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  Prologue


  Ahmed fidgeted as the black flies sucked at the corners of his mouth and eyes. I placed a stilling hand on his arm, as we crouched low in the brush-choked wadi. Our guide and my five-man team were almost invisible. Quick movements like brushing at a fly could catch the eye of our quarry.


  He looked furtively up and down the loose line of my soldiers in their mismatched desert cammo bottoms; web vests jammed with ammo and gear over light Kevlar vests. Dark plastic Pro-tec hockey helmets and matching kneepads, earpieces and voice activated flex mikes. And no two soldiers were armed the same.


  My M4 carbine had a soda can-sized silencer and I carried a forty-five caliber Heckler and Koch M23 in a shoulder holster. A cold steel Bowie knife and grenades completed my personal armamentarium.


  On the other side of our guide knelt my ops NCO, ‘Granddad.’ He carried an old 7.62 mm M14 rifle, with a 9mm Beretta on his hip. I always thought it funny he carried the big bore rifle for its stopping power and then kept a plincker like the Beretta.


  The dry grass trembled in the slight breeze as I said, “Ahmed, we’ll go in after the vehicles leave.”


  The War on Terror had led us to this dry little patch of Somali countryside to wait. I had many similar opportunities to exercise patience, knowing it would be followed by a brief episode of violent action. I thought about that as I waited beside the compound of another suspected al Qaeda affiliate, this one named Samantar Afrah.


  His walled compound had an open central courtyard, with a large, whitewashed cinder block building in the front. The big building was flanked by a cluster of smaller mud-brick and tin sheds—all covered in the ubiquitous ochre dust of East Africa.


  Afrah had been described more as an arms broker than a terrorist during the morning’s intelligence summary. He reportedly viewed himself as a businessman, but with a large cache of weapons. These he sold or rented out to the various clan chiefs, terrorists, or whoever could pay his butcher’s bill. They would, in turn, employ them against his other customers. Business was good.


  Getting intelligence on the man was easy. The locals didn’t like him. He extorted, bullied, and stole. He didn’t have his own territory, but picked at the fringes of the stronger clan chiefs. We thought that he had earned his nickname, Waraabe, which means hyena, because of the tactics he employed. I would find out later that there was a different reason.


  The shambles stood a few dozen meters from the road that led from Mogadishu, the arguable capital of the country. We watched unseen as Afrah’s mercenaries loaded the trucks and prepared to leave. Afrah would remain behind with a smaller force that we would neutralize. This was meant to be a simple snatch and grab, and then off to Guantonimo with him. I slowly patted the kid again to keep him still and reassure him.


  Ahmed didn’t look reassured. “Waraabe is of the Bouda,” the thin young man said earnestly. He clutched his Maadi, an Egyptian-made AK-style rifle, to his chest like it was a stuffed animal.


  “Tribe?” Bouda didn’t mean anything to me then. It would later, but then it was just another name. Isaaq, Hawiye, Habr Gidr. Men with more similarities than differences that each found excuses to kill one another.


  “No. Reer Bouda. Gelid of the Waraabe to Afrah,” he said. He was trying to make a point but I didn’t get it. “When no longer the sun shines, he will be most danger.”


  I was looking forward to the sun no longer shining. My team brought night vision devices, called NOD’s. Special Forces owned the night.


  “Rogue-six, Bear, over,” CW2 ‘Bear’ Barron’s voice, said in my ear. The team XO had the other half of the twelve-man team hidden in an over-watch position across the road.


  “Bear, this is Rogue-six, go ahead,” I whispered back. I slowly wiped a trickle of sweat from the side of my nose.


  “John, gates opened; looks like they’re saddling up.” From the compound I heard a cacophony of diesel engines turn over and then catch.


  “Roger, Bear.” No one moved.


  The convoy rumbled out onto the bridge that crossed our wadi. Old Soviet trucks and mismatched equipment. The mercenaries chattered excitedly with feet hanging out over the vehicles’ sides like they were going to a picnic.


  “I mark zero. We go at zero plus five mikes,” I whispered. All of the highly choreographed events were timed in minutes, mikes, from the zero mark I made.


  The last man checked his watch, raised a thumb, and the signal was passed up the chain, until it got to Granddad who modified it to a middle finger. He stood to a low crouch with two others and peeled out of the line.


  Razor alerted the JOC on a handheld High Freq radio. He and Justin stayed with me. Razor was a seasoned professional, but Justin was new to my team and this was his first operational assignment after the Q Course. I wanted to keep an eye on him.


  “Rogue-six, Bear again, over.”


  “Go ahead, Bear,” I said.


  “Be advised, our Sammy here says the locals are hopped on khat.”


  Khat was a weed that these people chewed like folks back home would chew Tobacco. But unlike tobacco, it was an amphetamine and made the locals skittish, until they crashed.


  “Roger, we go in three,” I said. I leaned toward Ahmed and reminded him of the plan.


  As I turned to go, he grabbed my camouflage-smeared forearm, pointed to the sun and repeated his warnings about Afrah. “He is of great danger.”


  I nodded and left him there.


