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      Being a werewolf is stressful.

      It’s important that you know this because it helps explain what happened. Most people think werewolf life is what they see on the screen or read in a romance novel. Brooding men and hard women vrooming around on motorcycles, howling through forests and across moors. Alphas and omegas, packs, mindless violence, fated mates.

      But you shouldn’t buy into that crap unless you are also convinced that detectives and lawyers are all gorgeous people with designer wardrobes who never do paperwork, that a group of twenty-somethings can spend all day hanging out in a coffeeshop yet afford huge apartments in a major city, and that the impoverished barista is going to find love with the emotionally tortured billionaire and eventually belt out concerts in sold-out arenas.

      It’s fiction, honey.

      The truth is that I live in Modesto, a smallish California city surrounded by orchards and dairy ranches, with the nearest forest an hour away up in the Sierras. I have no idea where the closest moor is, but I’m pretty sure it must be out of state. I’d never ride a motorcycle; I’ve seen the accident victims in the hospital where I work, and besides, the helmets mess up my hair. I have a few werewolf pals—we text each other and occasionally meet for coffee—but nobody would call us a pack, least of all ourselves. I’m so against violence that I feel vaguely guilty when I squish the ants that have snuck into my kitchen. And as for fated mates, well, maybe Grindr and the Brave Bull aren’t the best places to find one.

      I have the same worries as most single, gay, middle-class men in their late thirties. Inflation and paying my bills, trying to make sure the hospital I work for has adequate staffing, that weird noise my Toyota has been making lately, climate change, pandemics, my possible need for reading glasses, constant spam calls, aging parents, my lack of romantic prospects, the next-door kid’s new electric guitar, remembering all my damn passwords, the rise of fascism…. You get what I mean.

      And yes, I realize that as a white, cis man with a decent job, I’m incredibly privileged. But that doesn’t mean it’s all rainbows and rose petals. Let’s face it. Life nowadays is stressful for everyone.

      And then there’s the werewolf stuff.

      I wasn’t born a werewolf. Nobody is, which is a shame, because it would sure be easier if it was something you got through your genes like colorblindness or lactose intolerance, both of which I did inherit, by the way. Then your family would understand. No, lycanthropy is something you catch from another person, kind of like herpes—which, thankfully, I don’t have.

      Incidentally, a lot of us prefer to be called lycans or lycs instead of werewolves, I think because those sound less horror-moviesque. I don’t care much, myself, but I do try to respect others’ feelings on the matter.

      There are extensive—and I mean extensive—discussions in the lyc chatrooms about what causes our condition. I’m fairly certain that some of the lycs spend most of their days, and nights, posting about this issue. I don’t know how they have the time. Maybe they’re retired. Or billionaires.

      Anyway, I don’t have the time and I bet neither do you, so I’ll summarize. It basically comes down to two major theories. Either lycanthropy is caused by a virus that’s spread via saliva and only certain people are susceptible. Or it’s caused by magic. And also saliva. Honestly, I think the magic theory is kind of a cop-out, sort of a handwaving that indicates we have no fucking idea what’s going on. But I also think it’s probably right. I mean, how else would you explain a transformation that so thoroughly violates the laws of physics and biology? I work in a hospital. I’m not a medical professional, but I do know that bodies tend to behave in certain predicable, if occasionally disastrous and eventually fatal, ways. Switching species when the moon is full is not one of those ways.

      Whatever the cause, the condition comes with certain liabilities. The actual transformation part isn’t that bad, as long as you make sure to strip off all your clothes before it begins. That’s a lesson most of us learn very quickly. You try taking off a pair of skinny jeans when you don’t have opposable thumbs and you’ll see what I mean.

      But once we’ve turned into a wolf, we have problems. For one, we tend to be pretty noticeable. A lot of lycs hide in plain sight by pretending to be dogs, which is fine if a little degrading—unless your landlord has a no-pets clause. We shed like crazy, so the cleanup afterward is a bitch. And, well, when you’re a wolf you want to do wolfy things, which don’t involve sitting in your living room and are generally impractical unless you live out in the sticks. And if you do live out in the sticks, you run the risk of being shot by angry ranchers or trophy hunters or just plain old assholes with guns.

