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HYENAS PLAY 

CHARACTERS 
Burk, male, 20s 
Aran, male, 20s 

SETTING 
The stage gives the impression of a ramshackle roof-turned-guard tower, mostly bare but with the 
remains of a chimney. Aran and Burk both wear not-quite-matching military uniforms, and they 
wear mud on their faces like camouflage. Each has a large semi-automatic rifle, a satchel, and a 
canteen of water, from which they occasionally drink. Burk wears a watch. Burk stands, pacing, 
occasionally looking into the distance. Aran leans against the wall or sits, reading a book. Burk 
does some exercises, maybe press-ups or jumping jacks, but he soon tires.  

Burk:  It’s so fucking hot. You could fry an egg on the ground, I swear. Did I tell you—the fish 
 are dying. The water’s boiling right up. I know someone who lives by the sea. He said it 
 smells something awful. There used to be grass here. Do you remember? This whole 
 place was covered in grass. Now it’s too fucking hot. Except at night when it’s freezing, 
 am I right? I never was a big reader. I always preferred to work with my hands. I can take 
 apart and reassemble this gun in forty-five seconds, flat. I bet I could do it blindfolded. 
 What’re you reading? 

Aran:  A book. 

Burk: No shit. What’s it about? 

Aran: Hyenas. 

Burk:  Hyenas? 

Aran:  It’s the only book here I haven’t read. 

Burk:  Must be left over from…(pause). What does it say? 

Aran: About what? 
  
Burk:  About hyenas! 

Aran:  Everything, I guess. It’s a…general overview.  

Burk:  (sarcastically) A general overview of hyenas. Sounds fascinating. Go on. Tell me 
 something. Make it interesting. 
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Aran:  Although genetically hyenas are more closely related to cats, behaviorally, they act 
 more like dogs. 

Burk:  And…? 

Aran:  Some types of hyenas are scavengers, but spotted hyenas are hunters. 

Burk:  So….? 

Aran:  Spotted hyenas have a matriarchal society. That means females are dominant, they 
 control the pack— 

Burk: I know what that means. I’m not a big reader, that doesn’t make me an idiot. (checking  
 his watch) Perimeter check. 

 (Aran puts down the book and stands. Aran and Burk circle the perimeter, looking out 
over the wall. When they return to the starting point, Burk produces a small notebook.) 

 Report. 

Aran:  Zero threats. 

Burk:  (Burk clears his throat) What did you see? 

Aran:  A sheep. 

Burk:  A sheep is a potential threat. A sheep could have weapons strapped to its belly. A sheep 
 could be poisoned and sent to make us sick. Tell me, would you like your body to be torn  
 apart by shock waves and riddled with shrapnel? 

Aran:  No. 

Burk:  No, sir. Tell me, would you like to literally shit your brains out and hemorrhage to death 
 because you ate poisoned meat? 

Aran:  No, sir.  

 (Burk puts away the notebook. Aran resumes reading the book. Burk checks his watch, 
takes apart and reassembles the gun. It may or may not take less than 45 seconds.)  

Burk:  Tell me you found something interesting. 
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Aran:  Spotted hyenas have an especially large heart that gives them endurance. Twice the size 
 of a lion’s heart.  

 (Burk makes a big show of yawning or otherwise demonstrating boredom.) 

 Here’s something you might like. Female spotted hyenas have a pseudo-penis. 

Burk: What? 

Aran:  The female genitalia looks like a penis. It’s pretty convincing. Most scientists can’t tell 
 just by looking. These females can even have erections. 

Burk:  No way. 

 (Aran hands Burk the book. Burk studies the book.) 

Aran: It’s physically impossible to rape a female spotted hyena. 

Burk: If you’re a hyena. 

Aran: What? 

Burk:  (hands the book back to Aran) I like statements to be accurate. It’s physically impossible  
 to rape a female hyena if you’re a hyena.  

Aran: I don’t understand what you’re saying— 

Burk:  (overlapping) Hyenas don’t have opposable thumbs. What? Our enemies have done 
 worse. 

 (Burk walks to the edge.) 

 We need to eliminate this potential threat. Come on. Let’s see what you’ve got. 

Aran:  What? 

Burk:  It’s time to get your dick wet. It’s just an expression. Come on. 

Aran:  No. 

Burk:  I’m not asking. 

Aran:  I can’t. 



�4

Burk:  Aim, squeeze. Easy peasy. 

Aran: I’m a pacifist.  

Burk:  (Laughs.) Are you serious? Where on earth did you get that idea? You’re serious. The 
 enemy, they’re killing innocent people every day. Women, children. They’ve taken our  
 jobs, they’ve taken our land, they’ve taken away our way of life. They wouldn’t think 
 twice before shooting you. You want peace? If they put down their guns, we’ll have 
 peace. If we put down our guns, we’ll die. 