  The six-foot-high wall around the compound was made of a mix of rough mud-bricks and rusted tin siding. It was the same sort of construction found in most third world shantytowns.


  I grabbed the edge of the sun-warmed bricks and pulled myself up high enough to look over. Three men in the open, a half dozen skinny chickens and a new White Toyota Land Cruiser. That was Afrah’s ride. The place smelled sour, overlaid with pungent diesel fumes.


  I slid back down and hand-signaled the scene. I could see Granddad and his boys at the far end, in the shadows left by the setting sun.


  We silently slid low over the wall and crept between rusted oil drums and refuse. Our three shots made a muffled flash and crack. Three simultaneous thumps into the chests dropped the exposed mercenaries. A slight breeze mixed the first whiff of cordite with the diesel fumes.


  “Bear, Rogue-six. Inside the compound, three down,” I said into the mike.


  A skinny young Somali, casually carrying an AK, rounded the corner of a shed. He saw me and stopped short. Razor dropped him and flashed me a smile, white teeth contrasting with his cammo-smeared face. Justin was all business, keeping vigilant watch.


  We crept around the shed and saw another small cluster of Somalis chattering anxiously. They looked young and held their weapons with no thought of where they were pointed. The sound of the brass bullet casings bouncing off the gravel made as much noise as the shots. More cordite to add to the diesel fumes. The chickens clucked excitedly as they scattered.


  We crept to the large central building and saw Granddad’s half of the team doing the same. I gave a thumbs-up. He gave me the bird.


  In operations of this nature speed was your best ally. Shock them, gain and maintain the initiative, and keep the momentum. So far everything had gone exactly as planned.


  We posted at our pre-assigned windows and tossed in the flash-bang grenades. Two, three, four. Boom. The grenades created a concussive wave. The force and light would incapacitate those inside. Razor kicked in the side door. He and I went through, weapons at the ready. Justin stayed outside, protecting the rear.


  We entered into a large, dimly lit and cluttered room. The Sammies staggered to the walls but none looked like the stocky Afrah. Granddad and Valentine came in through the other door. We made eye contact as one of the Somali’s raised a weapon.


  The Sammie started to fire before he aimed, and the rounds bounced off the concrete floor. He continued to raise the rifle toward me, spitting out a dozen or so 5.54mm rounds at 900 meters per second. I snapped off two rounds, one in the solar plexus, the second in his throat, and blunted his enthusiasm.


  The other Sammies started to recover. There was a brief instant in which they tried to decide if they should fight. I screamed in Somali for them to drop their weapons. They were hired kids and there was no need for them to die. That seemed enough to tip the balance and weapons dropped as hands were raised.


  “Justin, inside.” He heard and obeyed. “Cuff them, keep watch.”


  We went through the building like ghosts. We popped a few more hostiles before we found Afrah standing expectantly in a back room. Caramel complexioned with short dreadlocks, he was the heavily muscled, middle-aged East African from the briefing photo. The photo didn’t prepare me for his pungent body odor though. He was unarmed and unimpressed when apprehended, watching the sunset through a west-facing window.


  “Ah, Americans. Have you come to die?” he asked. He was standing there with two dead bodyguards at his feet and it seemed like either melodramatic bravado or a bad cliché. While Granddad pressed his old M14 to the back of Afrah’s head, Valentine zipped the flex-cuffs on.


  “Yeah, looks that way,” I said.


  “If you leave now, I can forgive this insult. I wish no trouble with the Americans.”


  I smiled slightly at his confidence but shook my head.


  “You do not comprehend your danger.” He smiled broadly, his teeth were yellow-brown chicklets with wide gaps between them.


  And then the strangest thing happened; one of those ugly teeth fell out onto the floor. Then another.


  No. Not actually falling, the teeth were pushed out by thick yellow fangs erupting from the gums. His short dreadlocks fell out in small patches as pale brown hair grew out of his flesh.


  He moaned and doubled over, dropping to the ground. Pulling his arms forward, the plastic cuffs snapped. Granddad stood frozen. Valentine leaned in to help and then stopped, his expression unsure.


  “What the hell?” Justin yelled. “Captain Rogers?” His pitch changed as he watched the scene.


  Cracking sounds came from inside Afrah. His distorted body tore through the olive drab shirt.


  “Calm down,” I snapped. I had no idea what was happening either.


  Afrah’s face stretched out as he flexed and snapped and writhed on the floor. An anguished guttural moan escaped the thrashing mess.


  “Kill it!” Justin yelled.


  With his M-14 at the ready, Granddad demanded. “John, what’s going on?”


  In less than a minute Afrah had gone from an unremarkable clan chief to what appeared to be a hyena. The sound of its gasping breath filled the room.


  The beast stopped moving and looked up. When his brown eyes met mine they glowed with intelligence. They weren’t the dull eyes of a vicious animal.


  And then everything was a blur.


  The hyena ducked under Granddad’s rifle and knocked him aside.


  Valentine leveled his carbine and popped three rounds at the monster. None hit before his throat was ripped out.


  I flicked the selector switch from semi to auto and sent every bullet left in my thirty-round magazine at the monster. I don’t think a single round hit. I pushed down the shock and compartmentalized my emotions. I had a job to do.


