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The world ended not with a loud explosion, but with the aroma of a burning pancake. Leo stared at him, spatula poised, his expression unreadable. The silence stretched, filled only by the ominous crackle from the pan.

Claw marks. The claw marks were visible on the inside of the closet door.

Jax's mind went blank, a white-noise scream of pure, undiluted "Oh, fuck." All his careful planning—the scheduled "hiking trips" on full moons, the special "shed-control" shampoo he bought in bulk online, the feigned indifference to squirrels in the park—was reduced to rubble by a fucking closet door. 

He'd forgotten about that night. The first change after moving in together was the panic and the claustrophobia of the small, dark space he'd locked himself in; he was sure he was going to tear the apartment apart.

"I, uh," Jax started, his voice a dry rasp. He cleared his throat. I was trying to open a wine bottle. With a weird opener. It slipped."

"A wine bottle opener," Leo repeated slowly. He turned off the burner. The pancake smoked softly, forgotten. "It left those kinds of marks behind."

"It was a really aggressive opener."

Leo didn't laugh. He walked out of the kitchen, past Jax, and down the short hall to the linen closet. Jax followed, his legs feeling like wood. Leo opened the door. There they were: four parallel gouges, deep in the white paint and drywall, about halfway up the door. They were unmistakable. They were animals.

Leo repeated his observation, tracing the marks with his fingertip. His voice was flat. "Jax, come on."

The weight of the lie was crushing him. He could smell Leo's confusion, a sour note over his usual clean-soap-and-sleep scent. He could hear Leo's heartbeat, a quick, anxious rhythm. His senses, always sharper in the days following a change, were betraying him, feeding him data he didn't want.

"I have nightmares," Jax blurted out. It was a new lie, spawned from desperation. "Sleepwalking. I must have... done it in my sleep. I didn't want to worry you."

Leo finally looked at him. His blue eyes searched Jax's face, looking for a crack, a sign. "You grind your teeth. You don't sleepwalk."

"I do now. Stress. From the... new job." Another lie. Jax's job at the café was six months old.

Leo let out a long, slow breath. He closed the closet door softly, as if containing something dangerous. "Okay," he said, but the word was heavy, full of everything he wasn't saying. Okay, I'll pretend to believe you. For now.

The rest of the day passed in a tense, fragile truce. They ate the salvageable parts of the pancakes. They cleaned the kitchen. They watched a movie, but Jax couldn't have told you the plot. He was hyper-aware of every move he made, every breath Leo took. He experienced a sensation akin to a bomb masquerading as a romantic partner.

That night, in bed, Leo lay on his back, staring at the ceiling. "Megan's having that BBQ tomorrow," he said into the dark.

"Right," Jax said, his stomach sinking. Megan was Leo's oldest friend. Her backyard bordered a dense city park. Jax sometimes visited a park.

"She got a new dog. A rescue. Big guy. Part shepherd, part... I don't know, maybe bear."

"Great," Jax whispered. Canine company. Just what he needed.

"It'll be fun," Leo said, but his tone was hollow. He rolled onto his side, facing away from Jax. "Night."

Jax stared at the familiar slope of Leo's shoulders in the moonlight. The six inches of space between them felt like a canyon. He wanted to reach out, to pull Leo close, bury his face in his neck, and just tell him. The secret was a physical thing inside him, a second, wilder heart beating against his own.

But fear was a stronger animal. Fear of seeing love turn to revulsion. Fear of losing the only real home he'd ever had. Fear of animal control, of scientists, of pitchforks and torches in a modern, Twitter-age kind of way.

He closed his eyes and willed the moon, still a waning gibbous in the sky, to hurry up and wane faster.

The BBQ was a special kind of hell.

Megan's backyard was full of normal people doing normal things: laughing, holding plastic cups of sangria, and petting the new dog—a shaggy, anxious-looking beast named Gus. The smell of grilling meat was overwhelming. Jax's senses were still elevated; he could smell the charcoal, the tang of sunscreen on skin, the dewy grass, and the faint, musky scent of a raccoon family two yards over. It was a symphony of stimuli, and his nerves were the conductors, flailing.

He stood by the fence, trying to look casually interested in Megan's herb garden.

"You okay?" Leo appeared at his elbow, holding two drinks. He handed one to Jax. "You've been jumpy all day."

