular.

At least getting wet doesn’t seem to be the problem.

“Alright,” Johnny breathes out, an incredulous grin spreading over his face even as the dog’s imposing presence seems to suck the air out of his lungs. “There we go. Making progress.”

He lifts the showerhead and starts running the gentle spray of water over the matted mess of Ghost’s fur, trying to will his hands into steadiness.

A low, steady urrr starts emanating from the dog’s chest. It’s clearly not very comfortable with the circumstances, but it allows the touch. The sound doesn’t yet swell into a snarl or a proper growl, and the dog doesn’t bare its teeth or snap at Johnny as he starts rubbing away at the grime. But it’s a warning. A constant reminder for naked, soft Johnny to stay on guard, to never touch the wrong places unless he fancies losing bits of himself. It waxes and wanes in volume depending on where Johnny moves the showerhead - his abdomen is definitely a no-go area based on the brief snarl venturing there earns him. 

Ghost’s fur is surprisingly soft. Up to this point, Johnny hasn’t spent more than a few brief seconds touching him. In total. It’s strange, being able to do such a  normal dog owner thing with Ghost as washing him.

Eventually, the constant rumble stops. 

By the time Johnny is done with cleaning the dog, it’s completely silent, simply staring ahead like it never even had a problem with this in the first place.

Johnny turns off the water with a deep, relieved exhale.

“There we go. Wasnae bad, was it?”

The dog barely gives him a split second warning before it’s hopping back out of the tub, water splashing and splattering everywhere from its soaked fur. Johnny makes a startled noise in the back of his throat, flinching at the cooled droplets hitting his face. 

“Oi, ya bastart– I still need to towel ye off!!”

Ghost shakes himself off right there in the middle of the bathroom, spraying water absolutely  everywhere.  

Then he  barks.  

It’s the first time Johnny has heard this massive animal bark, and the sound almost has him jumping out of his skin. It’s almost deafeningly loud in the bathroom, ricocheting around the space like a stray bullet. The response it elicits from Johnny is almost like if it  were  a stray bullet - he freezes in terror for a split second before instinct tells him to  get down  . He doesn’t. Obviously. He’s not going to dodge a  bark. He’s a veteran, for Christ’s sake.

An incredulous laugh spills past his lips instead, coming out more strained than it should.

“Loud fucker, aren’t ye?”

He gets out of the tub, grabbing a towel as he follows Ghost’s sodden trail. 

“Ye’r nae getting mah living room wet, so ye’d better sit still for this tae.”

Ghost does. He doesn’t move a single muscle as Johnny dries him off, simply tolerating the touch. 

The aftermath of the bloody murder of an innocent creature wasn’t how Johnny had expected to bond with his dog, but here they are. Building trust.

Hopefully it’ll last. If it doesn’t… well. Nobody can make the claim that there hasn’t been an attempt.

 

 

…

 

 

Johnny starts dreaming of being a dog.

They’re vivid dreams, full of vibrant sensation and things impossible for a human to describe - a mess of synesthetic smells and sights, a jumbled mindscape with wires crossing into all the wrong places and neurons firing haphazardly. He smells the cold metal slamming into his ribcage, hears the anesthetic pressing into his broken body. The words of his jailors taste bitter on his tongue, and his own teeth are starting to feel too sharp. He’s trapped somewhere, but he doesn’t know where. 

He can’t get out of this place. Of this body. His four legs ache and his joints bend in all the wrong ways. His mind feels too big for his skull.

When he wakes up, he’s met with an instant, crushing fear. He presses his sweaty palms to his arms, convinced of there being fur on the inside of his skin, growing down into his muscle tissue like an unimaginable amount of ingrown hairs. In that brief moment between waking and dreaming, brain free-wheeling and body moving but consciousness still in some vague sleep state, he’s sure he can  feel it - feel the inverting follicles and the thin tendrils burrowing their painful way towards his bone marrow.

It’s profoundly  wrong, and there’s nothing Johnny can do to fix it outside of clawing off his own skin and revealing the wet, matted fur underneath.

And then the thought subsides.

It’s sometime in the wee hours of the morning, and the world is still quiet. It’s dark. Johnny can’t see, but he now knows his arms are normal human arms. His hair is where it should be, and it’s growing in the right direction.

Needless to say, finding an ingrown hair by his jaw while shaving the next morning has him retching into the bathroom sink.

 

 

…

 

 

Two month pass.

The way Ghost looks at Johnny has somehow changed. It’s still that same, accusatory stare, but the way it’s leveled at him feels less… hostile. Somehow.

He snarls at a passerby on their walk one morning. The man had been big, but Johnny hadn’t deemed him to be particularly threatening or especially eye-catching as he’d passed them by on the sidewalk. He’d just gotten somewhat  close.  

It hadn’t been the man’s fault either. He’d just dodged an oncoming bike, and ended up taking a step closer to Johnny. Not even Ghost - the dog had been on the other side of him, walking by the wall of the building to their left. The man had gotten close to brushing against Johnny, and Ghost had  snarled  at him.

The poor lad had startled, eyes going wide and stride growing longer. Johnny had tried to apologize in passing, but he had known fully well just how scary Ghost could be. The man was  out of there. 

It’s a new development, for sure. Johnny has seen Ghost get aggressive towards people encroaching on the dog’s own space before, but never on Johnny’s space. The thought unsettles him, somehow. Is the dog developing some kind of twisted sense of ownership over him too? Is their relationship forming into some twisted mockery of a human cohabitation - only with the other party having very little knowledge of ethics or human morality? Is this the moment Johnny should start being genuinely afraid? Or has he actually been afraid this entire time, but has just stubbornly refused to acknowledge it?

Stupid. Every single one of these thoughts is fucking stupid, Johnny tells himself.

Ghost is a fucking dog.

His dog, his normal fucking dog with a normal fucking dog brain. There’s nothing unusual about him that Johnny couldn’t have imagined. Even if normalcy is something Johnny will always struggle to achieve, he knows that this is as good as it gets.

This is his normal.

 

 

…

 

 

Ghost is losing hair.

Great clumps of it gather on rugs and in corners, littering most textiles and spreading absolutely everywhere. It’s concerning just how  much of it there is, making the floors look stained from farther away.