  Beside me, Razor and Justin opened fire while I slapped in a fresh magazine. Razor went down before I chambered the first round.


  Small red snicks appeared in its hide as a few of my little 5.56 mm rounds passed through it.


  The monster leaped for me. Granddad’s rifle roared to life a few feet away. The large 7.62 mm round left a smoking hole just in front of the shoulder as it knocked the thing aside.


  We all stood quiet for an instant. With his rifle pointing at the dead hyena, Granddad crossed to where the monster rested.


  “No!” I yelled.


  The beast twisted and then stood up on its hind legs. Its mouth opened impossibly wide, and it bit down. His lower teeth came up through Granddad’s chin while his uppers crunched through the top of the hockey helmet. It made a sound like an apple being thrown hard onto concrete.


  Granddad’s faceless corpse dropped.


  “Shit!” Justin yelled. And then he flipped to auto and sprayed bullets at the thing.


  Another fresh magazine. Kill it.


  Focus. Drop back and get standoff distance.


  Aim center of mass, squeeze.


  Too many rounds for it to dodge, the monster went through a window and was swallowed by the night. All I could hear was my heartbeat in my ear. Then I heard disembodied screams in my earpiece. Tom had been outside.


  “Justin, retrograde,” I said. “All Rogue elements, be advised that there’s a—” A what? “—A hyena. Granddad, Valentine, and Razor down. Probably Tom, too.”


  We turned to the door. Find the thing and kill it. Justin was wide-eyed behind me.


  “Go, Justin, now!” I screamed.


  In the larger central room the Sammies prayed. Outside the doorway Tom, bloody and lifeless, no longer provided security. Bear’s voice was in my ear asking for answers. Should he send his team? Were we clear?


  No to all. I sucked air in huge gulps.


  We were professionals, but this was a unique situation.


  “NOD’s,” I said, turning on my night vision devices as I snapped them to the helmet. It took a few seconds for them to power up. Seconds were hours there. When I was ready, Justin clipped his on. A faint green glow under the goggles indicated he was ready.


  We scanned the perimeter together but found no beast. The breeze kicked up the sour smell and teased goose bumps from my flesh.


  Justin fired at movement. Dead chickens.


  We heard staccato automatic fire from the over-watch position a hundred meters away. The rounds were bright green flames licking at the sky through the monochromatic night vision goggles.


  “Bear, Rogue-six, what’s going on?” I demanded.


  “Bear’s down,” someone shouted. I couldn’t tell who it was. Confusion. Obscenities. Screams. We sprinted through the gate toward the rest of my team. The gravel crunched under our boots.


  I was too late; the beast had snuck up on them. Justin and I stood back-to-back, intent on killing that monster.


  Every sound was amplified. Keep fire discipline and shoot when you’re sure. We could see the over watch site, a rough cluster of shacks.


  “Any Rogue elements acknowledge,” I said. My order was answered with static. No movement. We continued forward.


  Before we made it to the shacks the beast hit me from the side and bowled me over.


  Its jaws snapping, I tried to shoot it. The carbine was too long to swing into it, so I used it as a shield to bar it. I reflexively scissored my legs around its midsection. In military combative training you learned to maintain contact. I needed to keep it with me to buy Justin time.


  I slipped the knife from the scabbard with my left hand. Bone crunched as the thing sank its teeth into my bicep and the knife dangled loosely. Holding the too-long carbine, I couldn’t reach the pistol in the shoulder holster. Claws ripped at my torso.


  The hole in the beast left by Granddad’s big bore rifle gaped, and I dropped the carbine and stabbed my fingers into it.


  The thing reared back in pain, unclenched its jaws and released me. But I held on tightly with my legs.


  I stabbed up into the beast with the knife. The arm was almost useless, the bicep wouldn’t contract, so the blade angled awkwardly into the roof of its mouth. Blood in my eyes. Mine and his. I pulled my fingers from the bullet hole and drew the big H&K .45. Still trying to hold the knife, it slipped away.


  Flick off the safety with my thumb and fire.


  Each round a thunderclap, I pumped all twelve rounds into its throat and up through its head.


  The faint sound of the casings hitting the ground in the dark pierced the ringing in my ears.


  A mist of blood.


  Shards of bone and brain fell slowly, like wet confetti, as the monster went limp.


  Then silence, except for my labored breathing and the ringing in my ears. I could tell I was bleeding out and I heard Justin call for a Medevac and an extraction team.


  The beast twitched as it died on top of me.


  On the flight back to the mobile hospital Captain Rogers died too, and I became something altogether different.


  1


  I paused in the shadow of a creosote bush to catch the scent again. The thin crescent moon illuminated the landscape poorly, but the thousand scents carried on the tremulous breeze brought texture to the high desert landscape.


  The beast was only interested in one scent. The mouth-watering scent of prey. The human part of my mind fumbled for the right word. Horse.


  Words didn’t really matter to the beast because he focused only on our kill. The anticipated screams of pain, the crunching of bone, burying our muzzle in the warm, rubbery entrails, the pungent body-cavity smells, and of course the steaming blood, almost black in the moonlight.


