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There was a werewolf at the front door. For most people that would have been concerning. For Geoff, it was a minor irritation at best. He peered through the screen door at his visitor, trying to ascertain the other man's mood. His pulse was slow and steady, his breathing regular and unlabored. He smelled vaguely of pine, sweat, and fur without any trace of harsher elements like anger or fear. 

Perhaps this was a social visit? Nah.

The two men peered at each other through the door for a full minute, neither of them speaking. Geoff wasn't feeling particularly chatty and if the other man had something to say he certainly didn't need Geoff's permission. 

"Aren't you going to invite me in?" the wolf on his doorstep finally asked. His tone was light, even jovial, but Geoff could see something dancing in his eyes: irritation, or something close to it. Geoff could almost picture a wolf pacing back and forth behind a cage door, peering out at him from his visitor's gaze. He felt a trace of amusement at eliciting such a response by literally doing nothing, though he tried not to let it show.

"Won't you come in, Slim?" Geoff didn't open the door, but instead turned to walk away, making room for Slim (whose given name was actually Terrence – Geoff could understand why he preferred the nickname) to enter his apartment. 

He didn't hear the sound of the door opening. A few heartbeats later, Slim's voice came again. "You know, Cooper, turning your back on me could be taken as an insult." This time there was more than a hint of irritation in his words. They were accompanied by a roil of energy, a hot, seeking force that issued from the man at his door, buffeting against the metaphysical shields Geoff used to contain his own, similar energies.

Being a werewolf himself, Geoff was more than familiar with the etiquette. Slim outranked Geoff in the pack by a considerable margin. Presenting his unprotected back could be interpreted as not taking Slim seriously, that he didn't consider him a threat. The curl of energy was Slim's metaphysical wolf letting Geoff know that Slim did not appreciate his actions.

Then again, it could just mean Geoff didn't give a damn about pack politics.

Geoff half-turned to face his visitor, barely resisting the urge to roll his eyes. "So either I'm an idiot who suddenly thinks he can take you on, or a moron who doesn't know the rules." He paused. "I didn't think you were that insecure."

"Or you're a pup who needs to be taught a lesson in respect," Slim countered. Even through the screen door, Geoff could see the dangerous glint in Slim's eyes. His voice had dropped slightly, edged with a growl that was not quite human. No doubt it was very intimidating. 

"If you think you can earn respect by beating it into somebody, you don't really know what 'respect' means." He spoke in a light, cavalier tone, but his body tensed as he readied for a possible attack. According to werewolf traditions, Slim would be within his rights to reprimand him for the affront. That almost always meant violence. The fact was, if Slim pressed the issue, he wouldn't stand much of a chance. Geoff would still put up a fight, even one he was destined to lose. He just wasn't going to let the fear of violence keep him from speaking his mind. 

There was a protracted pause that felt like five minutes but was probably much shorter. Then Slim let out a bray of laughter. "You've got way too much attitude for someone at your level, Cooper, but damn if you don't have a point."

Geoff allowed himself a faint chuckle at the other man's words. "I am a Fullr, after all, and I can handle myself just fine even if I'm not the big badass you are." He'd been a wolf for over four years and had advanced comparatively far in that time. "So come in if you're going to. Stop wasting my heat." He turned away from the door again and walked back into the living room.

His words were met by the screech of the door opening and shutting. Slim followed him into the living room without another word. Geoff got to the couch but didn't feel much like sitting, so he turned around to face Slim, crossing his arms. "So, to what do I owe the pleasure?"

If Slim was put off by Geoff's decision to remain standing, it didn't show. Instead, he positioned himself in front of the old La-Z-Boy that completed the living room set and sank languidly into it. He moved with the grace of a professional dancer even though Geoff knew the man had never set foot on any stage. Being a lycanthrope imbued people with preternatural speed and agility, among other things. Geoff knew that Slim could hide it better than he was; the man was just showing off.

Slim made a show of looking around the room before orienting on Geoff. "Jason wanted me to remind you that tomorrow is the full moon." There was a strange reluctance to the words, like he felt silly for even voicing them. 

