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Prologue: Wolves on a Plane
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I was used to waking up naked in strange places with foggy memories of what I’d done the night before when romping around as a canine.

It’s amazing how accustomed one can become to the strangest things. But those odd moments, the things we never thought we’d get used to, can, over time, evolve into habits, rituals. They might even become comforting in a bizarre way.

This time I woke in a sitting position. The feel of clothes on my body informed me of something important: it must not be that time of the month for me. When the moon is at 80% or more, my body undergoes a metamorphosis from a six foot-two two-hundred-pound male Homo sapiens into a six-foot long Canis lupus.

As consciousness returned to me, and I took in the sounds and smells around me—the base low rumbling of engines I could both hear and feel vibrating through my bones, the recycled air, the sweat, perfume, halitosis, heartbeats of more than a hundred other humans in a tightly closed environment—I remembered I was on a plane. It was a flight from Los Angeles, where I’d spent the past several weeks. I was returning home to New York.

The scent and distinct heartbeat of the traveling companion sleeping beside me brought an immediate wave of warmth and passion. It was Alexandria. Lex. She was, of course, more than my traveling companion. She was my partner, my lover, my confidante. Meeting and getting to know her just a few weeks earlier had been a significant turning point in my life. She’d come along at just the right time for me, as I had been rejected, again, by the only woman I had ever truly loved up to that point in my life.

Prior to my trip to Los Angeles, my dear friend and former girlfriend, Gail, had made it clear that, despite how we both felt about one another, there wouldn’t be a return to our earlier relationship. That part was over.

Getting away from New York, and from the serial rejection of Gail, seemed to be just what I’d needed. And exactly what my literary agent, Mack, had intended when he forced me on that work trip as a script consultant for a movie based on one of my novels.

Damn, I hate when that gruff, crude, cigar-chomping loud-mouth was right. He wasn’t a pleasant man to be around—he came about his nickname of Mack “the knife” Halpin quite honestly—but he had never steered me wrong in all these years.

Mack surprising me with the trip to LA had come at exactly the right time; and I’m not just talking about my emotional life. The trip had been scheduled, without my knowing it, almost exactly between the lunar phase cycle that would have me turning into a grey wolf.

It meant I could be human and not worry about the lycanthropic change the entire time I was hanging out in Hollywood.

And during that time, I had met and almost immediately fallen in love with Lex.

We shared a roller coaster of adventure, fearful encounters with a few nasty characters, and in-depth explorations of one another, both physically and emotionally.

I couldn’t have even imagined meeting and loving someone like Lex on my flight out to LA, but here she was, such an integral part of my life that she was leaving everything she knew behind to be with me in New York.

No, it wasn’t as simple as that.

We were distancing ourselves from a disturbing group of people she had gotten mixed up with. Terrible people. Evil people. A racist hate-group cult that also possessed oddly supernatural powers.

I might have the heightened senses, strength, and agility of a wolf, even when in human form, because of this inexplicable curse running through my veins; and I might have been able to take out a few bad guys over the years—petty thieves, bullies, attempted rapists, even a handful of mobsters. This was a side-effect of my boy-scout tendencies, likely derived from reading too many Spider-Man comic books in my youth. But I was not prepared, equipped, or trained to take on such a group.

I realized, after a few encounters with this group where I’d been over-powered, and where my meddling led to the death of an innocent bystander, someone I considered a friend, that I was in well over my head.

I needed to leave dealing with this hate group, the neo-Nazi Proud Fighters for America, to the professionals, the police, the FBI, the special task force assigned to tracking and stopping them.

And I needed to focus on having a life again; building a new life with Lex, this amazing woman who had given me a new outlook on life.

When Gail and I had been together, I’d kept my werewolf nature from her; and that deception had led to the dissolution of our romantic relationship. She’d been previously lied to, deceived, cheated on, one too many times in her life. My unwillingness to share my secret other life wasn’t something she could get past.

But with Lex, despite a bit of a rocky start, I revealed the deception about my true nature before it could tear us apart. Because we both had been hiding supernatural secrets.

Not only had Lex loved me despite my awkwardness, faults, and emotional scars, but her presence came with a most welcome side-effect. When I was with her, my heightened wolf senses and powers faded. 

Which meant that I fell in love with her in the depths of normalcy. I didn’t have insights into her emotions through her scent or heartbeat or any of those obvious tells. I had to navigate my feelings for her, and her feelings for me, like an everyday human.

It felt amazing to feel so normal, and yet so extraordinarily blessed by being with Lex.