Johnny has no idea why, or even how. Is he just shedding? Is it a stress response of some kind? Is he scratching it away on some part of his body? He’s heard cats can sometimes overgroom themselves, but that definitely doesn’t apply to dogs. 

There seems to be nothing superficially wrong with Ghost - he’s eating just fine, his energy levels seem the same as always. But still, based alone on the amount of fur he’s shedding, Johnny’s beginning to consider taking him to the vet. 

But Ghost would fucking  hate  that. Being touched by strangers is one of his least favorite things, and Johnny should count himself lucky that the dog doesn’t want to bite off  his hand. So he leaves it be, and tries to buy dog food from the store that comes with “vitamin enriched” or “healthy fur” labeled on the packaging. 

Ghost doesn’t touch it - of course he doesn’t. He prefers to eat whatever Johnny’s eating, or catch and eat whatever small wildlife ventures into his death trap of a back yard. 

Maybe that’s why. Maybe it’s the things he’s not supposed to put in his dog body, wreaking havoc on his system. But there’s no way Johnny can force Ghost to change his diet. As long as he’s not feeding him things that are actively  harmful to dogs, well… maybe the shedding will stop on its own.

 

 

… 

 

 

It’s a few days later that Johnny wakes up to a strange sensation. The bed dips to his right, displacing his weight somewhat - he’s slept alone for so long, it takes his sleep-addled brain a full few seconds to register what’s going on.

His eyes snap open, and he’s faced with the shapeless void of his dog staring at him in the near dark. 

For a second, Johnny can’t find Ghost’s eyes. They’re lost in the mass of him, too dark to see, drifting through the big nothing dark like marbles in oil - or at least that is the image Johnny’s brain provides him, the total lack of sensory input making his half-awake brain run laps around the horrors it conjures up. The amorphous thing in front of him shudders and expands, as if reaching towards him.

If Johnny were to reach up and touch Ghost, would he feel the coarse fur of his muzzle? Or would his hand simply slip right into the cold, inky black void of him?

Ghost makes a sound, like a huff, his breath wafting briefly against Johnny’s face, and the man’s brain finally realizes Ghost’s shape into something familiar. Johnny blinks. Swallows around the dryness in his throat, heart thumping unreasonably hard and fast in his chest, his brain quickly working him up to a panic in spite of the dog now being only a dog again. 

Something’s  wrong.  

“… Ghost?” Johnny rasps with a barely-there voice, sitting up straighter. “How the… how’d ye get in here?”

He glances at the door and finds it ajar.  Did he leave it like that? 

When he looks back at Ghost, the dog’s maw is open.

Not fully open, not even by a significant amount. Not panting. Barely even breathing. Just… open. Like he’s trying to say a word.

Johnny blinks. He stares at Ghost’s teeth, the strange display seemingly now stuck on the dog’s face. Stares at his eyes, at the blank gaze in them that reveals nothing - so different from the profoundly  human look he’d first seen in them.

The noise that struggles out of Ghost’s throat is like nothing Johnny has ever heard before.

Like a low, strangled moan, garbled and profoundly un-doglike - a swelling mess of impossible vowels cramming their way up a windpipe that isn’t theirs. The sound bulges in Ghost’s throat, resounds in the soft tissues of his body in all the wrong ways.


 Johnny.  


Then, silence.

Johnny bolts.

He scrambles from the bed, fear pumping sharp and hot through his veins as he desperately tries to get away from whatever the  fuck  is trying to play dog in his house - he can hear the pitter-patter of its claws against the floor as it chases after him, and nothing could have Johnny more terrified than the knowledge that the creature is  pursuing him.

He bolts senselessly towards the bathroom, blind with panic and near deaf with the blood rushing in his ears - probably made dumb by it too, considering he’s trying to outrun a fucking  dog. Or whatever it is that has four legs and runs like a dog but has the voice of a human crammed down its throat. 

Ghost slams into him from behind, claws painfully biting into his back as he topples him over onto the floor of the hallway. Johnny can hear more of those garbled noises trying to push themselves out of Ghost’s throat - he just kicks at the thing, a panicked yell bubbling up past his lips, but the creature is too big, too heavy to be budged.

Johnny was right - it  is larger than him at its full height. 

Something starts sloughing off of its form. Wet chunks of warm flesh, dark and heavy as they fall off of the creature’s massive form. The revealed tissue bubbles and distorts, tears open in places to reveal strange raw flesh, pink and wet with interstitial fluid. A pathetic whine of fear struggles out of Johnny as he desperately tries to push the falling chunks of whatever off of himself - somehow the creature is still grabbing him in spite of literally melting. He would fight if he knew what to fight - what to grab and twist, what to hurt. His heartbeat keeps hammering in his ears and he can taste bile in his mouth. 

None of this feels real. None of this can be  fucking happening.  This is one of his fucked up dog dreams and he’s going to wake up sweaty but  fine.  

Johnny squeezes his eyes shut. He goes still, chest heaving with panicked breaths, lips a thin line. He can feel the creature’s weight settle on top of him, a desperate, low rattle emanating from  wherever within it, then…

A cough.

A distinctly human, wet,  awful sounding cough, and the weight is suddenly gone.

There’s a long moment during which nothing happens. Johnny can hear something shuffling a few feet from him, but he can’t bring himself to open his eyes just yet.

When he does, he almost doesn’t comprehend what he’s looking at.

There’s a man, curled in a near fetal position against the nearest wall, heaving breaths wracking his shuddering body and rattling in his lungs like they’re full of garbage water. He’s tall and broad, but what Johnny can see of his face is gaunt and pale, blond short curls matted to his face with sweat and things Johnny doesn’t want to think too hard about. The long ridges of his back are covered with old scars, pulling the skin taut in a way that looks like it hurts. He curls his long limbs around his completely bare form as if to protect himself, as if he’s trying to disappear into the wallpaper.

The creature is gone. There’s nothing left of it but a pile of indescribable  something on the floor, lifeless and disgusting.

Johnny does nothing but stare for a long minute. The moment feels profoundly surreal.

“G…Ghost…?” he tries, and the word feels ridiculous leaving his mouth.