  It was that bloodbath image that had haunted my dreams for weeks. Almost three years since that night in Africa and I still wasn’t at peace with my new duality. It was difficult for me to predict what would draw the beast out, but this last time it was that libidinous female’s attentions. And now here I was, hunting as the beast. It felt like having a cast removed and finally scratching that frustrating itch.


  I stifled the beast’s urge to call out to the clan because I was alone. I shook away the long ropes of saliva that hung from my mouth. The night was crisp, the ground cool and dry. My thick nails clicked against rock as I weaved through the shadows.


  A familiar canine scent stopped me in a dry creek bed. I bent down, pressing my muzzle to the four-toed print in the sand wash. It was coyote, not a wolf. A wolf print would have five toes, and wolf would be bad. On another night I might have pursued a coyote, but tonight I didn’t want a lively chase that ended with a skimpy meal. I lusted to gorge on the bloody flesh of my prey and that image propelled me forward.


  After a few hundred meters, a snort came from a dark outline on the high ground ahead. It was just where the scent told me to go.


  I paused again, sinking to my belly and scanning the area. When I used to hunt men, I did this wearing NODs. How much easier it would have been for me then with these eyes. The world was painted in shades of gray, but it would have been shades of green with NODs. The lack of color made me think that the rod cells at the back of my eyes, the cells that provide the colorless night vision, must move from the periphery to the central part of the eye when I shift. Fovea centralis?


  I let out a breath without contracting the muscles of my throat to keep the whoop silent. Rods and cones, that kind of thinking was dangerous. I had to focus on what the beast was doing. When my mind wandered bad things could happen. Have happened.


  One of the horses moved. Another snorted in the dark. I felt them out there in the low sage. Six or seven. A stallion was there, his scent muskier. The man part of me wanted to seek out the male in order to test myself. But in this the beast urged caution. Go for the slow. The old. Thin the herd of weakness.


  I hated that I loved shifting and hunting so much. Hunting was pure, and I had never felt this alive. I hated the other compulsions that came with the beast, and the way the itch built up in my human form until I had to scratch it like this.


  I crept slowly toward them, maybe thirty meters. I was downwind and they couldn’t smell me. I waited. The man in me was urging patience now. The beast wanted to make the dash and drive the prey toward the clan. He wanted to call out seeking the alpha female’s approval. Patience. This lesson I’d learned on many missions, in many lands. But I wanted to feed.


  I was almost ready to let the animal instincts loose; there should be thought in the preparation, but murder itself, especially hand to hand, relies on motor responses, ingrained through repetitive training. That or animal instinct.


  I crept forward.


  The slice of moon was low on the star-filled horizon. I should have waited another week for this. I caught myself rubbing my muzzle through the horse scat. Fresh and warm, it made my mouth water and that made the man inside a little sick.


  The stallion’s head jerked up and he let out a surprised and challenging whinny as I leapt from cover. The small herd broke to my left. A lone filly broke right. Three long, loping strides and I leapt onto her back. My claws dug through hide and held on. I bit down into the back of her neck and got a satisfying squirt of blood and tangle of hair as I shook my head to open the flesh.


  The animal screamed in fear and pain, wheeling in a tight turn. I bit down through the gapping wound, my hungry jaws searching for bone. The animal reared up on hind legs, screaming and I fought for purchase.


  The stallion bellowed a challenge and kicked at me with deadly hooves, moonlight reflecting from the whites of his crazed eyes.


  I snapped down on the female’s neck and crushed with everything I had. I knew the beast I had become, the hyena-thing, could generate more force with this bite than anything alive. And right there I proved it to myself again as I snapped through the heavy ridge of cervical vertebrae.


  The stallion screamed again, closer and I dodged, loosing my grip. The female thrashed and I leapt to the side and away from her scything hooves. She was trying to get back upright, but couldn’t get her legs under her.


  The stallion reared and came down hard, missing as I darted left. From behind the struggling mare, I bit down through her muzzle. Again and again I crushed and tore through the nostrils, the arch of nasomaixillary, dodging the protective stallion, cracking the bones of the head and muzzle. The blood drove me wild, urged on by the proximity of the violent male and the snapping teeth of the wounded female.


  The hyena has a reputation as a scavenger, an eater of dead things, but I know first hand that it loves to hunt. It loves to hunt and to tear through living flesh and to kill.


  I leapt free of my prey when I thought the male would take me and danced back away from the mortally wounded female. The stallion chased a few steps and made a demonstration.


  The female twisted and convulsed. Great red-black bubbles from her shattered face shone in the moonlight and burst as she snorted out the last bit of life.


  The stallion stood sentry for a short time. I paced the invisible barrier he patrolled. He made a charge and then trotted back. I let my beast bark out his primeval, whooping laugh. My blood was up and I wanted to close with the stallion, but my beast’s impulses were to skulk off. Taunt. Wait. Taunt some more. Soon there would be stillness and then the feast.


  When the female stopped moving, the stallion stood undecided. Whinnies in the dark as the rest of his harem regrouped. He nosed the bloody mess I had made and then shook his head and trotted after his surviving mares.