We had figured out, by accident, that Lex possessed a strange ability that caused bad luck to harmful actions directed towards her, as well as a side-effect of nullifying my special senses and powers. It only seemed to work when I was near her. The effect faded when she was asleep, like she was now.

But it meant that when I was with her, I could be a normal human. I could live a normal life.

Well, apart from the fact that, for about ten days every month, I morphed into a wolf.

Lex was the first person with whom I had willingly shared the details of my affliction. Technically, she was the second. But the first person I told was in a situation when I had no other option—because the change was coming at me like a freight train—and I had no choice but to explain what she was about to witness.

But with Lex, it was voluntary, and built off the mutual trust and late-night in-depth conversations and sharing.

She had confided the details of the violations of her own morals by joining the PFA in order to try to save her best friend from their clutches. And how, despite leaving, they had still maintained a hold on her, and power over her.

We relayed the curses we had both been living with alone and became stronger for the sharing of those experiences. Because we no longer had to bear those curses on our own. We had one another. And we were on our way to building a new life together.

Among the sounds of murmuring voices of the other passengers, I heard the pilot speaking. It wasn’t on the intercom, though. My super-enhanced hearing was picking up his voice talking to the co-pilot. He was talking about the heat wave in New Jersey and how the thinner air would make it more dangerous to land. Flight take-offs and landings had been delayed, and they needed to circle over the greater New York area waiting for the sun to set and the air to cool down enough before they’d likely get the go-ahead that it was safe to land.

This wasn’t good. Because timing wise, tonight the moon was expected to be at 82% in New York City. Lex and I had devised a plan on how she would help me get to a safe location to change into wolf form shortly after we landed.

But this new delay, staying in the air until after the sun set, that would not go over well.

I don’t think that this airline was prepared to deal with any sort of wolves on a plane scenario.

I opened my eyes, just as the pilot was coming on the PA system to announce this update to the passengers.

Lex woke as the pilot made his announcement.

“What do I do now?” I asked Lex, when he finished sharing the delay that would mean landing after nightfall. “Lock myself in the restroom?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

“Oh,” I said, feeling the tingling and ringing sensation in my head, the aura that I knew meant the change was about to happen, coming over me. “It’s happening now. It’s happening early.”

“The altitude must be causing an altered reaction,” she whispered.

I looked down at my hand, the one Lex was clasping, and watched incredulously as tufts of fur grew out of the back of it. Simultaneously, I felt the tautness of my arm muscles stiffen and jerk.

I had never been conscious of the change into wolf form before; I had always blacked out and never experienced it happening.

This was different.

Lex and I stared at my hands as my fingers retracted and the bones of my hands compressed.

It was excruciating, and I let out a squeal of pain.

What the hell was happening? Why was I experiencing the change consciously? With the pain I was feeling this early in the process, was it even possible for me to maintain sanity while it was happening? 

There’s no way a person could remain of sound mind experiencing this intensity of anguish.

I looked into Lex’s eyes, tried to tell her I loved her, but my lips no longer worked. My face was distorting as my jaw started to elongate.

She didn’t look horrified about the creature I was turning into; she appeared empathetic; and the scent rolling off her was of love, compassion, and concern for my well-being.

“It’s okay, Kal. I’m here. I’ve got you. We’ve got this.”

Her words were soothing, and I focused on them as the pain in my body and my entire head intensified. She started calling me Kal that first night at the bar where we’d met. Her full name was Alexandria, but she preferred to go by Lex. So instead of calling me Michael, she nicknamed me Kal. It was short for Michael as well as for Kal-El, the name Superman had been given at birth. It was our little inside joke of Kal and Lex being partners. 

I closed my eyes, prayed that Lex would be okay in dealing with the bizarre repercussions of her travel companion morphing into a wolf in the middle of a flight. And all without the help of Samuel L. Jackson.

Suddenly, the pain retreated.

The aura, the tingling, the crushing pain in my bones, all faded away. I looked back down at my one hand that had been morphing into a paw and saw it was reforming back to its normal size and shape. The tufts of fur had returned to regular dark human hair on the back of my hand.

I moved my jaw as I tried to speak.

“It’s... not happening,” I said. “I’m not changing.”

“Thank God,” she said.

“No,” I said, realizing what was happening. “Thank you, Lex.”

“What do you mean?”

I thought back to the odd things I’d witnessed her doing that led us to believe she had a bad luck curse. How, when she was conscious, my paranormal senses didn’t work around her.

She didn’t just possess a good luck charm aura that protected her from harm. She also could completely neutralize magic and the supernatural.

Lex herself was the charm to the curse I had been living with for years.

When I was with her, I could be one hundred percent human and normal.

All the time.

No more nocturnal escapades in canine form.