The man doesn’t answer, but there’s a brief second during which impossibly dark, terrified eyes glance at Johnny past the arm trying to shield his head from view. There’s something so similar in that stare to the one directed at Johnny in the kennel, it feels impossible.

Johnny moves, slowly inching himself up off of the floor. The marks on his back sting, but he does his best to ignore it as he starts slowly approaching the man. He isn’t even sure why he’s doing this. He should just be  running. 

“Hey… hey. It’s alright. You’re alright,” the brunet rasps with a shaky voice - if he could just get this man to stop trembling, to get his ugly-sounding breaths to steady, maybe he could try to talk to him. Maybe he could try to ask him his name. 

Johnny lays a hand carefully onto the skin of the man’s shoulder. It feels strangely wet under his touch. This is a weird fucking dream.

The man flinches away, making a sound that almost resembles a growl in his throat. It doesn’t quite fit there anymore - what comes out is more of a panicked grunt than anything. 

“Right,” Johnny huffs, feeling foolish for already having forgotten such a simple rule. “No touching.”

He ends up resorting to clambering to the bathroom on shaky legs, fetching the man - Ghost - a towel. He’s still curled up in the very same place when Johnny returns, barely reacting when the brunet offers him the towel.“Hey,” Johnny murmurs. “If ye need to, uh… wipe yerself off or something… or not be… ye ken… so naked.”

The man, thankfully, takes the towel. He briefly clutches it to himself before wrapping it around himself with shaky arms, seemingly grateful at the small bit of modesty granted to him. He refuses to look at Johnny, keeping his eyes firmly on the floorboards as he slowly uncurls himself.

“Can ye stand?” Johnny asks, eyeing the man warily. “I can get the bath running for ye if you can get yerself there. Yer covered in… gunk.”

The man takes a moment to think. He looks down, peering at his two legs like he isn’t quite sure how to use them. He flexes his fingers in the towel draped over his shoulders, and then his toes. After another moment, he nods.

Slowly but surely, the man hoists his full height up onto long, scarred legs. His knees threaten to buckle once or twice, but it seems to be more of a question of coordination than strength; the man looks  plenty strong. 

As they make their slow, painstaking way to the bathroom together, Johnny has to actively fight the urge to start interrogating the man on what the hell is happening. But the stranger’s eyes are black holes for everything Johnny could possibly put into words, sucking in every possibility of a question. There’s something unfathomable in them - a fear deep enough to no longer be fear; a pain like an eclipse.

The man doesn’t waste any time climbing into the bathtub like he’s already deeply familiar with the process, limbs moving on autopilot, not caring about the fact that Johnny has barely had time to twist the tap yet. The water simply starts pooling around the man’s sizable frame as he sits there hunched over, waiting and staring at the opposing wall. Johnny simply stands there awkwardly, rattled and  too awake, still trying to process everything.

Long seconds tick by sluggishly, and it feels like pulling teeth.

The voice of the man almost startles Johnny when it suddenly sounds in the small bathroom, almost quiet enough to be inaudible.

“‘S not Ghost,” he utters, his voice deep and gravelly, the words delivered with a thick London drawl. 

Johnny stares at the grime-covered man soaking in his bathtub, not understanding.

“What?”

“Asked me if I was Ghost. ‘S not my name.”

Johnny blinks. Not-Ghost takes another long moment to consider before speaking up again, his tone a little steadier this time around.

“It’s Simon.”

 

 

…

 

 

As it turns out, Johnny never had a dog.

Johnny had a six-foot-four scarred man who barely talked, didn’t like to be touched, and disappeared into thin air the moment he had appeared.

 Yeah.  The man is fucking gone, and so is the dog.

The very next morning after… whatever the  fuck  that was, Johnny finds himself completely alone in his house. He’d woken up on his couch of all places, completely disoriented and severely sore, barely even remembering how, when, or where he’d fallen asleep. He’d briefly thought that last night’s events had been a dream, or that he might’ve hallucinated the entire  experience of owning a dog, but the instant he gets up to sit, he realizes just how misguided he is in that thinking. 

There are bruises on his arms from when he had fallen. His back still hurts, pockmarked with the memory of Ghost’s claws. 

Simon had shared very little about himself, of  what he was , outside of his real name. The only things Johnny had managed to figure out about him were the obvious basics; the man had turned into a dog at some point, and then back again. 

In a pretty fucking gruesome manner. 

Whether this was a reoccurring event or not remains firmly on the list of questions never answered.

It’s strange how easy it turns out to be, accepting that none of what had happened had actually been a dream. How Johnny’s brain conforms to the new information like it’s a meal plan or a mission briefing - you had a dog who turned into a man. That’s that, end of story. The other shoe never drops during the long hours of that day following the horrors - no identity crisis, no crushing fear, no shattered world view. Just a new piece of information, gnawing a hole into his brain like a hungry larva, shitting out constant questions to add to the list.

There are still chunks of the dog strewn about the hallway outside of his bedroom.

Johnny finds some articles of clothing missing from his closet - the most oversized pair of sweats he owned, a t-shirt, and a worn-out hoodie. He normally wouldn’t have even registered their absence, but the memory of Simon hunched over naked in his bathtub compels him to check, to make sure the man hasn’t gone out there in his fucking birthday suit.

Or he could’ve just turned into a dog again. But thinking back on the way his transformation had happened… Johnny doubts that. The man had been nothing but a raw nerve afterwards.

Sitting in his quiet kitchen, Johnny decides against going for a walk.

 

 

…

 

 

The thing is, Johnny desperately wants to talk about it. About the strange few months of his life when he’d been the owner of a profoundly strange dog, about the eccentricities of Ghost and the way owning him had felt. About the strange fever dream that had been his transformation into Simon, and the ensuing pit of endless confusion. 

But who would believe him? Who would take one look at Johnny and think he’s anything other than a rambling madman - a damaged vet who’s finally cracked?

The pain has two heads. Two faces sneering at him, two ends to spear him with. 

He really wants a fucking dog. His life has gone off the rails without the structure provided by Ghost; even if he was never even a dog, that was the function he had played in Johnny’s life.

