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  CHAPTER ONE


  A wolf caught in a trap has been known to gnaw her own leg off, rather than remain in captivity. I couldn’t get to my foot, but I could reach my upper arm, and that would do it. But the question that I had was, at what point does the balance tip between hope and death? How do you know when the moment has come to start chewing?


  I saved the world. Well, not the whole world, just the greater Los Angeles area. But that's the whole world to some people. When the World Snake, devourer of Herakleitos (you never heard of Herakleitos, have you—that's why) and Atlantis, threatened Los Angeles, I’m the one who turned her. I’m the one who made sure that she would never devour a human city again. So you’d think after that, there would be celebrations and congratulations, feasts and toasts and speeches of thanksgiving, a victory lap and autographs. Instead, someone shot me.


  I woke up in a cage. I was manacled by my right wrist to one corner, and by my left hind paw to the opposite corner. I reached up with my free hand to test the chain, and saw my left foreleg pawing uselessly at the handcuff. And as I tried to understand that I was in both forms at once, human and wolf, like in some bad dream, my thoughts blurred, and I was drawn down into unconsciousness like a puppy being drowned in a bucket.


  I am a daughter of the wolf kind, who can change form at will. I ran away from home—for good reasons!—about eight months ago, and made a place for myself in Los Angeles. My driver's license says my name is Elizabeth Beaumont. It also says I’m 19. Ha. My cousin, who was also running away, bought an I.D. for me when she got one for herself. I answer to Amber, but that's not my true name either.


  Pain brought me back awake, and I clung to it. My hip ached. It felt swollen and stiff. But that wasn’t all that had been done to me. I yanked on my chains and darn near let out a whimper. I wasn’t just bound. Something was jabbing deep into my manacled wrist and ankle. There were surgical bandages under the cuffs, hung with the smell of blood and pus, new and old, and something else, something metallic. I’d been there awhile, then. A day or two, at least. And it wasn’t just pain and stiffness clouding my brain. Something kept pulling me down into unconsciousness.


  I lifted my lip in a frustrated snarl, and gathered myself to change, because of course my right wrist would slip the cuff when I was a wolf, and then I froze in surprise at the pain that flared out from whatever was stabbing into me under the cuff. I paused, and then tried again. Changing is easy. It has always been easy. You do it the first time without even realizing it. I tried harder, and convulsed as the pain rode upward, matching my efforts, heading off my attempt, flowering into agony. The world went black and I thought I would faint, but I still hadn’t changed. And it wasn’t the pain that was stopping me.


  I tried to think. My mind was cloudy, sluggish. Maybe the cage was bespelled to keep me in this crippling dual form. I couldn’t sense any wards, any shaping of power into intention and will, coming from the bars or the latch. There was something… and I could study it much better from outside. With all my strength, I attacked the cage, trying to tear it apart, bend it open, break the corners, twist the bars. I gritted my teeth in a snarl as my wrist and ankle flared in renewed pain, and the wound in my hip throbbed. I’d been shot in the hip. I remembered the involuntary yelp and twist of my head to grab at the dart and stop the agonizing pain. My hip hurt as though I’d been stabbed by a spear, and now the wound was bleeding. I tried again.


  The cage shook under my onslaught, but it held. Stretched out as I was, I didn’t have the leverage I needed to bend the metal bars. I could see the cage door. This was an animal cage, designed to hold a large live animal. There was just a latch holding it shut—not even a padlock! Someone sure thought I was helpless like this. The latch holding the door shut was outside the bars, of course. Fingers might reach it, but not a wolf's paw. I tried to change again, riding the increasing pain like a ladder, to where it would top out, and I could keep going and make myself whole again. This time I did black out.


  When my senses returned, the room was lit by indirect sunlight. The cage lay between a big black iron stove and a dirty beige wall with cracks in the paint. I lay staring at the coils of thick smoke surging through the bars near my head. It took me a few minutes to understand that the stove wasn’t lit. The smoke was coming from underneath it. By tipping my head I could see a carved wooden box for burning incense, set on its side, with most of the little ornate holes blocked, except the ones aimed at me. The bottom of the stove held the smoke just at the level of my face, until it reached me before dissipating into the room. The smoke coming from it was thick and odorous, a tang of metal overlaid by something heavy, cloying, almost nauseating. It pressed its way into my throat and the back of my nose, and pulled my mind back into oblivion.


  It was the smoke. I came awake again with that thought, and shifted in the cage as much as I could, welcoming the pain from my wrist and ankle, and my wounded hip, as it helped to keep me from sinking back into unconsciousness. I repositioned my head to try to avoid the smoke. There was an annoying sound coming from across the room, a repetitive squeaking that started and stopped at irregular intervals. Beyond the stove, on the other side of the room, a young man was silhouetted against a sliding glass door, where he was meticulously cleaning the glass. His too-short t-shirt rode up with the movements of his arm, and his cutoffs sagged.


  He had his back to me. That pissed me off. I let out a long, low growl, almost below the threshold that a human can hear, but just audible enough to remind him that for a long time, humans were our prey. This is the sound of being alone in the room with a wolf.