Talk about an amazing new chapter in my life.

“It’s you, your charm,” I said. “It isn’t just reducing the side effects of my enhanced wolf powers as a human. It’s working to allow me to maintain my full humanity.

“It’s you, Lex. You’re giving me a new lease on life.”

I paused and grinned at her as the horrible pun came to me.

“Or maybe I should say a new Lex on life.”

She groaned.

“Why don’t you just stick to writing mystery thrillers and leave the comedy to the professionals?”

“Lex my love,” I said. “I’m going to do more than that. I’m going to leave the comedy, and the heroics, to the professionals.”

She squeezed my hand and I lost myself in her beautiful eyes as the Rush song I’d been thinking about on my flight to LA just a few weeks earlier came back to me.

Fly by Night.

“Change my life again, indeed.” I whispered.

“Change our lives again,” she replied, and kissed me.

The plane remained in the air, circling the city I had fallen in love with years ago, for another hour and a half. Lex and I held hands as we looked out the plane window together.

Her face beamed so magnificently as she marvelled at the view of The Statue of Liberty from the air.

“Oh Kal,” she said. “It’s spectacular.”

“It sure is,” I said, realizing how much I missed seeing that beautiful sculpture, not that I’d seen it from the air very often. I realized that being with Lex was going to give me a whole new perspective.

Lady Liberty, like Lex, was a glowing beacon of light in the midst of the dark water. The flood lights lit her from below, and her torch gave off its own light. But there was an additional light hitting her from above.

The moon.

I tilted my head to look up and see the almost full orb in the sky and realized how long it had been since I’d been able to look at a full or mostly full moon; well, at least in this human form, with a consciousness I could remember.

Lex squeezed my hand.

“You haven’t seen that in a while, have you?”

“No,” I said. “I haven’t seen a full moon in years. I’ve never seen a full moon over New York City. And there’s nobody I’d rather share that experience with than you.”

I turned to see her looking not at the moon, but at me. Her face was beaming, so filled with unadulterated joy at watching my reaction to seeing the moon. I had no special heightened sensory input on what she was feeling; no scent, no heartbeat indicators.

But I didn’t need any of that.

I could see it in her eyes. I could feel it in the way she squeezed my hand.

“This is one of so many amazing things you bring to my life. I love you, Lex.”

“I love you, Kal.”

That heightened mutual passion continued to grow as we sat there silently, holding one other's hands and staring out the window.

It remained as the plane landed and we disembarked along with the other passengers, keeping our hands clasped tightly almost the entire time.

Now that I’d found her, I didn’t want to let go.

We made our way, in that same fashion, through the terminal within the flow of the crowd, a part of them, and yet uniquely alone together, on our way to the baggage claim area.

The pounding of passion in my chest for Lex seemed to grow exponentially with each new beat of my heart. Here we were, starting a new life together, in my city. She knew who I was, what I was, and she not only loved me, but her proximity allowed me to live a normal life.

Just when I thought my burning and throbbing heart might burn a hole through my chest, I was hit with what felt like a jolt of cold water.

As we were standing in a tight crowd of people gathered around the luggage carousel, I looked up and recognized a stunning brunette woman hustling in our direction from across the room. From over thirty feet away, I could make out the mixture of tension, concern, and confusion in her beautiful green eyes.

And I knew exactly what she’d been worried about.

She not only knew I was a werewolf, but she was familiar with the cycles that affected me. And it was more than an hour after sundown on the night of a near-full moon.

What the heck was Gail doing here?
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Chapter One: An Awkward Terminal Encounter
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“Gail!” I said as she got within a few feet of us, my voice cracking as it came out much louder than I had intended. “What are you doing here?”

Gail tapped the back of her left wrist, the universal gesture for indicating the time, while rolling her eyes up as if looking at the night sky.

“More like: What the heck are YOU doing here, Andrews? I would have expected to see your, er, companion at this late hour.”

“Well,” I said. “It’s a...it’s a long story.”

She shook her head. “I...don’t understand. But it’s so good to see you.” She stepped forward, her arms open, coming in for an enormous hug.

I started to move in response to the incoming hug, and Lex squeezed my hand, a subtle reminder to me that she was here.

Coming out of her shock and confusion, Gail seemed to notice Lex for the first time—in particular, the fact we were holding hands—and slowed in her forward hug approach, her face twisting into a deeper mode of confusion.

I let go of Lex’s hand and gave Gail a quick cursory hug—the way one might try to gently embrace a porcupine, more of an ‘air hug’ than anything—then stepped back and placed one hand on Lex’s left shoulder and the other on the middle of her arm.