Geoff couldn't help but gape at the other man. He was right to feel silly; lycans were well attuned to the cycles of the moon. With the full moon now just over twenty-four hours away, he could feel the tidal pull on his wolf. When the time came, he would be unable to control himself and it would break free of its fleshy prison. Until then his wolf would rise closer and closer to the surface, requiring more concentration for him to keep it in check. No wonder he was irritable. 

"Jason knows I'm not some wet-behind-the-ears pup, right?" Jason was the pack's Odrulf, its leader. All the others – Geoff and Slim included – answered to him. 

Slim's lip curled, though whether it was at Geoff's tone or the words he was about to say was anyone's guess. "He does, but he says since you haven't been around much it might have slipped your mind." 

Maybe the visit wasn't such a minor irritation after all.

"He gave me permission to get my own place. If he had a problem with it, he should have said so." He didn't try to hide the heat in his voice. This close to the full moon, any lycan would be quicker to anger. Slim wouldn't hold it against him. 

Probably. 

"I know that, Cooper, you don't need to bite my head off over it. Jason doesn't have a problem with you living on your own, but I think he figured you'd make more of an effort to be a presence in the pack. You've been in Boston what, like three months now, and we barely see you. I'm not even sure you've officially met everybody yet."

To be sure, the pack in Boston was large: twenty-seven wolves. It was bigger than Geoff's previous two packs combined. If he was being brutally honest with himself, he wasn't sure he felt entirely comfortable in such a big pack. Not that Slim or Jason needed to know. "If Jason wants me to be around more, he can come tell me himself instead of sending you as his messenger boy."

All at once, Slim was on his feet in a liquid blur of motion. As if the earlier demonstration of his power wasn't enough, the nearly-superhuman speed was enough to drive home the point of how much stronger the other wolf was. Geoff found himself taking an involuntary half-step back. "I'm nobody's 'messenger boy,' Cooper, and you'd damn well better remember that." Geoff had hit a nerve, as he knew he would. Slim was the Annarrulf, the chief lieutenant of the pack. It was a position that carried a lot of responsibility, and Slim took it seriously. "I volunteered to come here because Jason doesn't have as much patience for your shit as I do." He didn't shout. In fact, his voice barely rose at all. He didn't have to – the basso rumble that accompanied his words did more to convey his meaning than any fit of apoplexy. 

Geoff didn't push it. He might not care about ruffling Slim's feathers, but he wasn't a masochist. He knew that the friendship (or whatever it was) between them wouldn't stop the other man from beating the shit out of him to prove a point. He raised his hands. "Fair enough. So you've passed along Jason's wishes. What happens if I ignore them?" 

The other man peered at him for a moment, and then his body relaxed from the tense promise of violence it had been a mere few seconds before. It wouldn't be correct to say he deflated, but at the same time he was suddenly a smaller presence in the room. "To be honest? I don't know. Maybe nothing. Maybe Jason comes himself the next time." That wasn't a direct threat, but it also wasn't not a threat. Jason was no stranger to enforcing his will with corporal punishment if he deemed it necessary. In that way, he sometimes resembled Geoff's father.

Maybe that was why he didn't always like the guy. 

"So noted. Was there anything else?" It couldn't have been more dismissive if he strode past the other man and opened the door for him. 

Unfortunately, Slim didn't get the hint. He remained standing where he was, hands slowly clenching and unclenching. He glanced down at them with a look of mild surprise like he wasn't aware he was doing it. (The day before the full moon, that may have actually been the case.) He stuffed his hands firmly in his coat pockets before speaking again. "It's good advice. We're pack animals – and I know I don't have to tell you that. We do better as a group than individually." 

As much as he wanted to argue the point, Geoff knew he couldn't. He had nothing to say so he simply nodded. 

Slim continued, "Not only would it do you some good, but it'd do the pack good as well."

Geoff blinked slowly, his nostrils flaring as he tried to taste a lie in the other man's words. A lycan's superior senses of smell and hearing made them a kind of living polygraph test if they knew what to look for. Geoff was unable to detect any signs of deception, which only served to heighten his confusion. "What do you mean?" He made no attempt to hide the suspicion in his tone.