      Let me take a minute now to explain what I mean by “wolfy things.” That doesn’t necessarily mean hunting. Real wolves—the non-shifter type—don’t hunt for kicks and giggles. They do it because they’re hungry and they can’t order from GrubHub. So if a lycan has a good meal before shifting—and most of us are wise enough to make sure we do—hunting isn’t a priority. Thank goodness. Like I said, I feel guilty about squishing ants. And I’m sure nobody would be best pleased if I snacked on their roaming cats or dairy cows.

      But hungry or not, wolves do like to wander. Real wolves roam an average of twenty to thirty miles a day. I’m only moderately fond of exercise most of the time, but when I’m furry I get restless, and it feels so damned good to lope along, all the zillions of scents streaming into my nose and all the sounds around me like the world’s biggest chorus. It’s nighttime, but that doesn’t matter because the moon shines like a beacon and my vision is sharp—sharper than with my human eyes during daylight. Especially now that I probably need reading glasses. It’s even better if I get to run with a couple of friends, sometimes stopping to sniff at something particularly interesting or to have a nice roll in the grass. It’s glorious.

      You can’t have wolves running within the city limits of Modesto, though.

      Some lycs live in the hinterlands. Which is fine, I guess, except I’d go pretty nuts the other twenty-eight days of the month. Jobs tend to be scarce in the sticks too.

      Those who live in more urban areas often go camping on the full moon or, if they can afford it, find a motel room or Airbnb somewhere remote. I do this myself sometimes. But it gets complicated if you try to organize this with your lyc pals; people start bickering over locations or who’s going to pay for what or who gets which bedroom.

      Plus, unless the full moon lands on a Friday or Saturday, I have to go to work the next day. I’d have to be up before the crack of dawn to make it down to my office in the valley on time, and after a night spent trotting through the woods, I’m wiped.

      So usually I just stay home and restlessly pace my house and fenced backyard, taking breaks to gnaw on the giant-breed chew toys I buy myself from PetSmart or to curl up on my dog bed and whine.

      It’s not fun, and dreading it all month is horrible, and it especially sucks that I almost always spend my wolf nights alone.

      Right about now you might be wanting to ask what the deal is with the full moon. I have no fucking idea. None of us do. Oh, there are plenty of hypotheses, but they’re backed by even less evidence than the virus or magic theories, so I don’t buy into any of them. Tides or something? All I know is that on the night of the full moon, as soon as the sun sets, we go canine, and there’s nothing anyone can do about it but go with the flow.

      Finally, have I mentioned that being a lycan seriously limits your dating possibilities? Because there’s no way you could keep it a secret in a serious relationship, not even if you wanted to, and frankly, being forced to hide such an essential part of yourself would be pretty gross anyway. But how and when do you tell a potential love interest about your little problem? Most non-lycs have no idea we truly exist, and we’d prefer to keep it that way. None of us wants to be dragged off to a secret government lab.

      This means that we’re pretty much stuck with dating other lycans. Don’t get me wrong—I like quite a few of them. But the pool of single gay male werewolves around my age in Stanislaus County is… one. And that’s me. And I don’t really have the time or energy to date someone who lives farther away.

      So it’s like I said. Being a werewolf is stressful.

      Twenty-eight nights out of the month I have human teeth, and I clench them fiercely in my sleep. Due to stress. I wake up with a sore jaw, and it’s wrecking my molars. So I had a discussion with my dentist, who poked around in my mouth with a device that created digital images of my teeth. She told me to come back in a couple of weeks.

      And that’s what took me to my dentist’s office that fateful day—a Monday afternoon, to be precise. The day of the week is pertinent for two reasons. First, the crap level at work is always worst at the beginning of the week. It lies in wait over the weekend and tackles me as soon as I step through the door on Monday. In this particular case, the disasters du jour included a glitch in our software that kept us from accessing recent job applications, yet another meeting with hospital admin during which they bemoaned the shortage of nurses, and a newly-hired dietician’s tantrum over the mandated sexual harassment training.

      And second, the moon would be full the next night—midweek. I hate when this happens. It means I’ll be exhausted on Wednesday and still not quite over it on Thursday, and then I’ll have to spend Friday catching up on the work I’d been too wiped to do earlier. Let me tell you, if I ran things, I’d give lycans the option of taking the day off after the full moon as a paid sick day. I’d do the same for people experiencing difficult menstrual periods and parents whose kids are out of school ill and anyone who simply needs an occasional day to regulate their mental health.

      But I’m not in charge, and my boss would be pissed if I took off a day every month, so the rest of my week was going to suck.

      Also I should probably mention that, according to some of the people in the chat rooms, lycanthropy is more contagious near the full moon.