“Gail, this is Lex. Lex, this is my friend Gail.”

I worried if I had placed too much emphasis on the word friend in that statement. But of course, Lex knew exactly who and what Gail was to me. I had explained the details of our past relationship and longer-term friendship to her.

“Gail,” Lex said, stepping closer to Gail and embracing her in a quick hug—this one a genuine and warm embrace, unlike the pathetic excuse of a hug I’d given—before stepping back again and reaching down to take my hand once more. “Kal has told me so much about you.”

“Kal?”

“Sorry,” Lex laughed nervously. “It’s my pet name for Michael.”

Gail was quiet as she looked down at our clasped hands. A moment later, she responded.

“It’s nice to meet you, Lex. I assume Lex is short for...?”

“Alexandria. But you can make plenty of different names from those five syllables. I’ve gone by many different names spun off of my full name.”

The three of us stood in silence for a moment.

“So,” Gail said. “I, uh, rented a car to come pick you up. I had expected you might need to...er...get out of here rather quickly because of...what day it is.”

“Lex knows about what you’re referring to,” I said.

“Oh.”

There was another long pause.

“I see our bags,” Lex said. “I’ll go grab them. It’ll give you two a chance to catch up.” She shoved her way through the crowd toward the luggage carousel.

“I told her about my...er...affliction. She knows.”

“I see.” She was quiet for a few seconds. “But I don’t understand why you’re not currently in your alternate form. It’s well after sundown. I was expecting to see a bit more fur, you know?

“What’s going on, Michael?”

“Long story. But, ultimately, meeting Lex has been good for me. Really good for me. On many fronts. One of them is this unexpected effect she has on my canine nature.” I paused to glance at the people around us. I couldn’t pick up on scents or heartbeats or any of those indicators I’d normally have that would show if anyone was attending to our conversation. But there were too many ears close by for me to properly explain the details.

“So, you told her about it?”

“Yeah.”

“After just meeting her?”

Gail knew I was a werewolf. But I hadn’t actually told her. She had figured it out on her own after putting several things together, including me constantly having some excuse to be unavailable after dark during the cycle of the full moon. It made sense. I met her several years ago when I was doing research for a novel involving black magic. She owns an occult shop in the East Village and is an expert on understanding paranormal phenomena. So, if anyone could put together the pieces of why I was behaving so strangely during a particular cycle of the month, and a few other side effects I might have let show, it would have been Gail.

“Yeah,” I said. “She also has experience with people with...uh...special talents. Including one of her own. Her affliction is very compatible with what I have. Somehow, she neutralizes my abilities. Her presence prevents my alternate self from appearing. I don’t know how, but I’m rather pleased with it.”

While I wasn’t great at reading people without my heightened senses, I could tell Gail was intrigued and wanted to learn more. As far as I knew, I was the only paranormal person Gail had encountered. Well, apart from that other werewolf we had both met a few years back, that shock-rock bad boy, Knell.

“Lex and I will explain it to you once we get to the car and away from this crowd.”

“Okay,” Gail said, just as Lex was making her way back with our bags.

“Thanks, Love,” I said, leaning down to kiss Lex as Lex stepped up beside me, taking my bag.

“The car is this way,” Gail said, turning on one heel and briskly walking away as she spoke.

I moved to follow her, but Lex pulled down on my arm, holding me back.

“Why’d you do that?” Lex whispered.

“Do what?”

“Call me Love and kiss me.”

“Because I love you, and you’re hot?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I know. But why in front of Gail? She’s still into you. That was a cruel thing to do.”

I had to suppress a laugh.

“No, she’s not. There’s nothing between Gail and me. I told you, she made that very clear before I left for LA.”

Lex shook her head, sighing. She muttered something under her breath. It might have been “Men!” but without my supernaturally enhanced hearing, I couldn’t pick it up.

“Oh no, there is something between you. And that’s very clear to me. Like the way she was glaring daggers at me when she saw we were holding hands. How can you not see that? Are you sure she dumped you and it wasn’t the other way around?”

“Yeah. One hundred percent. I was moping around Los Angeles, drowning my sorrows by eating ice cream out of the tub, playing Phil Collins and Alicia Witt records, and getting drunk with strangers and sexy blonde women in bars, remember?”

“Oh, I do remember that,” she laughed. “And the fact you said you were ‘mostly single.’”

“I explained that. It was my awkwardness in the moment. After years of pining after Gail, and knowing that, despite her telling me it would never happen, my senses were telling me she was still in love with me. So I’d still been feeling like I was committed, connected. I’m not good at navigating these things.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” she giggled. “And I may not have the enhanced wolf senses you had, but it’s very obvious that woman is head over heels in love with you. It’s screaming from her every pore.”