And the hole left behind by Simon is, somehow, just as gaping and hungry. It hungers for answers, for something,  anything  to make sense again. Johnny knew the man for a matter of mere  hours  and it was enough to turn his life upside down. And he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t worried for him. Unknowingly or not, he’d spent  months  with Simon, and on some base animal level, he’d gotten to know him. Even if he isn’t quite sure how much of Simon had been in Ghost, he can feel the answer rattling around in his bones.  Somewhere in there, Simon had been there the whole time.  

 

 

…

 

 

A week passes. A week of  should I or should I not, of browsing kennel websites and looking at the faces of empty-headed puppies, of nausea. A week that ends with a knock on the door at ten in the evening, rain pattering hard against the windows of Johnny’s house as his head swivels towards the source of the noise.

He’s in the middle of downing a bottle of beer, wearing nothing but the pair of sweats he’d intended to go jogging in but hadn’t. He’d barely registered the noise over the constant chatter of shite reality TV and the rain outside, but the second he allows himself a second to think about the possibility of who it might be, he’s scrambling towards the door.

Simon looks different this time around, somehow. It’s impossible to tell if his cheeks are any less gaunt than they had been - the bottom half of his face is covered by a black medical mask, leaving only his startlingly dark eyes visible. They peer at him over the rim of the thing obscuring the rest of his expression. The man just stands there, looking strangely normal in his borrowed hoodie and a leather jacket he’d gotten from god-knows-where, and stares. The rain hangs off of him like a cloak - he’s dripping from head to toe, a profoundly miserable sight.

He looks so,  so tired.

“Simon,” Johnny breathes, his voice small, fearful on some level that a loud noise might drive the man away. “Hi.”

“Hi,” Simon replies. He sounds like he hasn’t spoken in days.

A long pause. The rain continues to beat against the asphalt behind Simon.

“Come in?”

Johnny intends it as an offer, but it comes out more like a question.

“Yer drooched. Gonnae catch yer death in this weather.”

Simon’s expression is hard to read behind that mask, but he looks like he grimaces. He averts his eyes, staring at some spot on the porch wall.

“Look, I… I didn’t come here to get… taken care of. Again,” he explains, the words halting and awkward. “I just wanted to… to say sorry. And thanks.”

The man’s eyes return hesitantly back to Johnny, a look of vulnerability in them.

Johnny sighs.

“Aye, fine,” he concedes, unable to keep frustration from lacing his tone. “But look, Simon… yer obviously nae alright.”

Simon says nothing to that. Just stares like Johnny isn’t even saying real words. 

Something boils over in the brunet’s gut, and he steps closer.

“Ye spent, what,  a year in a fucking dog pen??”  Johnny continues, an undignified squeak slipping into his voice. “What  happened  to ye?? What  are ye??”

Simon is frozen stock still. He’s looking at Johnny now - actually looking at him, and the brunet can see the thoughts buzzing behind the darkness of them. Thoughts of whether to turn and walk away, or whether to speak. What to say. And Johnny wants to give him those answers so badly, he’s almost desperate for it.

Stepping back again, he gestures vaguely at the doormat of his house.

“Come in?  Please?  I can make us something warm tae drink and ye could tell me– I dinnae ken,  something–” 

The plea is left suspended in the air, like an outstretched hand. 

Simon thinks for a long time. His eyes seem to shift from regret, to anger, to grief, and then to something Johnny can’t quite put his finger on. 

Then, with stiff steps, he makes his way over the threshold. 

 

 

…

 

 

“I’m a shifter.”

Simon is sitting at Johnny’s kitchen table, divested of his leather jacket and hoodie, another one of Soap’s old shirts now clinging onto dear life over his broad shoulders. He’s nursing a mug of tea, now maskless, elbows pressed against the dark lacquer of the dinner table, a likely ancient Earl Gray bag hanging over the rim of his cup.

“A shifter?”

Johnny sits opposite to him, concern furrowing his brow. 

“Meaning… you shift,” he goes on, feeling around the words in his mouth as they form. “Into a dog.  Only  a dog?”

“Yeah.”

Simon glances up at him through his pale lashes like he’s daring him to call him an insane person. Johnny takes a few seconds to chew the truthfully already pretty well pre-chewed idea and nods.

“So… it’s always the same dog? How often can ye do it?”

The taller man looks like he hadn’t been expecting such quick acceptance - he just stares for a brief moment, blinking at Johnny once before opening his mouth to produce whatever response he thinks of within the next seconds.

“Uh– yeah. Yes. It’s always been… you know. The big black one.”

He doesn’t want to say the name he’d been given.

“Can’t do it often. The process is… rough, for me.”

Johnny nods again,  fully aware of just how rough the process is. He still dreams of it sometimes.

“What were ye doin’ at that kennel? Coudnae ye have changed back? Given how… ye ken.”

Simon casts his gaze down to his tea, sighing. 

“I couldn’t. I’d been stuck for a long while at that point.”

“Stuck… as a dog?”

“Yeah.”

The man refuses to look back up at Johnny, nudging the ear of his mug with his thumb. 

He’s ashamed.

“Dae ye wanna talk aboot it?” Johnny offers, his voice quiet and gentle.

“Fuck no,” Simon huffs. “You’re not my therapist.”

“Ye have a therapist?”

“Of course I don’t have a  fucking therapist,”  Simon groans, rolling his eyes.  “ Tell a shrink you turn into a dog sometimes and they’ll lock you in a bloody nuthouse.”

 Was that a joke? Johnny could’ve sworn he heard a huff of laughter in that sentence.

“Aye, dumb question,” he agrees, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Let me give ye an easier one tae answer.”

Simon lifts up his eyes again, brow raised.

“How’d ye manage tae turn back?”

“Thought you said easy to answer.”

“Isn’t it?”

Simon frowns, frustration clearly legible in the line of his shoulders.

“I’m not sure. Sometimes it’s hard to remember big chunks of what’s going on when you’re in your other form, so I can’t be sure exactly, but… I reckon maybe I just felt safe again, somehow.”

Safe?  Johnny isn’t sure what to think of that - he spent so much time feeling so thoroughly  unsafe around Ghost, it’s hard to retroactively recontextualize their cohabitation into a safe experience; even if that sense of danger hadn’t always felt wrong. But it does make sense, the way Ghost had been acting during their last couple of months together. Like he had actually trusted Johnny.