  Saliva dribbled from my mouth. I closed on the horse and bit a ripping tear through the throat. The blood oozed and didn’t spurt so I knew the horse was dead. And then I fed.


  I tore through the belly first. I tried to confine my feeding to the softer parts. I bit through the grainy iron of liver, the salty kidneys and the bitter bits of viscera. I pulled out the long intestine and delighted in all the pungent, offal smells steaming in my face.


  I buried my muzzle in the body cavity and pulled out and gorged on the tastiest pieces.


  I stopped at a sudden scent barely above the overpowering odor of my kill.


  A wolf’s howl of challenge came in the dark. And then another, not too distant. One, I could take. More and the odds weren’t so much in my favor.


  I glutted myself quickly in the open body cavity, as werewolves came to punish my trespass.
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  Honey had cut it closer than this before. The time she’d guessed the wrong dose, and that big ATF agent had her skirt off before he lost consciousness, that was worse than this. But she knew that this Mr. Smith was certainly going down in her annals of close calls.


  “Let’s slow down a little, sweetie” she said over his rough mouth. She was trying to keep her voice level, husky and seductive and not as frantic as she felt.


  The fat guy with the goatee and the comb-over, Smith wasn’t his real name, paused to look into her eyes with those slowly expanding pupils of his. Honey could tell he wasn’t going to last much longer, but he had demonstrated a lot more stamina over the past ten minutes than she had thought he would have.


  “Paying you by the job, not the hour, right baby?” He slurred. She guided his rough hand out from under her blouse and made as if to hold it, interlocking fingers in an imitation of intimacy. She turned her head so that his next tooth-jarring kiss hit her in the side of the face, not full on the mouth.


  “How about you let me get you out of those clothes?” She held her jaw tight when she asked it, but he wasn’t paying attention. Undressing them was always a good way to slow the mark down. She wiggled out from under where he half-leaned, half-sprawled on top her and pushed him over onto his back. His eyes weren’t tracking well.


  “You’re beautiful,” Smith slurred. His head lolled onto the mattress as he leaned back, ready.


  Honey’s image in the bureau mirror told her the same thing. Beautiful in a well-dressed prostitute sort of way. Slinky blouse, tight, short skirt, fishnets and do-me-now stilettos, a wig of big auburn hair and massive hoop earrings; yes, she thought she looked the part of a two-hundred dollar whore. What would her little brother say if he knew how she earned the money she gave him? What would John say?


  When she was dancing at the Supper Club, with all the lights and the leering, fish-eyed marks gathered around the stage, she didn’t have to see herself. She could pretend she was respectable. Her conscience was a little harder to fool here.


  “Let’s get you out of these clothes, big fella,” she said again. Honey reached down, pulled the man’s uncoordinated foot up to her thigh and slowly unlaced Smith’s shoe. He giggled out something lewd. Like he could deliver on that promise in this state. His feet stank.


  He mumbled something guttural when she dropped the second shoe on the floor, but Honey couldn’t make it out. She crawled up the bed slowly, playing out the role. She took a slow, deep breath and hiked the skirt up a little to straddle the man. He didn’t respond when she started working his belt.


  She paused and Mr. Anxious didn’t say anything.


  Honey waited and watched her mark. Breathing was slow and steady, pupils were blown wide and the eyes were rolled up. She placed a hand on his chest and leaned forward to give him a savage little twist on the ear. He winced involuntarily, but didn’t wake. Rohypnol did it again. A little party trick a couple of fraternity boys had shown her. Of course that was for their benefit and not hers.


  She pulled the money-clip of crisp ATM twenties out of his front pocket.


  “Well, Mr. Smith, was this what was pressing into my leg?”


  She tossed it on the little motel room dresser beside the two empty mini-bar bottles of Jack Daniels and the can of diet coke. She would count it later after she was finished rolling this John. Finished and far away. Out-of-towners wouldn’t usually go to the cops after they’d been rolled by a prostitute. But that didn’t mean she could be cavalier.


  Honey rolled Smith over and checked the back pocket for a wallet. She found a simple platinum wedding band and left it there. No need to make this hard on his wife too. She felt around inside his blazer. It was nice material. That’s why she’d marked him in the bar to begin with. The nice clothes, and the ring of white skin on his left hand where that platinum wedding ring should have been. He had that salesman look, a step above all the conventioneers looking for a good time away from wifey and the kids. After two drinks, he had negotiated a favorable price and they were off to his hotel room.


  A long eel-skin wallet rested in the blazer pocket. Five hundreds and some credit cards, the name was Joseph Bizkaia, not Smith. California drivers license with a San Francisco address, but there were no pictures of the wife and kids, like she expected. Honey looked at Mr. Bizkaia again, the name sounded unique but she couldn’t tell the ethnicity. Maybe Italian? The Rolex looked real, heavy in her hand.


  The little plastic cup with the roofie-residue went into her oversized purse with the cash, credit cards and watch. The plastics she could sell for another hundred each. She glanced around the room, still methodical, coming down from the scare his persistent consciousness and aggressive groping had given her. Going through with the trick wasn’t in her plan, and if he hadn’t passed out it could have gotten ugly. Like last time.