  He paused, his shoulder blades tensing, and I grinned to myself. Then, without turning, he began buffing the glass again. Huh! My growl got louder, but he paid no further attention. That was strange. He gave out no sense of being dangerous, or powerful, but he wasn’t enough afraid of me to turn around when I threatened him. My eyes should have turned gold just then, as I narrowed in on the need to teach this guy an important lesson. But I was having trouble holding on to my anger. I shifted my head and exhaled toward the smoke.


  I was sure of one thing. I wasn’t trapped in this cage because someone thought I was easy to deal with. I was chained up, drugged, and imprisoned, because someone didn’t want me loose. Now, that was respect. And it wasn’t window-cleaner over there, who thought of me as furniture, who had done this to me.


  Someone else lived in this house. I huffed into the smoke again, turned my head and opened my jaws, taking in the scents of the room. Ugh. Someone around here used a lot of cleaning chemicals.


  I could feel a residue of energy in the room, here and there, like splashes of paint or spills from a broken jug, sudden and messy, but with no shape or pattern. The room didn’t have the feel of a place where a great power wielder lived. That kind tend to organize the energy around them. What I sensed was small, and slap-dash.


  A woman lived here. Middle-aged, former cigarette smoker— that smell never goes away, no matter that you changed the curtains or painted the walls—not happy, some kind of problem with her teeth. I could feel a few small residues of energy, but she didn’t feel like a great power wielder to me.


  So that meant whoever had done this to me had left me here. Why? For how long? And if not the woman who lived here, then who was my enemy?


  I pulled at the manacles, just to see if it still hurt the way I remembered. It did. The blood and pus was caked on my bandages. Huh. No one had changed them while I was unconscious. I turned my head and blew at the smoke. I concentrated, as I’d never had to in my two-natured life, and tried to change. I threw myself at that place where my wolf form ducks under and my human form rises up, but now there was a barrier there, one that receded the harder I approached it. Agony flared out from my wrist and ankle the closer I tried to go. This was impossible. This was unheard of. No one could stop you from changing. Shaking with pain and rage, I pounded at that barrier, finally stopping just at the edge of the convulsion brought on by the pain. I lay shaking and panting, soaked with sweat, still trying to avoid the smoke. Squeaky window-washing man was listening to me, I could feel his attention, but he didn’t turn around. I wanted to kill him.


  I had to get out of this trap. You can cut off a foot and still run away. A wolf can survive on three legs. But if I started gnawing, I was going to have begin with my right upper arm, which was all I could reach with my jaws, and then chew off my left hind paw. I wasn’t sure how viable I would be after that. Especially when I stood in my two-legged form. And I really wanted to meet whoever did this to me while I was still dangerous.


  When I arrived in Southern California, all the local power raisers were in a frenzy to try stop the World Snake, destroyer of Thrace, devourer of Atlantis, who was on track to take out greater Los Angeles. They held meetings and tried to make plans to work together to avert the common threat. Power raisers working together is like organizing an all-cat marching band. You call the first meeting, and hope they still admit to playing an instrument, if they even show up on the right day. Then the auguries revealed—to folks who believed in them—that I was fated to be a prime mover in that fight. This seemed unlikely, even to those who thought they knew who and what I was. But it was true. And I won. With the assistance of a demon who’d taken service with me… okay. After circumstances—which I had a lot to do with—got my demon all his powers back, I ordered him to turn the World Snake, to keep her from destroying this, or any other city, and he’d done it at my command. Crisis passed, the good guys won, hooray. The trouble was, no one believed me.


  I called him Richard, because you don’t go speaking a demon's true name where anyone can hear it. He’d been trapped here in the form of a beautiful young man about my age, with golden hair, white skin, slender, muscular body, deep blue eyes… the shape imposed upon him by the magician who caught him and rendered him powerless four hundred years ago.


  Richard chose me to defend him from the enemy he feared. He and I ran and hunted, fought and played together, while we worked to save the city and set him free. And I missed him. Since he left, all I wanted to do was moon around the places where he and I had talked and laughed and made love, while everyone kept demanding I call forth my demon and do great battle and destroy the World Snake and on and on, and didn’t listen when I told them and told them, it was already done.


  My gift to Richard, in return for his love, was to release him from this world. He wasn’t my demon anymore. He was gone, and it was over, and nobody would let me alone about it.


  I lost my job because I didn’t want to miss a minute of my last two weeks with Richard. I wasn’t in love. It wasn’t really love. Richard only looked like a man, smelled and tasted like a man. But he wasn’t real. You can’t really lose something you never had. Funny how it feels just the same, though.


  Why didn’t I keep him? I wouldn’t be in this mess, for one thing, if I had. But twice I’d seen him in his demon form. In our last two weeks he took good care to appear just as human and sweet and attractive as he could. But the wolf in me remembered, and I knew in his true form he was unfathomable, and dangerous.