      Anyway, I went back to my dentist that Monday afternoon and as soon as I stepped inside, the receptionist greeted me warmly. “It’ll be just a few minutes, Bennet,” she said, waving me toward a chair.

      Dentists have always made me nervous. This dates back to long before I became a lycan and has no particular cause. I guess it’s pretty common. Just the noise of a drill puts my hackles up. This dentist, however, has done everything she can to make the patients’ experience pleasant. The waiting room has comfy seats, soothing colors, and a water dispenser with chunks of lemon floating in it. There’s free wifi. And when you go in for a cleaning, you get a massage chair and they play your favorite music. They used to offer a hot paraffin treatment for your hands, but that disappeared during the early stages of the Covid pandemic and hasn’t yet showed up again, which is a shame. All the little touches make a big difference, but I still tense up when I go there, even during visits like this one when I know nothing awful is going to happen.

      I sat in the waiting room, reading emails from work on my phone, trying to get the muscles of my neck and shoulders to unkink. I always feel tense in the days leading up to the full moon, as if my body’s preparing to change. I feel way looser after I transform back to human, though, which is nice. Something about the process itself works wonders—and it also heals any cuts, scrapes, or minor illnesses I had before I changed. Handy.

      The door that led to the exam rooms opened and a man in purple scrubs stepped out, holding a paper. “Bennet?” he asked.

      And, well, woof!

      I know it’s wrong to objectify people—I’ve taken the sexual harassment training—but I couldn’t help noticing how handsome he was. Early thirties, I’d guess, and above-average height, with a solid build that suggested he liked both pizza and working out. His dark hair had probably been tamed this morning, but by this point in the afternoon the curls were starting to win. Brown eyes with nice smile crinkles at the corners, and a broad smile that showed—unsurprisingly—perfectly white straight teeth.

      “Bennet?” he repeated, looking at me. The only other people in the waiting room were two older women chatting softly to each other in Spanish, neither of whom was likely to be called Bennet, so it was no shock that he focused on me.

      I realized I was staring and shot to my feet, nearly dropping my phone. “Yeah. Bennet. That’s me.” Oh, I’m nothing if not suave.

      His smile became even wider. “Hi, I’m Mario. Come on back. This should only take a few minutes.”

      I did not look at his ass while he led me down the hall. Remember, I’d paid attention during the training. But I was sorely tempted. I’m only human. Ish.

      The room he took me to did not have one of the massage chairs, but it did have a big window with a view of a pretty flowerbed. I recognized most of the plants, including the spiky purple blooms. “Lupine,” I blurted.

      Mario, who’d been poking at a computer, looked at me in surprise. “What?”

      “Um, those flowers. They’re lupines.”

      “Oh! You must be into gardening.”

      I shook my head. “Not really. My parents are, though, so I’ve picked up some stuff through osmosis.”

      “I know how that goes. My parents love watching baseball, so even though I’m kinda so-so on the sport, I can tell you all about it. Now, how about you take a seat and we’ll see if this guard’s gonna work for you.”

      While he finished poking at his keyboard, I made myself comfortable. Or tried to, anyway, because I was still nervous. And then things got worse: I realized how amazing Mario smelled.

      I know I’ve been going on about the hardships of being lycan, but there are benefits too. One of them is that we retain almost all of a wolf’s sense of smell all month long, and let me tell you, it’s un-freaking-believable. It’s like going from two dimensions to three, or even four. The world is so much richer than humans know, so much more full of detail and information. I can catch the scent of a person long before they enter a room and track them long after they leave. Which is handy when impressing—or avoiding—my boss, who likes to surprise employees in hopes of catching them shirking. Also, even the most boring burger becomes exponentially more enticing, and a city street is like a news article about everyone who’s recently passed by. If I concentrate, I can even catch a whiff of certain illnesses. This has been useful at the hospital, although I use that skill carefully. As an employee of the HR department, I’m not even supposed to be around patients, let alone diagnose them.

      Of course, every person has an odor as unique as a fingerprint. Few of them are downright unpleasant to my nose—even the stinky ones. Most are neutral. Some are interesting. And every now and then I come across someone who smells utterly delicious. Like the most enticing meal, the best perfume, the most fragrant flowers. Like the ground just after it’s rained or a mountain forest or fresh laundry or new snow or your favorite relative’s house or a used bookstore or the ocean or…. Well, you get the idea.
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