Gail was still motoring her way, well ahead of us, through the crowd.

“We’re losing her,” I said. “C’mon. Let’s pick up the pace.” Following someone through a crowd by scent wouldn’t have been an issue for me in the past. But with my senses muted in Lex’s presence, we had to rely on keeping Gail within visual range. “We’ll discuss this later, okay?”

“Oh yeah, we most certainly will.”
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Chapter Two: Taking for Granted You’re Always There, You Just Don’t Care
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The ride from Newark back into Manhattan was one of the most uncomfortable forty minutes of my life.

Gail had rented a four-door Kia Forte to surprise me at the airport. She’d known what day I had been planning on returning. And likely through my agent, Mack, or his assistant Anne, must have learned that my return flight had been delayed by a day. Anne had made those arrangements when I’d asked if she could find a seat beside me for Lex to return to New York.

So why hadn’t Anne told Gail I’d be accompanied by a girlfriend I’d made while in LA?

Before I left New York, Anne had counselled me about the need for Gail and me to be apart. She’d offered advice in line with the if you love something, set it free school of thought. I knew Anne was in my corner and wanted to see Gail and me back together.

But she hadn’t mentioned Lex to Gail. Obviously.

And Gail, knowing my lycanthropic nature, realized what day it was, and the cycle of the moon. When she saw the flight delays on my return flight, she must have panicked, realizing what time the delayed flight was expected to arrive.

Which led her to the last-minute renting of a car to surprise me at the airport and whisk me out of there so I would be away from prying eyes when I turned into a wolf.

Gail had been with me for the transformation to a wolf and back to human several times over the years. And even within a closed space. My wolf form apparently recognized our special kinship and knew her, despite me having no human consciousness and all save for the briefest few snippets of memory as a wolf.

Meeting me at the airport in this way was something a dear friend would do without thinking about it.

But Lex said Gail was still into me, and that it was obvious.

Apparently, a woman’s intuition is on par with a wolf’s enhanced senses or something, because I didn’t see that at all.

I sat in the back seat and listened to Lex explain a ten-thousand-foot view version of meeting and befriending me and how we discovered, quite accidentally, that she had this nullifying effect on my wolf-enhanced powers and my lycanthropic curse. She left out any of the romantic or falling-in-love aspects of the story. Lex also shared some of the background about the alt-right white supremist hate-group the Proud Fighters for America. She shared how her best friend had gotten involved in the group without revealing just how deeply she ended up inserting herself into their ranks in an attempt to get her friend out. It was just enough to let Gail know they had expelled her from the group because they found out she was half-black and that the ritual they’d performed to give her enhanced abilities seemed to have failed. Only, of course, Lex and I learned, it was just that her abilities weren’t easily evident; or perhaps they developed more slowly, and over time.

Despite the awkward tension since Gail had met us at the terminal, it was an interesting and odd experience to sit back and listen to the two women talking in the front seat. Their voices seemed polite and courteous. They seemed to get along smashingly.

I thought about that.

Less than a month ago, all I had wanted was a way for Gail and me to be together again, like we had been, in that short-term relationship when we’d first met. Though it had only lasted for a couple of months, it had been the highlight relationship of my life. We had been good friends for years, much longer than our limited time together as a couple. But I’d never stopped yearning for Gail.

Not until my agent had forced me to go on this work trip to Hollywood, and I’d met Lex at that bar.

Lex seemed to have come around at exactly the right time for me. And apparently, I’d been there at the right time for her.

So there I was, sitting in the back seat listening to the only two women I’d ever loved, and two of only three people in the world who knew about the cursed blood running through my veins, chatting comfortably with one another.

I still had feelings for Gail, of course. Although I turned into a beast during a full moon, I wasn’t a monster. And I’d likely always have feelings for her, always care about her. I had already become used to pushing back on any feelings other than the platonic relationship we had cultivated over the past several years.

My heart, and my passion, were with Lex. We had connected in the most intimate way with one another, and she brought new things to my life that I never thought I would have.

That part of my own feelings was clear to me.

But Lex said she could clearly see Gail was still obviously in love with me?

I thought back to the number of times Gail had called and texted me when I was in Los Angeles. She’d texted and called more often in this last month than in the past several years, come to think of it. And I’d been busy pursuing Lex, so ignored half of her texts and only sent back token and polite responses.

I pulled my phone out of my back pocket, wanting to review those texts. That’s when I realized I’d left my phone in airplane mode. I toggled it back to regular mode, and a handful of notifications of voice mail and texts popped up.