The question was met with another laugh. Geoff had the impression he'd startled it out of the Annarrulf. "Maybe you are an idiot after all." Slim shook his head. "This wolf stuff... it comes very naturally to you. I see it. Jason sees it. You don't let it own you." He gestured around the apartment. "You have your own life here. Jason might prefer that you lived with the rest of us, but it does show that normalcy is possible after infection. Some of the others could stand to see that."

Even with that explanation, Geoff was dubious. He wasn't some kind of role model for living by himself; he just wanted to be left alone. After thinking about it for a few seconds, he nodded. "Fine. I'll be around."

Slim's eyes narrowed. Perhaps he was trying to catch Geoff in a lie. He was going to be disappointed if that were the case. Apparently satisfied with Geoff's truthfulness, he nodded. "Good. We'll see you there."

"I can't wait," Geoff replied. His tone was thick with sarcasm. Slim either didn't hear it or chose to ignore it. Geoff hoped it was the latter.
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It was rare to see a lycan at work on the day of a full moon. There was too great a risk that something might happen and cause an unexpected shift. Even under normal circumstances, any strong emotion or unexpected pain could cause one's control to slip just enough for the wolf to break free. It wasn't advisable to go furry around customers or coworkers; that was a one-way trip to unemployment. It was technically against the law to fire someone for being a werewolf, but companies always found a way around it. 

Beyond pedestrian concerns like paychecks, lycan hunting was still legal in some areas. If there was an unprovoked attack or public incident, all it took was a sympathetic judge to sign a bench ruling about "dangerous" werewolves in the area, and it was open season. Most lycans tried very hard to hide what they were, even from family and friends. 

Then again, taking a day off work every twenty-eight days tended to arouse suspicion, so Geoff was willing to risk it every now and then. Slim probably wouldn't be happy to hear it, and he knew Jason wouldn't be, but until and unless someone explicitly told him otherwise, he was going to keep it up. In his eyes, it was a precaution against being accidentally exposed. Besides, hanging drywall wasn't exactly a high-stress occupation. 

His current gig was in Lowell, about thirty-five miles out of Boston. Geoff was part of a team helping renovate a Burger King. It wasn't glamorous work, but it paid the bills. Thanks to his lycan strength and stamina, it wasn't particularly difficult work, either. He pulled into the parking lot before the sun came up. The previous night's moon – just a hair's breadth away from being full – hung like an overripe fruit in the predawn sky. He switched off the ignition and simply sat there, staring at it. He could feel the wolf moving within him, pulled by the moon's call. The wolf wanted to run free, to hunt, to be with its own kind. Usually, Geoff didn't think of the wolf as an entity completely separate from himself, but near the full moon it was hard not to. The urges coursing through him were completely animal, almost alien, and yet... strangely comforting. Just thinking about the hunt filled Geoff-the-human with almost as much savage joy as Geoff-the-wolf. 

Whether or not he wanted to admit it, Slim had a point. He was very comfortable in his skin. In either of his skins. 

He was still sitting there when his foreman, a squat black man named Ray, waddled over and rapped on his window with two knuckles. "Snoozing on the job already, Coop?" His voice had a slight Southern twang; he was a transplant from Mississippi and the intervening years in New England hadn't beaten it out of him completely. Geoff didn't know how old Ray was, but his hair was completely white. He kept it cropped close to his head, military style. There were deep creases around his eyes and Geoff had the distinct impression he'd spent a lot of time working in the elements. His hands were rough with calluses from a lifetime of manual labor. However old he may have been, Ray never seemed to have trouble keeping up with the younger men in his charge. 

Geoff flashed the man a tight grin. "I told you before – I could do this job in my sleep if you'd just let me show you." 

Ray gave a squeal of laughter. Perhaps it was the proximity to the moon, but Geoff had a sudden, vivid mental image of a pig being tied up for slaughter. His eyes drifted closed for a moment and when they opened, the other man was meandering away from his car. "You got some funny in you, Coop, you truly do. Now quit slacking and come in here to help."

Their four-man crew had been reduced to three. Richard, one of the other men on the job, had called off unexpectedly. This struck Geoff as being more than a little ironic, though he was (mostly) sure the other man wasn't a lycanthrope. Even without being around the pack as much as Jason and the others would have liked, Geoff was pretty sure that would have come up before now. 