  Window-wiper passed into my view again. I must have fallen asleep. The light had changed. It was sharper, the room was warmer. I’d forgotten to blow away the smoke. He wore a blue and white bandana squared neatly on the top of his head. With a spray bottle in one hand, and a soft cloth in the other, he went around and buffed every piece of furniture from top to bottom, even the metal lamp stand.


  He stood staring up at the wall for a long time, and I noticed the clock. When it was exactly two o’clock, cleaner guy hurried to put his stuff away, took off the bandana, and curled up on the couch and took a nap. I didn’t blame him.


  I came awake again when the vacuum cleaner roared past my head, as the young man proceeded to scrape over every inch of the sandy carpet, twice. He avoided my eyes, where I lay glaring at him. I waited until he pushed that thing near my head again, and I sprang at him, as though I could leap right through the cage. I fell back in agony, but it was worth it. He’d jumped back open-mouthed, hands open, almost squatting in terror.


  When he saw I was just as trapped as ever he looked around, picked up the vacuum cleaner, and resumed shoving it right where he’d left off. I lost sight of him when he went to other side of the stove. The sound of the vacuum cleaner changed, and the smoke got thicker, was moving faster. He was blowing it at me. I yanked my wrist hard to try and stay conscious. The smoke was the problem. And I’d smelled it before. I held on to that thought, my eyes closed, waiting for cleaner guy to go away.


  My friend, Yvette, leaning out of the window of the car she was driving, “See you tonight at the party!” So I went, driving up the 405 freeway through the stop-and-stop afternoon traffic.


  I went to the party because when they invited me I thought it meant that people had figured out I was right, the crisis was over, and everyone wasn’t angry and stupid and wrong anymore. Plus, once they realized I’d won, there should be thanks and speeches, praise and affection. So I told myself I’d been invited to this party because some of that was coming my way. And I’d gotten to like the gatherings with music and drumming and dancing, lots of good food, and people I was starting to know.


  The directions took me to Malibu. A dirt parking lot. A path leading down to a private beach. Honey, a guy I knew from the Thunder Mountain Boys, manning the gate.


  I didn’t know anyone at the party. Yvette wasn’t there. But everybody seemed to know me. I assumed Yvette and the other drummers would come later.


  There was a bonfire. Yes, and there was smoke, that same smoke, not from the bonfire, but from a brazier on the picnic table, and people coming up to me, talking to me, standing so that I stood in the smoke. They were all so attentive, so friendly. They were watching me. And someone called for a toast to victory, and I was handed a glass, and I raised it to drink and I felt a sudden tension in everyone around me, everyone looking at me or carefully not looking at me and smiling, all my new friends smiling, and I could smell that the drink they’d given me was bad, that it had something in it that didn’t belong there. I lowered my glass. I looked around the circle of people, and now all of them were looking at me. All my new friends. And I raised my glass again and smiled back at them, and poured the drink out onto the sand.


  The tang of fear, tension, and excitement rose from the crowd, like a dog pack that's found the family chicken loose in the yard. What did these people think I was, their prey or something? My smile widened, showing my teeth, and it was not my nice smile. I decided I didn’t want to be at this party anymore.


  A couple of people near me said something, placating lies, pretending the drink was not poisoned or drugged, offering me another, offering me food, and other delights to come. I started away from the fire, stiff-legged, wondering if I should bite someone before I left, and who it should be. A couple of guys, egged on by the others, stepped into my way, held out their hands, and I’d had enough. I changed. The guys coming at me backed away, but not very fast. I realized that while fear spiked off them and the others, shock or surprise did not. They had expected me to change—not that a lot of them weren’t darned amazed nonetheless, because when I change, it's that impressive. I stepped forward in my wolf form, looking around to identify the ones responsible for bringing me here.


  People backed away as I turned, and I was about to give up and charge up the dirt road to my car, when I smelled the gun. Everyone was still. I turned, and I saw the barrel of what looked like a shotgun, a woman in the shadows raising it to bear, too far to reach in time. I managed one leap away toward the hopeful darkness when I heard a whoomph, and my hip exploded into agony. I spun in the air, snapping at whatever was causing the pain, and dropped awkwardly to the sand. I scrabbled to my feet, turning to look for the gun. Not a shot gun, a vet's dart gun. The woman, her hands shaking, was reloading. I tried to bare my teeth. I tried to start toward her and stumbled. I think I blacked out before I even hit the sand.


  And here I was, in both forms at once. How was that even possible? I’d never heard of such a thing. The throbbing pain in my hip—that was where I’d been shot with the anesthetic dart. And there was something that felt like it was hooked through the tendons of my wrist, and my hind foot. And the smoke was keeping me stupid, making me pass out. And someone had done this to me. Someone arranged the party, doctored the drink, laid the fire, ignited the smoke. Someone from the party? The woman with the gun? Or someone else, who had devised this trap, and the means to hold me helpless in both my forms. I moved my head away from the smoke and breathed as shallowly as I could. First, I had to defeat the smoke. Then, I had to get free. I brooded on hope. I lay my head on my aching and swollen right arm, stretched out my left hind leg as far as I could, and waited to kill someone.