 (Burk lifts the rifle, aims, and fires. Burk takes out the notebook and writes.) 

 Potential threat eliminated.  

 (Burk paces, maybe does a few exercises. Aran reads from the book, flips a page, reads, 
finishes the book. Aran puts down the book then does some stretching or practices yoga or tai 
chi, something slow and measured. Burk does some calisthenics as if in competition with Aran, 
making a big show of doing some pushups or lunges or jumping jacks. Aran ignores Burk. Burk 
exits and returns with a small container, which he opens to reveal an egg.) 

Burk: I’ll wait a bit—it’s not quite the hottest part of the day. You finish that book 
 then? Was the ending good? I bet it was a real cliffhanger. No more books, eh? It’s 
 probably for the best. Don’t want you getting distracted from the task at hand. 

Aran:  And that—(points at the egg)—isn’t a distraction? 

Burk:  I could throw this at the enemy if I needed to. Catch ‘em off guard. 

Aran:  I could throw a book. 

Burk:  But you wouldn’t. (scoffing) Pacifist. 

Aran: (finishes stretching, has a little zen moment) Who do you know who lives by the sea? 

Burk: What? 

Aran: You said the fish are dying. You said you knew someone who lives by the sea. Who is it? 

Burk: Does it matter? 

Aran: Did you speak to him recently? You told me comms were down.  
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Burk: You’re on a need-to-know basis. It’s my responsibility to keep this unit safe. 

Aran: I don’t think the water’s boiling. I don’t think it’s the heat that’s killing them, per se. It’s 
 probably the algae.  

Burk: You learn this in a book? 

Aran: (nods) It’s happened before, when water temperatures rise. A red tide. A lot of people  
 think that algae is a plant, like seaweed, but it’s actually a microscopic organism that  
 floats in the ocean— 

Burk:  I know what algae is. Why is it killing the fish? 

Aran: A red tide is when the algae blooms out of control. They’re single cells—so tiny on their 
 own, they have to produce chemicals as a defense mechanism. But when water 
 temperatures rise, or there’s extra runoff from fertilizer, anything that triggers a massive 
 bloom, well then, together, all their toxins kill everything in their path.  

Burk:  (shrugging) I don’t like fish. Give me red meat any day.  

Aran: (scoffs) 

Burk:  What? 

Aran: We don’t have any red meat. Unless you count that sheep.  

Burk: I do not count that sheep.  

 (Burk reaches into his satchel and pulls out a can.) 

 What do you call this? 

Aran: Dog food? 

Burk: Do you see any dogs here? 

 (Burk pulls out another can and tosses it to Aran. Burk pulls out a spoon. Aran puts down 
the can.) 

 Eat. You need your strength. 

 (Burk eats. Aran pulls a spoon and a different can out of his satchel and begins to eat.) 
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Burk: What’s that? 

Aran:  Beans. 

Burk: Beans? I said, you need your strength.  

Aran: Beans are a good source of protein.  

Burk: So, now what? You’re a vegetarian? A pacifist and a vegetarian? You wouldn’t last a day 
 without me.  

Aran: (reacts as if he disagrees.) 

Burk: I’d like to see you try.  

Aran: Eggs are also a good source of protein. Shame we only have the one chicken left. 

Burk: Be grateful for what you have. Bloody beans. (checking his watch) Perimeter check. 

 (Aran and Burk circle the perimeter, looking out over the wall. When they return to the 
starting point, Burk produces a small notebook.) 

 Report. 

Aran:  One potential threat.  

Burk:  Describe. 

Aran: A sheep. 

Burk:  Is it a large sheep? A small sheep? 
  
Aran:  You mean a lamb?  No, it’s not a lamb. It’s a medium-sized sheep. Same as the other. 

Burk:  White or black? 

Aran: Does that matter? White. 

Burk: The other sheep was also white. We should try to establish if there’s a pattern. What 
 potential threat could this sheep pose? 

Aran:  It could have weapons strapped to its belly. 
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Burk:  And? 
  
Aran: It could have been poisoned and sent to make us sick. 

Burk:  Don’t just blindly repeat everything you’ve been told. Use your own head.  

Aran: It could be a wolf in sheep’s clothing? 

Burk: (laughing) Yes, yes it could. Or maybe a hyena. What do we do to potential 
 threats?  

Aran: Eliminate them.  

Burk:  It’s your turn. I know you’re a good shot. On the practice range, you’re every bit as good  
 as me. Maybe better.  

 (pause) 

 They’re not like you and me, you know. The enemy—they’re not rational. They despise 
 us, just because of who we are.  

 (pause) 

 It’s not nice, what we do. I know. You don’t have to think of it as killing someone, or 
 something. You can think of it as protecting everything we hold dear. 