For three humans, doing the work of four men was doable, if a bit draining. For two humans and a lycanthrope, it was not a problem at all (even though the other two were unaware of his nature). Geoff had to be even more guarded with his expressions, trying to show an appropriate amount of strain and weariness even when he felt none. This was especially important since he had a minor physical liability: he walked with a slight but noticeable limp. He'd suffered a badly broken leg many years ago, and even his infection could not cause the improperly aligned break to heal itself. The limp caused him no pain and did not impede his mobility; he had to exaggerate it slightly in the presence of humans so as not to arouse suspicion. When he applied for this job, Ray was skeptical that he could do the work. However, it was easy enough for him to exceed expectations, even while play-acting as a normal human being. 

They were about partway through the day when Ray looked at his watch and exclaimed, "Hot damn, boys, we're almost on schedule. Maybe we don't need Richard so bad after all!"

Geoff had to think about breathing heavily, to give the impression of being winded. "Don't jump to conclusions, boss. We're just busting ass, so we don't have to come in on a Saturday. Am I right?" He looked to the other man, a local worker named Joey, who nodded weary agreement. Geoff didn't know much about Joey, other than the fact that he was barely nineteen, and looked it. He was wiry, almost gaunt, with a long slender neck and a prominent Adam's apple. He didn't look like someone with the stamina for a job like this, but he'd kept up with Geoff and the others just fine. The younger man was covered in a slick sheen of sweat. Geoff could almost smell the exhaustion on the two men. They felt every bit as worn out as Geoff was pretending to be. At least he didn't have to fake sweating. 

Ray scrunched his face up, checked his watch again, and nodded grudgingly. "Alright, alright. Well, be careful. The last thing we need is for somebody to get hurt on the job. That's a lot of paperwork for me to fill out." He punctuated the statement with another porcine laugh and turned back to the long workbench where he'd been measuring the next piece he needed to cut.

Geoff and Joey got back to work. Their next piece was a corner section, where the wall met the ceiling. The other man moved the stepladder into place, hauling the drywall sheet into position. Geoff held it steady and tried to make it look harder than it actually was. The bigger challenge was not to squeeze so hard he cracked the gypsum. Joey grabbed the screw gun, a corded black tool fed by a long belt with screws protruding from it like thorns. He positioned the drill near one corner of the fresh piece of drywall and pulled the trigger.

The screw gun whirred for a second, then let out a jarring metallic shriek and went silent. The screw had just barely penetrated the paper covering on the drywall. 

"Damn it!" Joey exclaimed. "Jammed again!" Balanced precariously on the ladder, he twisted to fix Ray with an arch look. "When are you going to spring for some real fucking tools for us, man?"

"When you're willing for me to take the cost direct from your paycheck," Ray replied, not even looking up from his measurements. 

Geoff grunted. "Ladies, if you'll quit your bitching..." 

"Bite me, Geoff," Joey growled. He handed the defective tool down to Geoff. The jammed bit was pointed away from him, he noted. Even with his irritation, Joey was being cautious. Smart. "Could you clear this up for me? I'll hold the sheet." 

Geoff shook his head, keeping his hands where they were. "You do it, I got this."

"Bullshit, you had the last three. If you're half as tired as I am, you need the break. I can hold it up while you do it."

Geoff didn't believe him, though he sensed no lie from the man. Doubtless Joey thought he could do it by himself. "Let's just put the sheet down and you can fix the drill."

"What, and then have to haul it back up again? Nah, I'll be okay, don't worry about it."

"Seriously. I'm fine. Unjam the thing and let's get on with this."

"Dammit Geoff, don't pull this shit with me."

Ray cut in. "Well one of you better make up your damn minds about it." Even without looking back, Geoff could tell the man had stopped what he was doing. 

What was he supposed to say? "I'm a werewolf, so this isn't that hard for me?" Geoff suspected it wouldn't go over well. 