  CHAPTER TWO


  A woman stomped around the kitchen, plopping food from one pot into another, talking to herself. No, talking to the cleaner guy. Cleaner guy stood by the counter and watched her every move. He had a terrific body: lean, taut and muscular, a long, straight nose, high cheekbones, curly black hair. He watched her with shining eyes, his mouth slightly open. I knew from her scent that she was the woman who lived here. She came over to me, walking heavily, stirring canned chicken and mushroom soup into the pot of noodles she held in her hand while she stared down at me. Cleaner guy turned to watch her, but didn’t move from his spot.


  “You’re awake!”


  When I am angry, my eyes turn yellow. You don’t want to see that. It bothered me a lot that right then I didn’t seem to have the energy. I just looked at her. Old corduroy jacket, scuffed and dirty boots, worn jeans, denim shirt, short, graying hair, none too clean, and the smell of sheep, and horses. A rancher. I was on a ranch. She bent over me, not touching the bars of the cage. Bad breath. I was right about her teeth.


  “Can you hear me?” She turned to the cleaner guy and her voice sharpened. “You keep the thing burning, right? She's not supposed to be awake. This is not good.” She leaned closer, still not touching the cage. “Can you hear me?”


  I rolled my eyes back and closed them. I didn’t need her upping the dose.


  “Baz, get that for me.” Baz hurried over to her, got down and reached under the stove. He handed her the incense burner, holding it with two hands, as though he were offering her the Grail. She walked out of sight and came back adding a little dark brick to whatever smoldered in there already, holding it away from her face, and then handed it to Baz to get down and push back under the stove. I slept again then. I woke when a door banged open, and I heard her tromp into the kitchen with a flashlight in her hand. It took me a while to realize that it was night, because the room reflected the glow of a high-powered critter-be-gone light through the glass doors and the window.


  “Get in here,” she said, calling to the cleaner guy. He hustled in after her. She came toward my cage, and I shut my eyes. She pushed the incense burner with her foot, so it was closer to my head. “Come on, Baz,” she said, and left me in the dark. The smoke thickened, and I went out again.


  Baz washed the kitchen cupboards the next day, the bandana square on his head. He’d put his t-shirt on backwards today. It was annoying. At noon he ate two pieces of toast that had sat waiting for him on the kitchen counter all day. Just before two he stood staring at the wall clock again, and at two o’clock, he put everything away, and went to the couch for his nap. I waited until he had just settled down, and then I growled, “Baz! Ge’ off the couch!” He slunk off before he realized who was ordering him around. Then he turned on me, his lips open in what would have been a snarl, if he weren’t in the form of a man. I knew it. I knew it! Baz was a dog.


  He came over to the cage, his lip still raised. I leaned into the smoke, pretending to suck it up. “Oh, yes,” I tried to make my sleep-thickened voice sound like a moan. It sounded distorted, whether because of the smoke, or the weird shape I was in, I didn’t know, but I made sure he understood my meaning. “Give me that smoke, it is so good.” I looked up at him sharply. “Don’t you take any of that. She gave it to me. It's not for you, you don’t get any. I’m the one who gets it, all of it. Not you.”


  He stood looking at me, his mouth open. I knew I had him when he turned to look out the glass door. I went into my moaning act again. I closed my eyes partway, and watched under my lashes as he opened the burner, broke off a big chunk from the gray brick smoldering inside, and removed it. He paced to the glass doors and back. He went to a shelf next to the television and brought down a wooden box and pawed through it carefully and took out a little square of incense that resembled the stuff in the burner. He switched it out, and wrapped the purloined piece in a dampened paper towel. Then he looked around, and stuffed it under the couch. He gave me such a look! I thought he was going to turn his back and scrape dirt at me. I closed my eyes, smiling.


  In less than an hour my head cleared. Baz polished the heavy, slightly lopsided wooden table, right down to the feet. He set up a stepladder, and wiped down the top of the cupboards. He cleaned and chopped a busload of potatoes and carrots. I felt exhausted just watching him.


  I woke from a doze to hear the woman on the phone. She was standing over me. I kept my eyes shut.


  “She's fine. She's asleep. Yeah. I thought she was waking up yesterday—she just opened her eyes. But she's been out all day. Come on, Elaine, I can’t keep her here.”


  Ah, hah. I knew it wasn’t her. Elaine. I would remember that.


  The woman continued, “How much longer before he gets back?”


  This I wanted to hear.


  “Friday? Three days? You owe me, you so owe me. And Cecil owes me double!” She snapped the phone shut, grumbling to herself. “What does Holly think I am, a zookeeper? Her and her stupid Cecil.” She stomped around some more, and then called, “Come on, Baz!” and the two of them went out.


  Well, I was certainly going to be out of there in less than three more days. I pulled at my manacles, wrist and leg at once, and stopped, gasping with the pain. Okay, I thought. Okay. Not by strength was I going to get out of here. Figure this out. I was in both forms. Right. So, I could reach my manacled right wrist with my left forepaw, but a paw wasn’t of use to get me loose. And my right foot wasn’t able to loose my left hind paw. The chains were strong.