I brought up the text icon.

There were four unread messages. All from Gail.

Based on the time showing, the first one had been sent just as we’d been boarding the plane and I had switched the phone over to airplane mode. Being a model airline passenger, I was in the habit of switching my phone to airplane mode the moment I boarded. Don’t laugh at me. It helps ease my flight anxiety by knowing there was one less mobile device potentially interfering with whatever function of the airplane it might unintentionally mess with—or whatever reason they made us shut them off.

Hey, Andrews. I see they pushed your flight back to today. I got us tickets for the opening of Spider-Man in a few days. See you in a few hours.

The next text had come in a few hours later.

I see they delayed your flight multiple times. It’s going to be close. But don’t panic. I’ve got your back. I’ll figure something out.

The following text was about twenty minutes later.

I’ve rented a car to meet you at Newark. There’s a nearby park I can whisk you off to for the change. We got this.

The last one had come in at 8:25 PM, just minutes before the sun was about to set.

I don’t know what to do. You’re still in the air. I know it’s about to happen. I’m so sorry. I love you, Andrews. Please know that I never stopped loving you. And I realized I want to try again. I want to try US again.

I put the phone down and looked up at the back of Gail’s head.

Okay, then.

That was awkward.

Gail had assumed, rightfully so, that I would turn into a wolf while in the air. Who knows what sort of mayhem might have happened? A wolf on board would have led to ridiculous panic. Even if I’d locked myself in the restroom for the change, there’d be no escaping being found out. And if there had been a Federal Air Marshall on board, chances are, I’d be shot dead.

Or, if not, I’d be captured, imprisoned, locked away for private study in some Area-51 type of facility.

I chewed on what she thought would be her last words to me.

She never stopped loving me.

I knew that. Not just with my wolfish senses. But she’d admitted it to me, the week before I’d left New York for Hollywood. She’d admitted that love but said she couldn’t be in a relationship with me, or potentially anyone else.

Had that changed?

How? And why?

Gail’s eyes in the rear-view mirror locked onto mine. She had seen me checking my phone; had likely realized I was finally looking at those messages that came in when I was in the air.

I wasn’t quite sure what the look on her face was, but if I didn’t know any better, I’d swear it was a look of hurt. I’d grown used to being able to detect emotions via scent and the sound of a person’s heartbeat. This time I didn’t have that.

But there was a moistness in her eyes I recognized, despite only having seen it a few select times. Gail rarely cried. In all the years I’d known her, and despite living through incredible struggles or when sharing painful personal memories, I could count how many times I’d seen her tear up on one hand and still have a few uncounted digits left.

So, to see her eyes mist up like that was a dagger to my heart.

I was the cause of this pain.

And I hated myself for it.

In particular, I hated how I was causing this pain just by being the happiest I had been in years; thanks to what I’d found with Lex.

In the front seat, Gail and Lex continued their pleasant exchange of small talk. It sounded like a normal exchange between two people who had just met and shared a common friend. But even I recognized the small talk as being filled with a layer of discomfort, unease, and tension.

Lex, of course, confirmed that for me after Gail had dropped us off.

––––––––
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Gail let us both off in front of the Algonquin Hotel in mid-town, where I lived. It was a quick exchange of thank-you and goodnight as we collected our bags from the trunk and moved inside.

Paul, the doorman who had been working here for a long time, greeted us, offering to help take the bags off our hands.

“Good evening, Mister Andrews. How was your stay in LA?”

“Hey, Paul. Good to see you. And thanks for asking. It was pretty good.”

He smiled, taking a quick glance over at Lex, and then slipped me a surreptitious wink. “Looks like it was.”

“Paul, I’d like you to meet Lex, my, ah...” okay, so we hadn’t defined what we were calling one another.

“Girlfriend,” Lex said, stepping forward and putting out her hand. “Pleased to meet you, Paul.”

“Likewise, Ms...?” Paul said.

“Jones. Alexandria Jones. But I’m not into formalities. Please call me Lex.”

I laughed. “I’ve been trying to get Paul to call me Michael for the better part of ten years. And nothing I’ve tried works.”

“Force of habit, I’m afraid,“ Paul grinned. “I come from a stubborn lot. I like to stick to familiar patterns.”

“You certainly do, Paul. But speaking of patterns, you normally work the morning shift. Why are you here in the evening?”

“Bruce had a death in the family. I’m covering for him while he’s out of town.” He glanced at his watch. “I’m off in about fifteen minutes or so when Ryan gets here at 10. But I’ll be back at 7.”

“Sorry to hear about Bruce.”