“So, yeah,” Simon continues. “Thanks. For that. For… keeping me.”

He looks like the words physically hurt coming out, digging their claws into the flesh of his throat.

“I know it’s fucking  weird, this whole human dog situation, but… yeah. Thanks for not trying to… kill me or something. Situations like these happen sometimes, and they’re never pretty.”

Johnny’s tongue suddenly feels very heavy in his mouth.

“Kill you?” he asks, voice thin. “Simon, believe it or not, but ye weren’t the worst life partner. Fuckin’ scary sometimes, aye, and the animal carcasses weren’t a nice surprise, but havin’ ye around felt a lot like… like it meant something. If it was weird, who the hell cares?”

Simon gawks at Johnny like he’d suddenly grown a second head.

“Uh…” he mutters dumbly after a few long seconds, “Right. Yeah.”

“But tell me, what’s gaun oan with ye now?” Johnny continues, swiftly dodging the building awkwardness. “Ye got somewhere tae stay?”

Simon shrugs, noncommittal.

“I’ve got places. I’ve always got places.”

Johnny’s sure he’s heard better-sounding answers to that question. He frowns, bottom lip tugging into a slight pout.

“Nowhere permanent?”

“Need to find a job first.”

“You could stay here while you look.”

Simon blinks. Once. Twice.

“Are you serious?”

“Aye. Look, I havnae been gaun oot for runs, havnae been takin’ care of mah health–”

Johnny’s sentence is interrupted by a rough, startled burst of laughter.

The scars stretching over Simon’s face distort as he bares his sharp teeth in an incredulous grin, pulling at the cleft in his lip. Johnny’s heart abruptly flops around like a bag of hot sand in his chest, but  definitely not for the reasons he’s used to around Simon.

The man is, actually, fucking beautiful.

“Are you sayin’ you want someone to take for walks?” Simon chortles, not even offended by the notion. Just  very amused.

“I mean… aye. That too.”

A smile continues to ripple upon Simon’s scarred lips, and something devious glints in the corner of his eye. Johnny hasn’t seen this look before.

“I’m not your dog anymore, Johnny.”

The brunet swallows dryly. 

“I know. I dinnae want ye to be.”

“Well what do you want, then? A boyfriend?”

 Are they flirting? Is this flirting? Johnny can feel himself going red in the face and he’s willing to bet a lot of money on it not being attractive.

“Och, away an’ bile yer heid,” he chuckles, trying not to let his nerves show. “I think the word is ‘roommate’.”

Simon hums, leaning back in his chair. 

“How’d you know you’ll like the human me?”

Johnny lifts an eyebrow, confused.

“What kind o’ question is that? O’ coorse I’ll like ye. Liked ye well enough as a dog.”

Simon rolls his eyes.

“Not the same.”

“Wanna bet?”

A long, judgemental stare is leveled at Johnny. The look is heavy enough to give the brunet pause - at least for a few seconds. 

Did Simon take offense to that?

“I could make you afraid of me,” the taller man then says, slowly, measuredly, voice low and even, “the same way you feared the dog.”

The room grows quiet. The rain keeps falling outside, pattering quietly against the windowsill.

“Nae. I dinnae think ye could,” Johnny responds. “I think yer full o’ hot air, desperate tah push people away. I ken what ye are now, Simon, and ah’m nae afraid o’ ye.”

Simon rolls his eyes again.

“You’re making a lot of assumptions.”

“A’m nae a numpty. Yer just a geezer and I got teeth too.”

The taller man says nothing. He looks like he wants to, but whatever he has on his mind, he decides against voicing. The silence continues on long enough for Johnny to grow frustrated again.

“Look, here’s what we’re gonnae dae,” he says, getting up from his chair. “I’ll get the sofa ready fer ye. If ye feel like stayin’, it’s there.”

“I’m not gonna fit on your sofa, Johnny - have you  seen me?” Simon groans, exasperated.

Johnny pauses, digesting Simon’s argument for exactly a second before continuing towards the stairwell.

“The bed, then. Ye’ll get the bed. I’ll kip oan the sofa.”

“Fuckin’ hell…”

Johnny hears Simon get up from his chair in the kitchen behind him, the wooden legs scraping loudly against the ceramic tiling of the floor.

“I’m leaving. I’m not making you sleep on your bloody sofa,  Christ.” 

The brunet freezes and whirls back around. Ghost strides out of the kitchen and towards the front door, grabbing his soaked leather jacket from the coat rack.

“Wait– Simon!” Johnny calls out, hurrying after the blond. “Yer things are still soaked through–”

“It’s fine. I’ll be  fine.”  

“What if we take the bed together? It’s big enough fer the two o’ us.”

Simon pauses and sighs, hand almost on the door handle.

“You don’t want me in your bed, Johnny.”

Johnny thinks back to the last time Simon had been in his bed. Large, vacuous, shifting. Pressing closer.

“Ah’d be fine with it.”

Simon’s smile is bitter and dry.

“No, you wouldn’t. I remember that much.”

With that, he shrugs on his jacket and leaves.

 

 

…

 

 

The dreams never really stopped. Not when Simon had first appeared, and not when he had disappeared. They only kept recontextualizing themselves, conforming to the weights of questions being lifted, of mysteries stripped bare.

What began as a nightmarescape, a dissolution of the self into something unfit to house a nervous system, had turned into curiosity, which in turn had turned into fascination .  

The figure of the dog in Johnny’s dreams is no longer there to take him apart, but to observe him. To see him as he is - a five-fingered animal. Hairy on the inside, a hand on the killing button. A brutal truth of the military industrial complex. 

And in the dreams, Johnny knows.

They’re all the same, him and the dog. The dog and the stranger. Simon and Johnny. Tied together with the same fucking chains, barking at the same walls in the same dog pen.

He feels understood, in a way, by this  idea  of Ghost his subconscious offers him. A dark void looming in his bed at four in the morning, pitch black eyes drifting somewhere through its shape, the strange human voice in its throat no longer out of place. It speaks to him - tells him tales that his own mind conjures up, that can’t be true but  feel true.  