  She went through the room wiping down where her prints could be with a hand towel, just in case. Bizkaia had a suitcase in the closet and she propped it up on the little counter outside the bathroom.


  The mark groaned and she leaned back to see that he was still where she had left him on the big bed. Satisfied, she went through the contents quickly. At the bottom of the bag rested a heavy box of black wood. She slid it out and rested it beside the suitcase.


  It looked very old, covered in a carved ivy motif, with inlaid bits of shiny metal and mother of pearl in the shape of a face. It was roughly square, eight inches on a side and three inches deep. Honey turned it over and felt a weight shift inside. And the unmistakable clink of something metal. It must be a jewelry box of some sort.


  She paused for a minute, thinking. If it were an antique jewelry box, with the requisite heirloom jewels inside, it would likely be valuable. That would be both good and bad. A healthy score would really help right now, but it would also increase the probability that the mark would go to the police and risk explaining to his wife how a prostitute had gotten into his room. Plus, where would she fence this? Rolex and credit cards were as good as cash, but this?


  An image of her father crossed her mind and she wondered what he would do. He’d spent his career has a low-life disability fraudrepeneur. The old bastard wouldn’t have hesitated.


  She worked the little brass hasp and opened the box. Inside was a tarnished, woven silver chain resting on an old leather-bound book. She pulled the book and necklace out and regarded first one and then the other in the light. The necklace was heavy with small gems imbedded in the woven strands of silver. Glints of red, green, amber. She wasn’t sure how valuable something like this could be.


  The book also looked very old. The soft leather binding was creased; the writing was cracked black ink on pages that had the look of old onionskins. She couldn’t make out the script. Something foreign. And it felt warm in her hand. Warmer than it should have been resting at the bottom of a bag.


  Bang, bang, bang!


  “Joseph! Open up!”


  Honey almost dropped her bundles at the pounding on the door.


  “I can smell your stinky ass-feet Joseph!” A different male voice. There were at least two.


  Honey looked back at Bizkaia lying on the bed. She might have stayed too long and gotten involved with something she hadn’t meant to.


  “Joseph, Mrs. Zuloeta says you may have something that belongs to her. So open up and let’s do this easy!”


  When Honey heard the loud men working the lock, she knew she’d stayed too long.


  3


  I was a good runner. As a man, I could maintain a hair over a five and a half-minute mile pace for about four or five miles before I started to break stride. As a hyena I could knock out five-minute miles all night long. A little harder with the twenty or thirty pounds of horse-guts I had consumed, but I was still making good time toward my ride. The truck was hidden under a tarp, off a gravel road in a lonely stretch of nothing.


  The high desert north of Reno seemed to resonate with my beast. It didn’t look like the Africa I had been to, but there was something in the sparseness that felt familiar to the beast. Except for the presence of werewolves, I didn’t think they were found in Africa. There were at least five of them ranged behind me now. Compulsions being what they were, I still should have waited the week for a moonless night.


  I crested a rise and broke through the low sage onto a bare strip. It took me a second to realize that it was the BLM access road I’d driven in on. Sudden lights and crunching gravel behind me and I leapt off the road. The guttural pop-pop-pop of a motorcycle went by. It slowed and stopped about forty or fifty meters down the gully-carved gravel stretch.


  I tried to catch scent above the exhaust, the ozone and grease. It rumbled out there with the light pointing my way. Just waiting. I crept forward to the line where the road cut through high desert sage.


  A sudden scent of wolf and I ducked and rolled to the left. The liquid lupine form snarled as its leap took it just over my flattened form. It twisted as it landed on front feet and fluidly reversed direction.


  It was all ribs and lean angularity as it lunged, snarling at my throat. I tucked my head down, braced my hind legs and body-checked the wolf.


  Mass is conserved when you shift. I topped out at two and a quarter, while my adversary couldn’t have been over a buck-fifty, dripping wet. He bounced off me and sprawled in an ungainly pile in the gravel.


  I was on him before he could recover. I closed my still gore-encrusted maw around his neck. I had to open and close a few times to get around and enclose his entire throat in my mouth. I squeezed down and he scrambled at me with his paws meant for running, not killing. He twisted and tried to kick at me with his hind legs, cat-like.


  I rumbled out a low growl and squeezed. I wanted that submissive whimper you get when you have a lone werewolf by the throat, but this one wasn’t giving it up. He gargled out a defiant snarl of his own, twisting left and right. He should have waited for the others, the silly wolf coming at me alone.


  The beast in me wanted to rip out the trachea and feel the lifeblood geyser into my clenched jaws. But the human knew that if I killed this one wolf, there would be a blood-debt owed, and his pack would have to collect. So we compromised and I squeezed as hard as I could without breaking skin. I had a good grip.


  He continued to struggle and his snarls were equal parts defiant and desperate. I heard the motorcycle accelerating my way and I dragged the uncompliant wolf with me over rocks and dead juniper branches into the brush. A picture of a hyena dragging a dead baboon entered unbidden. That happens sometimes; memories that aren’t mine.


  My jaws were wide, pressing down on both carotid arteries at once. I knew if I just had the time I could choke him out without killing him, like a mixed-martial artist. This wasn’t a pay-for-view cage match though. For me, this was life or death.