 (pause) 

 Just shoot the fucking sheep, okay? We don’t have all day! 

Aran:  Is there something else we have to do?  

Burk:  For God’s sake! 
  
 (Burk has a little meltdown and accidentally kicks over the egg container, smAraning the 
egg. Burk pulls himself together. Then he lifts his gun, aims, shoots. Burk takes out the notebook 
and begins to write. ) 

Burk: Potential threat eliminated— 

 (Overlapping is the sound of a sheep baa-ing. Burk and Aran look up. Burk walks to the 
edge, aims, and fires again, maybe a volley of shots. The sheep baas.) 
  



�8

 Shit.  
 
 (Aran stands and walks to the edge.) 

 It’s in pain.  

 (The sheep says baa.) 

 It’s a shame to let it suffer.  
  
 (Aran reluctantly aims and fires. They wait for a beat. The sheep is silent.) 

 (gloating) So, how does it feel? How does it feel to get your dick wet? 

 (There is the sound of an airplane in the distance. Burk grabs Aran and they crouch next 
to the remains of the chimney, rotating slowly as the airplane crosses the sky. Burk is terrified, 
but Aran is curious and tries to get a better look.) 

Burk:  Don’t let them see you! 

Aran:  They’re gone. (studying the smushed bit of egg) Hey, you were right. The egg cooked. 

Burk: Told you. 

Aran: That looked like a passenger plane. 

Burk:  It’s better to be safe than sorry. 

Aran: Did you ever fly in a plane? 

 (Burk nods.) 

 What was it like? 

Burk: One moment, you’re rumbling down the runway, and the next moment you’re…up in the 
 air. We flew right into the clouds, couldn’t see a thing. And then…we broke through.  
 Clouds below us, as far as the eye could see. 

Aran: I want to fly someday. 

Burk: When the world is safe again, you will. 

Aran: Permission to speak freely? 
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Burk: (pause)  

 Permission granted. 

Aran:  How do you know the enemy got her? 

Burk:  What? 

Aran:  Did you see…how do you know…are you absolutely sure Mum didn’t just leave?  

Burk:  I’m sure. 

Aran: But how do you know?  

Burk: She wouldn’t just leave. She wouldn’t abandon us. 

Aran:  So…you don’t have proof. 

Burk: I don’t need proof. 

Aran: It’s just that sometimes I think I would rather kill myself then spend one more fucking 
 minute with you. 

 (pause) 

 I keep thinking about hyenas. They have a bad reputation: scavengers, creepy. But it’s not 
 true. They hunt most of their food. Lions steal from them more than the other way  
 around.  

Burk: Mum loved nature. That was probably her book. And the one on algae, too. All   
 creatures great and small. 

 (pause) 

 She couldn’t see the enemy. She thought they were just like us. She went to a protest. It  
 got violent. 

Aran: Was it them…or was it us? 

Burk: Then it was my responsibility, and mine alone, to keep you safe. (checking his watch)  
 Perimeter check. 
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 (Aran and Burk circle the perimeter, looking out over the wall. When they return to the 
starting point, Burk produces his small notebook.) 

 Report. 

Aran:  Zero threats. 

Burk:  For now. Weapons check.  

 (Aran and Burk visually inspect their guns.) 

 Strip.  

 (Aran disassembles and reassembles his gun. Burk checks his watch.) 

 Not bad, not bad.  

 (Burk hands his watch to Aran. Burk takes out a blindfold from his satchel and puts it on. 
Burk begins to disassemble his gun. Aran stealthily take some of the disassembled pieces.) 

Aran: I remember the grass. I remember how it smelled when you cut it.  

 (Aran leaves with his gun and satchel. Burk begins to reassemble his gun but grows 
increasingly frustrated as he can’t find the parts. There is the sound of a sheep baa-ing. Burk 
takes off his blindfold and realizes that Aran is gone and that his gun is unusable. Burk runs to 
the edge to look for Aran and the sheep. Burk looks around to see if there’s anything else he can 
use as a weapon. Burk grows increasingly distraught.) 

Burk: (leaning over the edge) Wait! 

 (Perhaps Burk throws the empty cans at the sheep. Burk crouches in fear, as if the sheep 
were going to explode. Nothing happens. The sheep baas. Burk stands and leans back over the 
edge.) 

 Wait! Come back!  

 (Burk hesitates, then grabs his satchel and canteen. Burk exits. A number of seconds 
pass. Burk returns. Burk lAranes out—kicking or hitting the wall or chimney, or throwing canned 
food or utensils or hitting himself. Burk collapses, panting and moaning. Eventually Burk is quiet 
and his breathing slows. Burk looks around, unsure of what to do next. The sheep baas.) 

End. 