Every time Johnny wakes up from his one-sided conversations with the dog, whatever information survives the process of waking spoils like milk. It’s all ridiculous - flimsy fabrications surrounding the core truth of what he  knows, but adding nothing of value to it.

Johnny should’ve asked for Simon’s number. He should’ve asked if Simon  had a number - if he even kept a phone on him. As things stand, his only hope of ever contacting the man is desperately trying to manifest him onto his porch.

But life continues. Johnny dreams, wakes up, starts his day. Considers getting a part-time job to pad out his pension. Considers getting a hobby. Eats dinner, dreams again. Days blur together when nothing really happens.

Maybe whittling would do it for him. He knows knives, at least. He can handle knives.

 

 

… 

 

 

It’s one in the morning and Simon is on Johnny’s doorstep again.

The brunet had fully convinced himself Simon would never be back, but here he is, and the reason behind his visit is written all over his body in blood and bruises.

Johnny gapes, mouth opening and closing in an attempt to think of something to say.

”What th’ fuck happened?” is what ends up coming out, and Simon leans against the wall of his porch like his leg can’t fully support his weight anymore.

He looks like  shit. Blood has matted some of his blond curls to his forehead, and a nosebleed has stained the entire bottom half of his face in dried, coagulated crimson. He looks like he hasn’t slept, and there’s a haziness to his gaze that could only have come from alcohol.

”Got the shit beat out of me,” Simon rasps quietly, eyes anywhere but on Johnny’s. ”S not important.”

Johnny helps Simon inside, supporting his weight as the man limps past his threshold. He smells like whiskey.

”Why?? Who??” Johnny demands inelegantly as the taller man flops down onto his couch with a groan while stripping off his jacket.

”Doesn’t matter. D’you have any first aid supplies?”

Johnny rushes to his bathroom,  seriously worried that the patch of red pooled at the front of Simon’s hoodie might be a cause for real concern. He grabs whatever he can and returns to the man on his couch - Simon is currently lifting the hem higher on his torso, revealing a long gash slicing across the right side of his abdomen.

”Jesus, Simon.”

”Fuckers had knives,” the blond man slurs, touching the wound like he doesn’t quite know what it is. ”Should see how I left  them , though.”

”Don’t fuckin’ finger that thing,” Johnny reprimands as he kneels in front of Simon, getting out the wound cleaning supplies. 

He stations himself in between Simon’s powerful thighs without thinking, leaning in to start blotting the bleeding gash with disinfectant. The man startles lightly at the sudden burn, abdominal muscles clenching before relaxing again, teeth grit around a sharp hiss.

Johnny glances up at Simon - a brief flit of the eyes, nervous and tense. The look on Simon’s face isn’t happy.

”Sorry ’bout this,” he murmurs. ”Didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

”No hospitals?”

”No hospitals.”

Johnny nods. The wound isn’t too deep, luckily. Wound closure strips should suffice. He’ll just need… a bunch.

Simon wipes off his face as Johnny works, strip by strip, to stitch the long wound shut. It’s clean, slicing through the skin with near elegance - birthed with the quick, wide motion of somebody untrained to wield a weapon. Simon had dodged, but not far enough.

”Did you turn?”

There’s a beat of silence. Simon tosses another disinfectant wipe to the side. 

When Johnny glances at him, he looks like he’s chewing on the inside of his cheek. There’s a slight twitch to his bottom lip, like he’s fighting the urge to cry. He’s looking anywhere else but at Johnny.

”Wasn’t a smart move,” he utters. ”Won the fight, but it was… bad. I just… I wasn’t  intending to come back here, but…”

Johnny’s heart feels like a cold lump of iron flopping around in his chest, trying to pump blood with all the wrong parts. He feels nauseous.

”How long did it take for you to turn back?” he asks, slow and careful.

”Hours. Too long.”

Johnny remembers how painful and harrowing the process had looked - how the dissolving form of the creature had groaned and rattled with a voice somewhere between human and hound, how it had desperately clung to him out of some hindbrain instinct as pieces of it had sloughed off. How Simon had curled in on himself afterwards, coughing and retching like he’d been trying to expel bits of the dog through his airways - clammy with both sweat and interstitial fluid, trembling like a leaf.

“I’m sorry,” Johnny mutters.

Simon scoffs, still refusing to meet his gaze.

“Shut up. Wasn’t your fault.”

Johnny presses his lips into a thin line, clenching a wound strip in his hand.

“Does it get easier?  Should it be easier?”

Simon shrugs.

“Used to be, when I was younger. After the shit I’ve gone through… not so much. At least I  managed to turn back, this time.”

He takes a long moment before continuing to speak, mulling over the words in his mind.

“When you’ve spent enough time like that, bein’ in your human skin doesn’t feel right either. Starts feelin’ like…”

He makes a frustrated face, rolling his shoulders in discomfort.

“Like all the dog hair’s oan the wrong side of yer skin.”

Johnny doesn’t realize he’s speaking the words before they’re out of his mouth. 

Simon’s eyes snap back to him in an instant, alarmed.

“… Yeah.”

The ensuing silence between them is heavy - meaningful. They stare at each other for a moment before Johnny’s hands continue their motion over Simon’s wound, taping it shut strip by strip. He shifts to grab the bandages next, preparing to cover his work up. There’s an unspoken question hanging heavy over their heads, begging to be answered.

“I have dreams, sometimes. I feel like they’re aboot ye.”

Simon sucks in a breath as Johnny’s fingers graze over a particularly nasty-looking contusion, attaching the bandage over the expanse of his wound.

“Used tae be that I was just scared shitless in them, feelin’ like somethin’ inside me was turnin’ strange. Bein’ ex-military tends tae do that tae ye - give ye all kinds o’ terrors.”

The taller man says nothing, tense as he stares at Johnny.

“But seein’ what ye were, I think it flipped somethin’ in me. I reckon I just…  accepted  that I wasnae alright. That I was tryin’ desperately tae be normal, when I think I had more in common with  ye than any regular Jimmy. And I’m nae sayin’ I have any earthly idea what yer goan through - I’m just… I feel ye, Simon. Oan some weird, metaphysical fuckin’ level.”