  With the thrashing, the wolf sliced his throat skin on my teeth and the taste of wolf-blood was intoxicating. The wolf went slowly limp and I continued to hold, wanting to make sure he wasn’t playing me, while struggling not to bite down and end it.


  The motorcycle was right in front of me on the gravel, some kind of chopped Harley. It was hard to tell in the dark, and with the maddening smell of wolf all over the rider. Why hadn’t he changed? That familiar racka-chak of a heavy-gauge shotgun chambering a cartridge cut through the animal-filter and was the best answer I could get. I released the limp wolf and slunk back deeper into the night as the first warning shot sent a dense cloud of pellets over my head.


  Before he racked the next round I was twenty meters away and building speed. He yelled in the dark, but the words were lost on the breeze.
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  The two men were through the door quickly. They entered with small pistols held at their sides. Honey could see little tubular extensions on the ends of the barrels from where she crouched.


  One stayed by the door, and the other crossed the room to Bizkaia. They were dressed in dark suits; it set off their dark hair and features. Gave them a casino-bad-boy look. A dangerous look, only made more so by the weapons.


  “Joseph?” The man by Bizkaia poked the pistol’s silencer-extended muzzle into the meat of the unconscious man’s thigh, like an impatient finger. “Joseph, you up here having a party?”


  Honey could barely see the hand and the gun, but not the rest of the man now, cutoff as he was by the way the drapes hung.


  “Hey, Joseph! Mrs. Zuloeta says that her husband was not at liberty to offer the,” -here the man said something that sounded to Honey like hitz-ah-dur-teggy- “for tribute.”


  Hunched down as she was on the balcony, it was hard for Honey to tell exactly what was going on. Goosebumps stood out all across her back, as much from the cold night air as this close call. Tonight’s little enterprise was going from bad to worse. She still held the book and the necklace and slipped them into the purse draped over her shoulder. She slowly slipped off her stiletto heels and slid them into the purse as well. She wished she had thought to bring a jacket. No, she wished she’d stayed at home.


  “Nick,” the one by the door said.


  The one by Bizkaia, Nick, stopped poking at the unconscious man.


  She could see the man by the door. He pointed to the counter by the little bathroom. She couldn’t see it, but knew he was pointing to the carved ebony box, resting where Honey had left it. “Good thing his flight wasn’t a red-eye, aye?”


  Nick’s legs moved from the bed and then she saw the rest of him join his companion. He crossed in front of the man and reached into the alcove. Honey felt the weight of the lump in her bag. What did they call it? She tried to ease back silently into the shadow of the balcony, closer to the iron railing.


  “Where’d it go, Joseph?” Nick demanded.


  Nick crossed back to Bizkaia while the other one up-ended the little suitcase. T-shirts and socks rained out.


  Honey’s mind raced through alternatives. She looked over the railing, to the parking lot. She hated heights. Four stories were way too far to jump. She might be able to make it to the balcony next door. It was obvious to her that the two wanted what she had found in the jewelry box. She didn’t know if it was the book or the necklace.


  She caught herself rocking back and forth, and stopped. Could she just hand the things over? They looked the serious types, and she was pretty sure they would be hard on her. Very hard.


  Whumpf. Wumpf-wumpf-wumpf.


  She leaned forward to look into the room, through where the drape hung slack. Honey could make out Nick’s hand pulling back a shredded, blood-specked pillow from Joseph’s face. In the other, a wisp of smoke curled out of the silenced pistol.


  She put her hand to her mouth and held in the scream.


  No handing the stuff over now. She crabbed back to the edge of the balcony and slid over the railing.


  “You don’t want to do him wild-kingdom?” That was the other voice, not Nick. There was an answer she couldn’t hear and then a laugh.


  Honey moved her bare feet between the square iron railings one at a time. Blood red smears bled out along the concrete where the iron punctured the balcony. Holding on to the thick paint chipped top railing, she moved. Quiet. Don’t look down.


  She heard more movement, low rapid murmuring, and a thump of furniture. Or maybe it was Bizkaia’s body. What had she gotten herself into?


  “He had a woman in here, smell the perfume?”


  Nick said something about feet and they both laughed.


  She got to the very edge of the balcony, where it was closest to the one for the next room over from Bizkaia’s, and reached out with her foot. She stretched and couldn’t quite reach. Shit! Just stretch.


  At five foot seven she had fairly long legs. She was a dancer. She could do this. She held on one-handed and her toes just touched the concrete between the railings on the next balcony. She shifted her weight slowly and then pushed off with her anchoring hand.


  For an instant she thought she would be stuck doing the splits four stories up and between balconies on the side of this shitty hotel, when those two killers found her. But she managed to brush the railing of the next balcony with her fingertips. She contracted her inner thighs to keep stable and then shifted over until her fingertips slid over the edge of the iron and got purchase.


  Don’t look down.


  She looked down.


  Shit.


  She froze and there was another thump behind her in the room. Then came a muffled cry of pain.