“It was an aunt. They weren’t close. More of a family obligation thing for him. He’ll be back on Thursday.”

“And you’ll be back here in the early morning. Not much of a break.”

“It keeps me on my toes,” Paul smiled. “Speaking of which, I’ll see you then too, won’t I?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” Paul pointed up to the sky at the more than three-quarters full moon. “It’s the right phase of a full moon for you, isn’t it?”

Lex looked at me, her eyes wide and her mouth forming a large “O.” He knows? she mouthed.

It was exactly what I’d been thinking too.

How could Paul know about my affliction?
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Chapter Three: Separation Anxiety
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“I’m familiar with your monthly ritual,” Paul said.

It felt like my heart had gotten caught in my lower throat.

“Sorry, Paul, what do you mean by my ritual?”

“Your early morning writing strolls, where you go for a long walk with one of your characters. It has become obvious to me, over the years, that you only take these strolls during a specific phase of the moon.”

I stared at him silently, relief pouring over me. 

“There’s something to the way the moon’s gravitational pull affects the human brain,” he continued. “I figured, based on your consistent pattern of early morning walks over the years, that you either write best, or perhaps have those long walks with characters during the full moon.”

“Interesting,” I said. “I didn’t realize you’d noticed.”

“Oh, I notice a lot of things working the front of this hotel. Mr. Andrews,” Paul smiled.

“So you do, Paul. So you do.

“Of course, considering how exhausted we are from this travel—we sat on the plane on the tarmac in LA for almost longer than the flight was—I might just be sitting tomorrow morning’s early constitutional out.”

“Well then, there’s a first for everything. Are you sure I can’t help you with your luggage?”

“No, Paul, we’re fine. But thanks, my friend.”

We went inside, and I had the pleasure of seeing Lex’s reaction to this classic hotel associated with literary history. Matilda the cat wasn’t around, but I was looking forward to introducing Lex to her.

“I’m famished,” I said to Lex as we walked past the Lobby Lounge where groups of people were having drinks and enjoying appetizers. “But let’s enjoy this amazing lounge when we’re less exhausted.”

“How about I order us some classic New York pizza? It’s not exotic like the salmon pizza we had in Venice Beach, but it’s a unique experience, unlike any other.”

“I’m game,” Lex grinned as we walked towards the elevators. “But first things first. I really have to pee. I should have gone when we landed. But I don’t think I can hold it until we get upstairs.”

She handed me her bag and hustled over to the lobby restrooms.

I stood there, holding our bags and thinking about how different it had been the last time I’d been hanging out in this lobby.

It was on the evening of the last night of my previous werewolf cycle. I hadn’t turned into a wolf, despite the moon being at 84% that evening. It was rare, but it did occasionally happen. Who really knows how this body chemistry is supposed to work, anyway? It’s not like I could check in with my doctor about it.

But, I had expected to be turning into a wolf that night, which was the night before I’d headed off to Los Angeles for my nearly month-long trip.

Only it never happened. I ended up spending much of the evening in this lobby with my laptop and riffing off observing the couples at the other tables around me for an exercise in free writing; inspired by the stories I imagined coming from them.

When I got to LA, my enhanced senses continued with their odd coming and going. It had partially been the effect of the volume of alcohol I’d had. But later, I’d realized it was a side effect of being close to Lex.

Little did I know, the last time I’d spent time in this lobby, that I wouldn’t be returning back to wolf form. That curse was finally behind me. So long as I was with Lex.

As I stood on that spot reflecting on the events of the past many weeks, I wondered what was taking Lex so long. It had been going on five minutes since she’d slipped into the bathroom.

And that’s when something odd happened.

I was picking up snippets of the conversation from several of the couples well across the lobby. The scents of the room, and the people inside were coming to me. I could even detect the scent path of the last time Matilda had walked past this area. Her unique odor had passed right through here less than an hour ago, according to what my senses were telling me.

Then a strong tingling and ringing sensation started buzzing in my head, followed by an intense ache that shot through my bones.

Oh no.

It was happening.

I was turning into a wolf.

I dropped the bags and shuffled over in the direction of the restrooms. Lex’s scent was a magnet pulling me forward. Hearing her heartbeat and the sound of water from the taps running from inside the ladies’ room, I moved closer, needing proximity to Lex to prevent this lycanthropic change from coming over me. I opened my mouth to call out to her but found myself unable to do more than grunt. My vocal cords were already starting to morph in my throat.

As I got to the restroom door, my legs seized up, as if the bone structure was shifting, and it was difficult to move my legs the way I wanted them too. I hobbled forward, and the pain screamed through my back as I hunched forward.