  Nine tenths of magic is distraction. Richard told me that. The smoke wasn’t the magic. The smoke was a drug to keep me asleep, to keep me stupid when I wasn’t asleep, and make me sleep most of the time. Asleep, they didn’t think I was dangerous. Okay, so I could beat this if I was awake, and if I was smart. And I could beat this if I was in human form, or in wolf form, but not in both. Right.


  The manacles would not work if I was in wolf form, because I could slip out of them. The cage would not work if I was in human form. The cage and the manacles were not what were keeping me a prisoner. They were merely a distraction. So it was necessary that I remain in this strange hybrid form, in order to be a prisoner. What was keeping me like this? As if in answer, the tendons throbbed in my wrist and my heel. Yes, that something that was hooked around them. Something cold, or hot, or both. And it hurt. Everything else was a distraction. This was what was keeping me prisoner. This was what I had to beat.


  I let myself slip into sleep again, but this was a wolf nap, not unconsciousness. I registered the woman and her… companion…


  coming in again, and the aggressive rattle of pans and cutlery as she heated up rice and canned stew, and slopped it in a bowl. And suddenly, I was really, really hungry. Something in the smoke must have kept my metabolism quiet. I hadn’t eaten in days, and didn’t notice until just now. And more than that, I was suddenly, overwhelmingly, painfully thirsty.


  “She's drooling,” the woman said. She was standing over me, shoveling food from her bowl into her mouth. “Did you top up the fire? Smoke seems thin.” Baz must have responded satisfactorily. She peered down at me, but didn’t ask him to reach her the incense burner. “Huh.” I kept my eyes closed, and slowly let my mouth relax. “Drooling in her sleep,” the woman concluded, turning away.


  “C’mere, Baz!” She handed the guy the bowl, and he stuck his head into it and scarfed up her leftovers. She sighed heavily. “All the stuff you can do, and you can’t use a spoon. Stupid dog.” But her voice was forgiving, caressing, even. I let myself fall asleep again as the two of them curled up on the couch and turned on the television.


  I snapped awake when they came in from night rounds, and Baz turned off the lights, and followed the woman down the hall. He had an annoying prance to his walk. It made me want to bite him. It was an hour before all the sounds died away. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. It made me wish for a bit more of that smoke, though. Honestly.


  At last the house was asleep. It was my time.


  I needed my left foreleg to be my left hand again. Then I could deal with the bandage that held the hook into my wrist. So, all I had to do was change… But I couldn’t change. I tried again anyway, because that was me, that was my power, and if I gave it everything I had, it had to work somehow. I gathered myself, aimed for that place where the change always happened—and broke into a cold sweat as the place receded infinitely and the tendons of my wrist and ankle went from a cold dull ache to a sudden, breathtaking, fiery flare.


  Okay. That really wasn’t going to work. I lay still, panting for a bit, trying to think. This was the heart of the magic that held me bound. I wasn’t supposed to be able to change. Or rather, I was stuck, changed both ways at once, and held there, by these hooks. For a hook to work, it has to be the right size. And one thing I’d learned, during my recent adventures, is that I can be just about any size I want. So, all I had to do…


  I made myself small, in both my forms. The hook in my tendons flamed a little, sensitive to my powers but not geared for this. Then I stifled a cry as my arm and leg were stretched against the hook and the manacles because I was nearly too small to reach the edges of the cage…


  Okay. I went back to my usual length, about five feet nothing as a human, about the same as a wolf. And both at once. I breathed for a few minutes, summoning my anger from the place it lives just above my heart. When I thought of this cage, and lying here practically helpless, and someone doing this to me— my fury peaked and I got larger, curling as much as I could to keep from breaking out of the cage right away. I didn’t want the dog waking up or the woman interrupting my escape. I wanted this to be quiet.


  When my wrist and hind leg were pressed hard into the cuffs, and the tendons were three times their normal size, I felt the hook slip from the enlarged tendon of my rear paw, but it did not quite dislodge itself. I made myself even larger, ignoring the bite of the cuffs, scrunching down to make more room, and then felt the hook slip from the tendon of my right wrist. I felt a huge wave of relief, and took in a deep, involuntary breath, and reverted to my usual size. Whatever this device or spell was, it was leeching into the heart of my power, of my self, and it had been doing it for days. And now I was able to change, and it was easy, as it should be. I took my wolf form, feeling the power of my wolf nature engulf me. I slipped my right forepaw from the manacle, and pulled my left hind foot free too. I ripped the tape off my wrist with my teeth.


  Under the tape and the surgical bandage I was wearing a tight braided leather band, woven with copper wire. The wires all met and threaded through a silver eye that pierced the leather bracelet and then, I assumed, me. I bit at it, feeling the tingle of power on my tongue, and managed to part the strips of leather, but the wire held firm. I nudged at it with my muzzle, but that wasn’t going to do any good. I stopped, and changed back to my human form, ripped the tape from my left ankle, and found another bracelet there, humming with power. I reached my fingers through the bars and unclipped the latch of the cage. The door opened.