The taller man takes a long time to digest Johnny’s words. The brunet continues to silently dress Simon’s wound until he’s done with it, but doesn’t move to rise from the floor. It’s only then that Simon speaks up, his voice quiet but strained.

“I was a war dog.”


 Oh.  


“There was a special unit - we were all shifters, but nobody outside of us and the higher-ups really knew about it. It was a revolving door of freaks. Most of us just died out there, in the field. Everybody loves shootin’ a dog.”

The words settle like a stone at the bottom of Johnny’s stomach.

“I managed to avoid dyin’ long enough for it to really fuck me up. Won’t go into details, but… once I got discharged and sent back home, things got… bad. One day something in my head just  popped. Don’t remember fully what triggered it, but I couldn’t turn back anymore after that. I’m not even fuckin’ sure how long I was like that, or how I ended up where I did.”

Simon’s stare bores a hole into the couch cushions. He’s clenching the fabric of his sweats so hard his knuckles are white.

“It was…” he goes on, his voice cracking slightly, “it was bloody  humiliating .”

Johnny slowly rises from the floor. He sits next to Simon with measured motions, making sure to leave a respectable distance between them.

“Some fucked up shite has happened tae ye,” he utters quietly, trying to meet the blond’s gaze. “But that disnae define ye. God knows  I’ve seen mah fair share o’ crap. But life goes oan fer the mutts who survive through it.”

Simon says nothing. Not for a long moment, but Johnny reckons he doesn’t really need to.

“Can I look at yer leg? Ye were limpin’.”

The man gives the question a couple of seconds of thought before huffing through his nose, toeing off his shoes, and rolling his left trouser leg up to the knee for Johnny to inspect the damage - it doesn’t take long for him to figure out what’s wrong.

His ankle is badly swollen, all the way up to his shin. It’s an angry, mottled purple, and it looks like it  hurts.  

“That might be broken, Simon.”

“No it’s not. I can still put my weight on it.”

“Barely. Did ye walk all the way oot here??”

“What do you think, you plonker? I took a fuckin’ Uber.”

“Oh.”

Johnny stares down at the injured leg like it’s personally offended him. So does Simon.

“Well, yer nae gaun anywhere with that if I can help it,” the brunet states firmly, earning him an indignant glance from Simon. 

“Really? We’re havin’ this conversation again? You know I can just call another–”

“Haud yer weesht, Simon. I’m gettin’ ye some ibuprofen and yer sleepin’ in a proper bed tonight. Tha’s that.”

With that, Johnny stands and marches out of the room, leaving an annoyed-looking dog shifter on his couch.

 

 

…

 

 

Simon doesn’t sleep for a long time.

Johnny knows this, because he doesn’t sleep either. They both simply lie in Johnny’s bed, occupying each far side of it, staring at the ceiling in dead silence.

They’d spoken about so many things, about their loosely shared trauma, about what Simon’s shifting meant for him, that it feels like asking more would somehow disrupt whatever  this is that’s going on between them. But Johnny is an endless fountain of questions, all bubbling up one after the other in his head, rapping against the inside of his skull like rainwater or restless fingers. 

None of them are important, however. Not in this moment, not when Simon is finally here, sharing Johnny’s space with no urgency or pretense. 

Johnny can keep his big mouth shut if it means having Simon by his side for longer than an hour.

 

 

…

 

 

He wakes up to the sound of snarling.

It’s a strange mixture of human and dog, oscillating between man and animal as it resonates in his body, straining out from behind clenched teeth.

Johnny opens his eyes. 

Simon is still next to him, and it’s still dark in the room. The man is covered in a thin sheen of sweat, glistening in the moonlight spilling through the window as he tosses and turns, shoulders rigid and chest heaving. His eyes are closed, but they’re moving around wildly behind his eyelids, darting from side to side in manic jitters.

Johnny does nothing but stare for a few long seconds. Nothing changes - Simon remains asleep in spite of his fits, still writhing and jerking against the bed sheets as a series of profoundly strange growls and whines rises from his throat. Johnny isn’t sure what he should be doing - if anything at all, really - but when the thought that Simon might accidentally hurt himself occurs to him, he shifts closer to the man on the bed.

Not quite touching him, Johnny calls out quietly.

“Simon.”

No response.

“Oi… Simon. Wake up.”

Still nothing. A noise like an injured dog struggles out of Simon’s throat.

Johnny swallows nervously and reaches out to place a gentle hand onto the taller man’s shoulder.

“Simon.”

The shifter jerks awake.

Johnny finds himself pinned to his own bed before his sleep-addled brain can even react to the threat. Simon is snarling, adrenaline-fueled strength giving Johnny no quarter even as he pushes back. Impossibly vacuous eyes engross his field of view as Simon’s haunting stare swallows him whole , as hungry and bottomless as his teeth are sharp.

Johnny gets his hands free. Their struggle turns into a frantic mess of pushing and clawing, Johnny’s sweaty palm forcing Simon’s face to the side while Simon’s feverish hands try to find purchase on Johnny’s throat.

“SIMON!!”

The skin of Simon’s face is starting to distend. It ripples and distorts around something moving beneath it, straining in places like whatever it is is trying to break out.

And Johnny knows what it is. The process is scarily fast compared to the one he had witnessed weeks earlier.

Johnny stops pushing Simon away. He lets the momentum topple Simon forward, unbalancing him on top of him, and he instead grabs onto the scruff of his neck.

He pulls down. Pulls Simon against himself, their bodies flush against one another. His arms wrap around the larger man’s frame, holding him there. 

The heat of the shifter feels almost impossible against him - the dog writhing against the inside of his skin radiates it like a furnace, trying to rip its way out. Johnny can almost feel the fur of it rubbing up against him, coarse and oily, and Simon  shudders.  

His frantic, wet breathing feels like the only sound in the world, huffing against Johnny’s ear.

“Steady oan,” Johnny rasps, his voice gruff and unsteady.

Slowly, the hammering of Simon’s frantic heart against Johnny’s chest calms down. The dog no longer squirms, withdrawing somewhere back into Simon’s bones, settling down.


 Jesus Christ.  