Suppressing a snarl, he reached out with one hand to take the defective drill from his co-worker. Joey braced himself against the drywall and gave Geoff a small nod. Geoff slowly removed his other hand and the sheet immediately shifted. "Fuck," Joey muttered. He probably meant to say it only to himself, but Geoff heard it anyway. His pulse shot up and he pushed against the wall with urgent vigor, trying to hold it in place with friction rather than relying on muscle to bear the weight. It was a wise move, but Geoff didn't think he could keep it up for long. He hurriedly busied himself with the drill, yanking on the feeder belt to try and undo the jam. He worked as quickly as he could without being reckless. 

He heard Joey start to lose it before the other man made a sound. The ladder wasn't angled correctly for him to be pushing so hard against the wall, and it started to skid. "Shit!" Joey cried, trying to adjust his stance before it was too late. 

It was too late. 

The moment Joey stopped pushing against the drywall, it began to slip, pulling away from the wall. The added weight was more than Joey could cope with, and he tipped backward. Geoff was in motion before he even realized it, dropping the drill so he could focus on Joey. He didn't have enough hands to catch both man and drywall, so Geoff made a snap decision, shoving the falling sheet to one side as hard as he dare, deflecting rather than catching it. Distantly, he heard an electric "fwip" and felt a sharp stab of pain in his calf. He managed to break Joey's fall, the two men crumpling to the ground, Geoff absorbing most of the blow. The sheet of drywall, all eighty-plus pounds of it, hit the floor a few feet away with a dull clap and shattered into a thousand pieces. The impact sent up a plume of choking white dust. 

His eyes immediately started watering from the irritation, and the powder made it hard to breathe. He could hear Ray and Joey both coughing violently and gasping for words. It was Ray who found his voice first. "Jesus H. Christ, are you guys okay?"

"I'm fine," Geoff rasped, still trying to catch a full breath. Being a lycan didn't give him immunity to things like this, but damn if he wished it did. He sat up, displacing the other man. The startled yelp told him that Joey was at least conscious. 

"I'm—" was all Joey could get out before another fit of coughing overtook him. The haze had cleared enough for Geoff to see the full extent of what happened. The floor was an absolute mess, covered in gypsum shards and torn paper. Joey's flailing leg must have kicked the ladder, which somehow landed on its side a few feet to their left. The man himself seemed to be more or less intact, with a raw scrape on one elbow where it had connected with the floor. The person who seemed most injured was Geoff himself. A drywall screw protruded from the flesh of his left calf, about halfway between the knee and ankle. The pain was sharp and deep, radiating up and down his leg. Thankfully there was precious little blood, as the screw itself was keeping the wound plugged. The shock, the pain, and the fear from the two men were testing his control over the wolf as it was. The smell of fresh blood would make it that much harder for him to keep himself centered.

He closed his eyes tightly, fingers curling reflexively into fists. Such a reaction would be understandable given an injury like that. Let the men think it was from the pain if they wanted – to Geoff the pain was a secondary concern. The first was not slipping his skin. Something like a movie played on the inside of his eyelids: he could almost see the wolf stalking Joey and Ray, running the two men down like the prey their fear betrayed them to be. The need to hunt was almost overpowering, and it took every ounce of control to stop the wolf from acting on its animal needs. Even a few hours closer to the full moon, he wasn't sure he would have been able to stop it. With his heart thudding in his own ears, Geoff opened his eyes, his breaths coming in short gasps. He was more winded from fighting against his wolf than he had from any of the actual work they'd done that day. 

Geoff didn't know how long it took him to regain control, but it was obviously enough for Ray to notice his injury. "Holy hell!" the man cried. "Just stay right there, boy, I'm going to call the ambulance!"

Joey scrambled to his feet. His face was caked with white dust that looked like makeup, except for two streaks where his watering eyes had carved rivulets down his cheeks. "You what?" He surveyed Geoff's form and when his eyes got to the leg, they widened. "Oh-my-god-I-am-so-fucking-sorry!" The words spilled from him in a single whooping breath before they devolved into another fit of hacking coughs. 

The men's concern was almost as touching as it was irritating. "Hold on, hold on," he rasped, pushing himself up as best he could. "Nobody needs to call the ambulance." He didn't need to fake the pain – that too was something being a lycan didn't help. What it did help, however, was the speed with which the wound would heal. With the moon-enforced shift coming up, by this time tomorrow he would be well on his way to recovery. Unless the screw was made of silver
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