  She closed her eyes and pushed off with her rear leg. Her purse banged on the rail, almost bouncing her back, but she held on. She scrambled over the railing and heard the glass door slide open on the balcony she had left.
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  When I’m a man, I drive a well-maintained nineteen-sixty-nine Dodge Power Wagon. It was one of the few things I brought into and out of my marriage unscathed.


  I found the truck where I had left it; front end nosed to the access road with a scattering of brush over the hood for camouflage. The tarp with the detritus of my earlier transformation was still spread out behind it, weighted down with rocks at the corners. The motorcycle and unconscious wolf were a few miles down the access road and I couldn’t hear them yet, or any others.


  The only sound as I stepped out onto the blue nylon was the rustling of the fabric. I checked again for enemies. There were none as far as I could tell, but with the road so close they could get to me quickly. The beast- impulses, to continue running, clouded my judgment. There was no way I could get further away in animal form than I could by truck. The night had that predawn depth of darkness, so sunshine wasn’t far off. And with the sun, I’d be a man again, naked and exposed, regardless.


  I concentrated on that. Man.


  With a little relief I felt the burning as the transformation started. I always worry, just a little, that I won’t be able to come back. That one day, after I give in to the Bouda’s gift, I’ll never find my way back to being a man. I know I can only be a monster during the hours of darkness, but I still worry.


  First came the intense whole-body itch as the fur sloughed off in sheets, and I felt cold. My breath hitched at the intense pain in my femurs as they stretched with a hot wave at the growth plates. I went down on newly forming elbows and coughed.


  The bones that resorb, now those really hurt. The small bones of the wrists and ankles cracked and warped, “Unhhh,” and then I spat out a mouthful of blood and bile and hyena teeth. New human teeth pushed up through tortured gums, those over reshaping mandible and maxilla as my muzzle shortened and all the little bones in my face crackled.


  I voided my bladder all over myself, and it felt like pissing fire as things I couldn’t see reshaped. I twisted and choked back the sobs of pain. Bamboo slivers of pain under all my nails at once before the talon-like nails fell out. I whimpered at the spike of pain through my brain as the cranial plates cracked and twisted back.


  I felt as if I was going to crap myself as my bowels twisted inside out, but I clamped my reforming butt-cheeks together under the disintegrating tail, and tried to maintain a little dignity.


  Drops of blood on my forehead, my vision blurred and I gasped at the fierce pain. Going animal never hurts this badly. To be honest there’s almost a sexual component to that pain. But going the other way is like being flayed alive.


  I was only partway back to man when I heard the motorcycle. Motorcycles.


  There were several out on the rutted gravel path. I struggled with my stubby almost-fingers to gather up the edges of the tarp and keep all the pieces of me that had sloughed off, from being found. A little fear started to cut through the pain-fog.


  The tarp upended, spilling and dripping some of my effluvia out onto the gravely rock. I tried to keep it all together while the pain made me twitch. There are many races of wolves, and I don’t know which this pack is from. Some have a bloodhounds tracking ability, and the hair and blood and other things I leave behind might lead them to me. I bundled up the tarp as best I could and dumped it into the bed of the pickup.


  My thumbs weren’t opposable yet, still waiting for the carpals, or metacarpals, or whatever, to shorten enough for my hands to look like they came from a primate and not whatever it is that I was.


  I decided to leave the brush covering the hood and windshield where it was. Good thing, as the first motorcycle rumbled past where my truck would enter the road.


  I ducked down and saw that the chopped soft-tail bike had a wolf perched on the long seat, paws pressed up on the back of the rider. Sniffing.


  Shit. I couldn’t fight in this state.


  The truck keys were in my boot. My vision was blurry, with little pinpricks of light as the rods and cones and optic nerve all settle back into their usual places, so I had to feel around in the bed of the pickup. I managed to hook the strings of my boot and upend it. Fifty-fifty shot and I got the wrong boot. I paused as the lead motorcycle stopped. The keys on a little casino ring jangled out on my second try. Another bike accelerated from the left and stopped short beside the first.


  The burning itch in my scalp told me I had a crew-cuts length of human hair sprouting. I squatted down and choked back sobs as something in my chest shifted, and then came the popping crack as my ribs pulled back.


  “Argghhh,” I whisper.


  God, that hurt. I was sure the rumbling bikes must have made more noise than I did. Then I spit up little bloody chunks that I’m sure the wolves would smell.


  I found the ignition key on the ring by feel and held it between the knuckles of my index and middle fingers, thumbs were back, just not much use yet as my hand spasmed. I heard wolves coursing through the brush before I heard the howl. I scrambled into the cab of the truck and slammed the door as a body thumped into it. It scratched the hell out of the paint while snapping at the window. Part of me wanted to taunt it, and another part wanted to get the hell out of there.


  Another lithe figure leapt onto the hood, kicking brush away as the twin mirrors of its eyes bored into me.


  Double shit.


  I managed to get the key into the ignition as the wolf on the hood, a similar look but bigger than the one I’d fought earlier, gave me a snapping snarl. Wet flecks on the windshield, and the engine turned over smoothly.


  Well-maintained doesn’t mean my pickup is ready for a showroom, just that it always does what I ask it to do. And right then I was asking it to get me the hell out of a fight I couldn’t win.
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