Johnny stares wide-eyed at the ceiling as a silence starts to stretch on and on, and the severity of the situation makes itself known to him. Just how much he might’ve just fucked up, bodily forcing a man who’s notorious for hating physical contact to calm down. 

He needs to do  something  to fix this  .  

Slowly, he starts moving his palm along the wide ridges of Simon’s back. 

“It’s alright. Yer okay,” he breathes, trying not to think too hard about the myriad of physical reactions battling it out in his body. 

Simon seems too stunned to move. He simply breathes against Johnny, completely still, and Johnny is reminded of the first time he had managed to wash Ghost. Maybe if they just stay here long enough…

Simon shifts. It’s the tiniest motion on top of Johnny, but with his entire body weight practically blanketing him, it might as well have been a powerslide.

Johnny lets his arms fall to the sides, preparing for Simon to hoist himself up and flee the room.

But he doesn’t.

He simply lifts himself up enough to not crush Johnny anymore, to turn his head to  smell him. 

Johnny’s brain short circuits.

Simon is burying his face into the crook of Johnny’s sweaty neck, inhaling a trail along his jawbone like he’s trying to memorize his scent. 


Did something go sideways in his brain? Is he in control? Is this normal?


“Johnny,” Simon whispers. 

It’s almost a plea - some desperate worshipful appeal. 

Simon’s lips brush against the stubble at Johnny’s chin, hot exhale wafting against the skin there. 

A shudder, a hitched breath.

The next thing Johnny knows, he’s feverishly seeking out Simon’s mouth, colliding his lips into the other’s with little grace or gentleness. 

Their teeth clack together as a desperate groan spills into the air between them - whether from Simon’s lips or Johnny’s, the brunet isn’t sure. The kiss is hungry, violent in its desire. Simon is all teeth, biting at Johnny’s lips like he wants to devour him, and Johnny  wants him so badly  it’s almost physically painful. He licks deep into the taller man’s mouth, ravenous for more, writhing against him as his body thrums, every sense sharpened by a vicious need.

 “Si,”  he breathes, “  Si–” 

Johnny wants Simon to fuck him. He wants him to fucking screw him until he can’t function, until he’s bleeding and gushing everywhere and he’s not even a person anymore. He wants to fucking die with Simon inside of him, wants him to make a home for himself in the aching space between his jaws. All of this is now so painfully  obvious, he doesn’t know how none of it had ever translated.

He wants the dog to  eat him. 

Simon practically growls as he fumbles down between their bodies, fingers blindly reaching to roughly grope at Johnny through the fabric of his underwear. A strangled groan escapes the brunet, almost alien to his own ears; he hurriedly shoves the boxer briefs down and kicks them off, lightheaded and buzzing with this frantic urge for Simon to consume him. When Simon shoves two fingers into his hole, it’s borderline euphoric. Pain and pleasure tear through Johnny’s body like it’s wet paper.


 “Ff-ffuuuck–” 


His fucking thighs are trembling. Johnny’s  thighs are trembling  and Simon’s only got two fingers buried in him, roughly pressing in and  up,  circling,  rubbing– 

 “Jesus wept,  Simon,  fuck me–!” 

Johnny’s voice sounds fucking  wrecked  - a choked mess of frustration and need spilling from his lips in a borderline growl, demanding as all hell. 

Simon bites him. Hard, right there on the junction of his neck and shoulder, like Johnny’s a fucking stress toy, and the scream that wants to claw its way up Johnny’s throat comes out as nothing but a halting gasp.

Then Simon’s shoving his legs open wider and practically bullying himself into Johnny’s hole - it fucking  burns, but Johnny could cry with relief. Simon makes a wounded noise into the crook of Johnny’s neck - like a groan or a whimper - as he fucks into him in halted motions, sinking deeper with each shallow thrust. 


 “Johnny–” 


It’s a frantic, borderline desperate coupling, full of teeth and spit. Johnny clings onto Simon tightly enough to hurt, and their low groans mingle in the hot air between their lips. Flesh gives way to flesh, wet and wanting, blood rushing and swelling and smearing - a euphoric moment of sensory carnage, a dogfight.


“Johnny–!”


Simon comes with a shuddering, wounded groan, hips jerking as he unloads into Johnny’s warmth. Johnny almost sobs, wrapping his legs tighter around the taller man’s hips to pull him in in a wordless plea to  never leave , to leave a part of himself with Johnny. 


 Just stay right here. 


It feels like an eternity before either of them moves again.

Simon pulls back a little - just enough for his softened length to slip out of Johnny, and just enough for him to finally properly look at him.

 There he is. His eyes are so dark. Almost black. There’s immense uncertainty in that gaze - a deep shame that Johnny just wants to smack right out of there.

“What’s that look fer?” the brunet asks, a crooked smirk tugging at his lips. “I reckon fuckin’s a completely valid way o’ dealin’ with night terror episodes.”

Something softens a little in those eyes. Simon huffs a quiet, incredulous laugh.

“Fuck,” he mutters. “I don’t fuckin’ understand you, Johnny.”

“How so?”

“Anyone else would’ve screamed and ran a long time ago.”

“Nah,” Johnny grins, eyes briefly roaming the body over his; perhaps in appreciation - maybe in challenge. 

“Ah’ament feart o’ dogs.”

 

 

…

 

 

Morning dew beads onto the leaves of the box hedges lining the sidewalks, and the city is quiet.

Johnny’s steps thump into the pavement in a regular pattern, the scrape of his trainers and his heavy, halted breaths the only sound in his ears until—

”Keep up, Johnny!”

Simon blows past him to his right, a smirk on his face. He does this just to fuck with Johnny - like he does a lot of things these days.

”Pace yerself, ye numpty!” the brunet yells back, clearly out of breath.

He had, admittedly, given himself a little too much time to get out of shape. Even Simon, with the ankle that still sometimes gives him trouble, has no issue outrunning him.

He’s going to need to change that.

”Thought you wanted to go for a  run,” Simon teases, slowing down enough to cut Johnny some slack.

”Och, I liked this better when ye were a dog.”

Simon laughs. The sound is loud in the quietude of the suburbia, in the silent promise of violence the man exudes.

“Careful, Johnny,” he smirks. “Dogs aren’t the only animals that bite.”
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