"Just... a lot of people," Jax said, taking a gulp. The sangria was too sweet.

Leo watched him. "Gus seems to like you."

Jax glanced over. The large dog was straining at his leash, whining softly, his dark eyes fixed on Jax. His tail was stiff. It wasn't affection. It was recognition. A low-grade canine alarm. You are not like the others.

"Dogs usually do," Jax said weakly.

"Hmm. "Leo took a sip of his drink. "Megan said he's been weird since she got him. He barks at nothing in the middle of the night and growls at the woods."

A cold trickle of dread dripped down Jax's spine. The woods. The park. His woods.

Before he could form a response, a shriek of laughter erupted from the deck. Megan's boyfriend, Tim, was holding up his phone. "Have you guys seen this video? It's wild! Some monster dog dragging a kid's stuffed turtle into the trees over in Ridge Park!"

The crowd oohed and gathered around. Jax's blood turned to ice. Leo's head snapped towards the commotion, then back to Jax, his eyes sharp.

"Let's see," Leo said, steering Jax firmly by the elbow toward the deck.

Jax's feet moved numbly. He was a spectator in his own doom.

On the phone screen, shaky and dark, was a grainy video. It was shot through a window at night. The streetlight illuminated a strip of grass at the edge of Ridge Park. Something large, dark, and low to the ground loped into view. It had something brightly colored in its mouth. It paused, looked directly toward the camera—two points of reflected light where its eyes would be—and then vanished into the blackness of the trees.

The video ended. The group erupted.

"What the hell was that?"

"A bear? In the city?"

"That was a wolf. Had to be!"

"Poor Mr. Snuggles!"

Jax couldn't breathe. The shape had been him. Three nights ago. The kid's toy had been impossibly bright, squeaking with every step. He'd dropped it at the tree line, ashamed. He'd forgotten about it.

He felt Leo's gaze on him like a physical weight. He dared to look.

Leo wasn't watching the phone. He was watching Jax's face. Studying his reaction. His expression was no longer confused or hurt. It was calculating. Putting pieces together: the hair, the claw marks, Jax's "hiking" every month, his sudden, intense interest in that particular park, his jumpiness around dogs, and the way he sometimes seemed to smell things before they happened.

The pieces were forming a picture. A picture of a wolf.

Leo leaned close, his voice a low murmur only Jax could hear over the BBQ chatter. "You know," he said, his breath warm against Jax's ear, "for a guy who's scared of dogs, you sure spend a lot of time where that thing was."

He pulled back, gave Jax a tight, unreadable smile, and walked away to get more sangria.

Jax stood frozen, the world tilting around him. The laughter, the smells, the sun—it all blurred into a meaningless buzz. The truth was out. Not all of it, but enough. It was no longer locked inside him. It was there, in Leo's knowing eyes, in the space between their bodies, in the ghost of those words hanging in the air.

The secret had escaped. And it was only a matter of time before it ran them both down.
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The ride home was a silent, rolling tomb. Leo drove, his knuckles white on the steering wheel. Jax stared out the passenger window, watching the city lights blur into streaks. Each stoplight provided a brief respite from an unresolved sentence. He could smell the sangria on Leo's breath, the faint, acrid tang of his anxiety. His senses were a curse, amplifying every detail of the coming disaster.

Leo didn't speak until they were inside their apartment, the door clicking shut with a finality that made Jax flinch.

"So," Leo said, not turning on the light. The city glows through the windows, which paint the room in shades of blue and gray. "Nightmares. Sleepwalking. Aggressive wine openers." He leaned back against the door. He leaned back against the door.

"Leo..."

"Don't." Leo's voice cracked. He sounded tired—more than tired, defeated. "Just... don't lie anymore, Jax. I can't—I can't do the lying."

The words hung in the dark. Jax's mouth was dry. The truth was a wild animal clawing at the back of his throat, desperate to get out, but fear was a stronger cage.

"It's not..." he started, then stopped. What could he say? It's not what you think? It was exactly what he thought.

Leo pushed off the door and walked into the living room, collapsing onto the couch. He put his head in his hands. "I googled it, you know, after I found the hair. Just... morbid curiosity. 'Black hair, coarse, found in home. 'You know what
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