  I was naked. Huh. Whoever had taken me prisoner had taken my clothes off when they put me in the cage. When my kind changes, ordinarily, we take whatever we’re wearing next to our skin with us, and it comes back—mostly—when we change back. So someone had stripped me while I was in human form. I looked forward very much to meeting whoever that was again. On my terms, this time.


  I nearly fell back when I lifted my right leg out of the cage. The wound in my hip where I’d been shot was deep though not wide. It started to bleed again. It smelled of blood, pus, and tar. A livid bruise rose round it wider than both my hands, and it hurt like mad when I stretched my leg.


  The bright porch light reflected through the windows. I limped into the kitchen and found a sharp knife in the dish drainer. I sat down on the floor, favoring my right hip, and sawed away at the bracelet on my ankle, and when it fell loose, I gently pulled the silver hook out of the wound. Oh, what a relief. I cut the one off my wrist as well, and sat for a moment examining them.


  The copper wire was twisted into curious patterns, and wound around the bloody little silver hook. It still tingled to the touch, alive with the power, whatever it was, that had worked on my ability to change. I pulled them apart, tore the wires into a tangle and then balled them up. The silver hooks still tingled. That was the spell. The leather bracelet, the copper wire, were just a distraction. And I was losing time. I needed to get rid of them. And I needed to get away.


  I unlocked the glass door and pushed it open gently. I slipped outside into the open air. Whoever had wanted me naked, helpless, drugged, caged, manacled, and bespelled, had better watch out. I was the hunter now.


  CHAPTER THREE


  I stepped out onto a wide porch made of splintery pine boards that hadn’t been painted in years. The brilliant porch light, besieged with bugs, made it impossible to see further, but I could smell… sheep. The night was cool, but not cold. After the smoke, the cleaning fluids, the cooking odors, the dog, and the woman's fetid breath, the open air tasted wonderful. I limped to the steps and down into the yard to get out of the light to where I could see, and get a sense of how to get out of here. On the right, a beat-up old pick-up and a dented green hatchback stood parked on a sparse layer of oily gravel. It was too much to hope that my car had been brought here as well. But I would be happy to take one of hers.


  She had not conveniently left the keys in either the truck or the car. And the doors were locked anyway. What an untrusting nature. Beyond the cars, a dusty gravel drive sloped up the hillside between two fences, and around a bend toward the ridge beyond. The sound of traffic, never distant anywhere in the greater Los Angeles area, came from beyond those hills, and a little to the south. A pale smudge in the dark sky indicated the direction of the city.


  My feet were bare. They’re fairly tough, but probably not up to miles of gravel road. My ankle hurt, my hip ached, and I was limping hard to favor them both. Blood was dripping from my ankle and wrist, though the puncture in my hip had closed up again. I would be slow, easy to track. Wounded and naked as I was, it would be hard to blend in once I reached traffic and habitation. Walking away up the road was not my best option.


  Across the yard a large building loomed in the shadows from which emanated the scent of horse, hay, and old wood. I limped on past, because from beyond I caught the scent of water. I was so thirsty it hurt. I changed with relief to my wolf form and dropped into the brimming horse trough on four feet. I hunkered down, lapping and lapping, letting the water wash my sores and clear my head as I filled my stomach. The darkness was not very dark. I was in a shallow valley, northwest of Los Angeles, not far from the ocean. The ridges all around were dotted with lights indicating scattered houses. Heading off toward the darkest ridge was probably my best bet. My ankle throbbed at the very thought of so much walking or running, but it was a better choice than the road, at present.


  I stood up on two feet and stepped out of the trough, which was much quieter than heaving out on all fours. The dog might be man-shaped, and sated with sex, but I didn’t want to risk being heard. Once out of the trough I changed again to my wolf form and shook off the water. I padded along the side of the barn until I reached the fence where the sheep pens began. I opened my mouth to draw in the delicious scent of many, many sheep, of wool and lanolin, manure, milk, and blood… and lambs.


  It was the tail end of lambing season. The pen right in front of me held about two dozen big fat ewes on the verge of dropping the last lambs of the season. Half a dozen dim solar lights, strung on fence posts, gave just enough light to see if there was a new lamb. The sheep lay about the yard in little groups, sleeping or chewing. One was off in a corner, wandering back and forth. Probably about to drop. My mouth watered.


  I changed back to human form so I could go on past the lambing pens without rousing all the sheep, which would be bound to wake up the dog, and probably the woman as well. She was a shepherd, after all. I walked slowly toward the rutted lane that led along the fence to the gate into each field. The next pasture was scattered with bales of straw built into square pens where new lambs lay curled up with their mothers. The field beyond stretched all the way across the valley and up the slopes of the hills. Here the rest of the flock, the ewes with older lambs, the yearlings, and a few rams, lay in groups scattered over the field.


  I stopped and leaned on the fence post. My hip was a little less sore for the exercise, but the wounds on my wrist and ankle were bleeding again. The ridges beyond the sheep fields seemed a long, long ways away. I am much faster on four legs than two, but being wounded in two opposite legs was really going to slow me down. Besides, crossing the field in wolf form was going to cause a sheep riot. After all, we’ve been teaching the woollies for thousands of years what it means when a wolf shows up in their midst.