In that position, I could see the fur on the back of my hands start to grow; excruciating pain fired through my fingers as they twisted like I was overcome with terrible arthritis.

I collapsed to my right against the women’s room door and fell inside as it opened, spilling onto the floor in the doorway.

“Kal!” Lex called, followed shortly after by the feel of her hands on the backs of my shoulders. 

The pulses of pain echoed through my entire body as she whispered gently to me. “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

The rhythmic pain lingered, not getting worse, not getting any better.

She continued whispering assurances to me, and slowly the throbbing pain in my bones and the ringing in my head lessened.

“Is he okay?” I heard a man say. I didn’t recognize his voice or scent.

“Yeah,” Lex said. “He’s okay. He’ll be fine.”

I turned my head, able to move again, like a normal human, and saw a waiter from the Lobby Lounge standing in the hallway.

“Does he need an ambulance?”

“No, it’s just low blood sugar. I’ll get him back up to our room and he’ll be fine.”

Lex helped me get back to my feet. My heightened senses receded, but I was still feeling rather dizzy.

“Thank you,” I said to the waiter. “I’m fine. But that’s the last time I try sticking to that damned Keto diet. Too many unexpected side-effects.”

Assured I was okay, the waiter went back into the lounge area.

I was returning to full normal human again, and we moved back toward the elevator and our bags. Lex hit the button to call the elevator, and we stood together in silence waiting for the door to open.

After we stepped into the elevator and I hit the button for my floor number, the doors closed.

“Well, that was certainly scary,” I said.

“No kidding.”

“I suppose we’ll just have to stay as close as possible.”

“I think that can be arranged.”

“Then I’m in,” I said, dropping my bag and sliding closer to Lex, placing my hand on the small of her back.

“Speaking of in,” she said, sliding up against me. “It’s been almost twelve hours since I’ve had you inside of me.”

“I think that can be arranged,” I grinned. 

We wrapped ourselves in one another’s arms in the manner that had become so natural to us recently and we kissed passionately, staying in that tight embrace until we reached our floor.

With one arm still wrapped around one another, and the other holding our bags, we moved down the hall until we got to my room. I had to temporarily let go of her while retrieving the key from my pocket and opening the door.

But once we were inside, and the door was closed we dropped our bags and were back in that tight embrace.

We desperately tore off one another’s clothes and made love standing just inside the closed door of my room.



Wednesday, July 5, 2017
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Interlude—Wolf Night—One 
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The wolf woke with a start, at once aware it was in a closed area and covered with an inorganic material.

The smell of the enclosed space was familiar. The wolf knew this room, both by the scent of it, and the sounds of the traffic outside muffled by the walls.

There was a human inches away. A female human. She had a somewhat familiar scent, but different from the two other female humans the wolf knew and trusted.

She was sleeping—that was easy enough to tell by the rhythmic and gentle sound of her breathing and movement of her chest. Her eyes were closed.

It passed its snout close along her body and took in more of her scent. Instinctively, it felt this female could also be trusted. And, though this female human was new and unknown, there was something unique in her smell. A subtle undertone, perhaps, not unlike the undertone of the female the wolf had encountered repeatedly, and many times in this same setting.

A painful throb that started in the wolf’s head and that cascaded through its very bones caused it to shudder. It stood and shook the light sheet off its back, then leapt off the structure it had been laying on with the female human and paced about the room.

The act of moving about reminded it of the burning desire inside to run, to race, to hunt in an unencumbered open landscape.

It needed that. Desperately.

It could, at times, remain restrained in this environment. But the wolf knew that part of the throbbing sensation in its head and entire being was related to being prevented from that freedom.

The female human could navigate the structures of this prison with its upper appendages.

She could help it get free of this limiting enclosure.

It leapt back onto the bed and gently licked the side of the woman’s face. She tasted familiar, though the wolf had no memory of having previously licked this woman. Her breathing changed as she was coming back to consciousness. The wolf then nuzzled up against her, pushing against her to further wake her up.

She awoke and gave off an immediate bolt of shock and fear.

The wolf whined at her, eager to show it would not harm her.

“Kal?” the woman said, and her fearful scent dissolved into warmth, love, and compassion. “Oh my god. Kal. You’re magnificent. Beautiful.”

The noises the human female was making were unrecognizable but the feelings that came with them were familiar. This human female loved the wolf. Just like that other one who the wolf had encountered in this same space on numerous occasions.

Could that be the familiarity of part of her odor? No, it wasn’t the emotion, it was something deeper, not about a feeling, something underlying that it couldn’t figure out.

But the important thing was, this human female was a trusted and safe companion, like the other one had been. It
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