  In front of me, a little lamb, his frame still hollow and curled from his time in the womb, trotted from ewe to ewe, crying for his mother. A nicker, a surge, and mom charged up to him, trailing her other lamb, and nosed him all around while he went straight for her udder and head-butted it hard. He grabbed a teat and started sucking like he was starving. He probably was. I certainly was. He smelled so good I wanted to cry.


  I started down the lane that ran along the fence of the sheep pastures, heading for the hills across the bowl of the valley. I caught the scent of dog, and stopped. On the other side of the barn stood three adjoining chain linked dog kennels. I opened my mouth to catch a whiff to see if they were occupied, but a moment later in the ambient light I could just make out three, no, four border collies. Two lay on top of the old oil drums that served as den and shelter for each of them. Two more lay in the corner of the kennels. All four stared out at the sheep. Not good.


  I was down wind, for the moment. The breeze had changed directions a couple of times since I’d stepped out into the night. They hadn’t seen me, but if I continued along the lane they were going to, and then there would be a whole lot of noise. If the shepherd heard the ruckus, and loosed them, I’d have to be really fast to get up into the hills before they ran me down. And at the moment, I was very decidedly not fast.


  I could probably kill them if they came at me. I would face them in wolf form, after all. But four of them, all at once, meant I would probably get bitten, even if I did kill them all in the end. I was already wounded. They would know that; they would smell the blood, see from the way I stood and moved, and they would attack me where I was weakest. I would end up hurt worse than I was already. You don’t see crippled wolves. Crippled wolves die. It's a mercy that they do. I was not getting out across the sheep fields. Not tonight.


  I retraced my steps to the barn and pulled open the door just enough to slip inside. I felt the presence of power as I entered, as though someone had given the air shape, and organized it. Huh. The energy centered on the workbench against the far wall of the barn. A peg board of neatly organized tools stood above an ancient table. Someone had been raising a fair amount of power here, and for a long time.


  The hair on my neck stood up as the still air stirred. I smelled my scent on that table, and my blood. That was where they had done this to me.


  I had an impulse to leap over there in my wolf form and snuff out every trace of evidence of who was there, and what they were. Being wounded and sore gave me a moment to think about that. I couldn’t feel any wards that would alert the shepherd to my presence if I touched them. It was possible, though, that whoever had bespelled me over there on that table, had the power to make wards sneaky enough that I wouldn’t sense them. I did walk over close enough to try and see if any of my clothes were there, but I didn’t see them.


  To the right, bales of fresh alfalfa were stacked high. Old sacks of feed and dog food stood next to them. The rats and mice had been at them. I grinned to myself. I limped along the wall toward the pair of stalls on the left. One was lit by a dim bulb hanging from a loop of wire above the door post. A tired old horse stood inside with his head lowered, not bothering to mouth his wisps of hay. In the stall beyond, the shepherd had piled broken farm tools, stacks of lumber, tailings of wire fencing, twisted tee posts, and old animal cages of various sizes. The old horse watched me as I poked around, looking for a discarded pair of boots, a rag made from a shirt, paint-splashed overalls. There was nothing.


  A pair of cats stared down at me from the darkened loft. I didn’t bother looking up. A heavy, crusted blanket hung over the stall door, but that wasn’t going to be any more use than the worn saddle and mended tack.


  To ride out of here on my captor's horse was a pleasing thought, but while there are few down sides to being one of the wolf kind, this was one. We do not ride horses. Bad things happen when we do.


  I went back to the water trough and slipped into it again. I drank and drank, looking up at the few stars that shone through the hazy sky.


  The cage, the manacles, the hooks, the drugged smoke, the spells, were all part of the trap. This valley was another part of it. Just getting out of the cage did not mean I was free.


  If I went into my captor's bedroom and found a way to kill both her and her dog, then I would have time to find clothes, search out car keys, and get out of here. In my present state, attacking both of them was not the best of plans. For all I knew, the woman slept with a gun under her pillow, and would sic Fido on me while she placed her shot. I could kill the dog quickly, but to win, I would have to be lucky. And that was not a good way to plan.


  If I killed her and got away, I would not know who had shot, bespelled and captured me. Whoever it was knew who I was, had known how to find me, divert me, attack and capture me. If I left now, whoever it was still had all that knowledge and power, and I was still their prey.


  I shook myself and went back to the house. In human form, I let myself back in. I found the box of incense, and switched out the drugged blocks for some that were the same size. I rubbed them with the drugged ones, so they would have the right smell, at least to a human nose. Then I distributed the drugged ones in hiding places around the room, deep in the couch cushions that hadn’t been cleaned in years, under the fridge, in the ashes of the stove, behind the pristine set of Reader's Digest condensed books, where some mouse long ago had cached a supply of dog kibble.


  I lit the plain old ordinary incense and set it under the stove. I would not be drugged again.


  I wrapped my wrists again in the gauze and tape. I got back in the cage. The next bit was tricky. I have changed from my wolf form to my human form and back again thousands upon thousands of times, hardly thinking about it. To stick halfway, half human, half wolf, wasn’t something it would ever have occurred to me to do. But I’d been held in that form for several days, so it was possible. I tried changing and changing back at the same time. That didn’t work. I tried changing one part of me at a time, and that didn’t work at all. After what seemed like hours of trying I learned that I could hold part of myself in one form while I took the turn that brought me into my other form… and there it was. One wolf paw, one human hand. One wolf hind foot, one human foot… and then I had to start again because I’d gotten it wrong-way round. I slipped the manacle loosely over my wolf hind foot, and then my human wrist.


  I hadn’t destroyed the silver hooks, or the wire and leather wristbands. I’d hidden them so that even the dog couldn’t suss them out. I needed them. They were evidence.


  I lay back, exhausted, uncomfortable, my wounds aching, and tried to rest. I heal pretty fast. In three days, I should at least be much faster than I was tonight. The cage, the manacles, the drugs and the spells were an illusion now. Sometimes, there is a wolf in a trap. And sometimes, the wolf is the trap. Let them come.


  My next job was to deal with Baz.


  Shepherd woman was called Sarah. I learned this the following day when a delivery man banged on the door to the back porch and called her name. Baz the dog in human form stood at bay in the kitchen with his mouth slightly open, while the delivery guy called to him over and over to come and sign for the damn thing. Baz bolted for the bedroom and didn’t come back until Sarah mounted the steps, told off the delivery man for not knowing she was out with the sheep, signed, and dragged the box into the house, still complaining. The delivery man tore off up the drive, gravel spraying under his wheels.


  She burned her eggs cooking breakfast while she was trying to get the thing out of the box, and then stood there cursing for a long time. Then she cursed into her phone for awhile, having to do with whoever had delivered the box not being willing to come and get it again. Then she got Baz to pick up the box and carry it outside. She came back and dumped the burned eggs in a bowl, set it out for Baz, and then shoved him back in the house and locked the door after her. The motor of the truck started up, and then receded. This was promising.


  Baz stood by the door looking out, changing his angle to look out farther up the road. He went over and mouthed up the eggs, and then stood licking the bowl while he stared out the window. Then he harrumphed, and went over to the couch.


  I waited until he had plumped down, scratched at the couch pillows, turned around, curled up and closed his eyes. I waited a little longer until his limbs relaxed. I slipped my manacles, unhooked the cage door, stepped out and into wolf form. I didn’t let him get a whiff of me until I was on top of the couch, looming over him, grown so huge my head was almost as big as he was. As I hit the couch his eyes flew open and I leaned down and snarled into his face.


  So, he could make a sound! It was a delicate little shriek as he spun off the couch onto the floor and tried to run on four legs to the bedroom. I stepped off the couch, avoiding the damp stain he’d left there. He’d been very frightened indeed. I smiled as I thought how much trouble he was going to be in, and stalked down the hall to the bedroom.


  I hauled him out from under the bed by one leg, rolled him over and grabbed his throat in my teeth. I did it carefully. My plan did not include leaving a mark on him, but he didn’t know that. He clutched himself, his eyes rolled back, his tongue came out and he licked his lips again and again.


  I let him go and stepped off, and he ran off again. He’d left a puddle this time, big, stinky, and messy. My plan was working very well indeed.


  I set off after him, hauled him out from under the table, dragged him around a bit until he rolled on his back and his tongue came out again. Little, powerless canine to big, imposing canine: you can kill me if you want, but please don’t. I let him go, let him run, and caught up with him again. Big canine to little canine: I know. The next time, he tried to climb into my cage, and I started laughing, and almost tripped into my human form. When I let him go the next time, he didn’t move, but just lay there staring at me. Lesson learned. For the moment, at least.


  I sniffed around the house for anything that belonged to me. My clothes would have been nice, but there was nothing. I went into the bedroom, rummaged through the drawers until I found some sweats that would fit me. I stashed them in the back of a bottom drawer where I could find them easily in the dark.


  I came out into the living room in human form, but Baz didn’t get up. Good enough. I went to the kitchen and made a search for the car keys, but I didn’t turn up anything. She must have them all on one ring or something. I went through the fridge, helped myself to some leftover rice, some cheese, some overcooked meat. I don’t think I would have noticed what a lousy cook she was, but Richard cooked for me for nearly a month, and he had standards. In his memory, so had I. It didn’t stop me from scarfing up anything I could find. I was starving. It just meant I despised the woman while I did it.


  Baz's head came up before I heard the sound, but I trusted his hearing. I closed the fridge, hopped back into the cage, latched it, and bound myself up again. Baz jumped up and ran for the bedroom. I grinned after him. Then I panicked as I realized that getting into both forms was not quick. It had taken me what seemed like hours the night before. And the truck was coming back, I could hear it now. And I couldn’t remember how I’d done it. And I realized I’d forgotten to look for the woman's gun; she was bound to have a gun, and probably a shotgun as well. Then the truck came to a stop outside, and her footsteps fell heavily on the porch, the back door opened, and I was still in human form.
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