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The Boy and What He Made Me

 

In my first real memory, I was nine years old.

Before that, everything was red. The red of the blood pounding in my veins, clouding my vision as my adrenaline spiked. The red of the bodies of our prey, mine and my mother’s, spread out in front of us as we bent our heads to eat. The red of our muzzles, after, and the sharp tips of our claws.

The humans had no words for us. No one who lived to see us survived to tell any stories. All the humans knew was that they should be afraid of the tall furred thing in the shadows, hunched over with arms that dragged along the ground. And of the stranger who smiled too brightly, with teeth that gleamed in sharp points and skin that didn’t fit right.

We had no words for ourselves, either. For us, there was no language, and no sense of time. The only time we ever acted with forethought was when we wore our disguises to walk among our prey. Our only before-and-after was the before of our bellies burning with hunger, and the after when they were filled with raw meat and we could fall into a deep dreamless sleep in our cave. There were others of us out there, I knew, but in our cave it was just my mother and me. We would sleep curled against each other, breathing in the comforting smell of old blood on each other’s fur.

But that day when I was nine—although I didn’t understand the concept of age back then—something broke in my mind, and rearranged itself into new patterns. It was the boy who did it. Stefan, although I didn’t know his name then. It had never occurred to me that prey could have names, or lives, or thoughts. Needless to say, I didn’t understand the concept of camping, either. All I knew was that four humans smelling like rich, fatty meat had wandered into our forest without us having to go looking for them, as humans often did, and that they would be easy pickings as long as we steered clear of their fire.

And all I could process of that moment, all that remained of the memory even twenty years later, was this: in the instant before I shrugged off the borrowed skin, before the family’s curiosity at a pair of strangers wandering into their campsite turned to screams and futile attempts to flee, the boy met my eyes. And in his eyes, I saw a mirror. He was a child, like me. Walking in the footsteps of a parent, like me—trailing behind his dad as they picked up sticks for the fire. Curious about this new person in front of him. Like me.

I had never felt curious before.

When I stepped out of the skin a heartbeat later—the skin that had belonged to an earlier meal—the heat didn’t rise in my blood like it should have. When I tried to slash the boy’s guts open, my claws barely scraped his skin. When I tried to chew his throat out, my teeth snapped closed without meeting flesh.

Without understanding what I was doing, I grabbed the boy’s shirt in my teeth and hurled him away from me, into a dense pocket of brush. His mouth was open, but he was too frozen to scream. He didn’t even resist as I tossed him aside. The others were dead by then—two adults and a younger child. I feasted alongside my mother, but barely tasted the meat, too distracted by listening for the slightest whimper or crack of a twig. The smallest sound, and my mother would realize one of the humans was missing.

I had felt fear before, at the sound of a shotgun, or the sight of a sharp blade appearing from nowhere in a human’s hand. But never before had I been afraid for someone.

But the boy didn’t make a sound.

When we returned to the cave, I curled into a ball and let out a high keening sound. I didn’t know what to do with these new thoughts and feelings in my brain. All I knew was that I wanted it to stop. My mother checked me for injuries, and licked me all over with her long, rough tongue. Finally, when she could find nothing wrong, she drew me down to sleep beside her.

But despite my full belly, I didn’t sleep.

When my mother’s breathing steadied, and her snores grew loud in my ears, I rose slowly and crept away. I pawed through the collection of skins in the corner of the cave. My mother always kept several in reserve. Some were better for certain hunting grounds than others. I didn’t know why, or how to tell; I just took what my mother gave me. I didn’t know how to find the right skin this time, either, or even what I needed it for. I let out another low whine. Immediately, I stole a glance toward my mother, afraid I had woken her. But she didn’t stir.

Then I saw it, near the bottom of the pile. Wrinkled and floppy, but I could still make out the shape and size. The skin was short like me, like the boy. A child’s skin.

I stepped into the skin, and pulled it over my head. I felt the familiar tightening, an almost painful squeeze, as it shaped itself to my body—and then the inner click as the magic that came with what I was took effect and made the skin mine. Dead eyes unclouded. Dead veins pumped with blood not their own. Dead nerves awoke, and returned from the painful cold of death as the skin took on the heat from my body.

I didn’t know what would happen, then. I didn’t yet know where my path would take me, or how long that path would be. I didn’t know I was never coming back. All I knew was that I had to see the boy again.

When I went back, he was still there. I thought maybe he would be sleeping, exhausted from the terror. But his eyes shone in the darkness, alert and terrified.

I crouched down, and held out my hand to him. He watched me, shivering, and didn’t move. This wasn’t the skin I had been wearing for the attack, but maybe he could smell the predator on me.

But he must have known he couldn’t stay there forever. Because after a moment, he reached out and took the hand I offered. His hand felt strange in mine. Soft. Not like my mother’s rough fur. Until that moment, she was the only one I had ever touched for a reason other than to kill.

He said something then, his voice as soft as his skin. A tinkling of musical syllables rained down over me. I didn’t know what any of them meant. I pulled him free of the brush—not gently enough, despite my efforts, because he flinched back—and led him down the dirt road. The road my mother had always told me meant danger. I knew the real danger to him lay in the opposite direction, toward the cave.

I understood my mother’s warning as soon as I saw the cabin. A pair of bright yellow lights illuminated the front wall; they glowed like the eyes of some huge beast. They gave us a clear view of the scattering of humans sitting outside on benches, talking. Beside the building sat a handful of the metal skins the humans borrowed the way we borrowed theirs. The ones that made them impervious to our teeth and claws, and let them hurt or kill us by doing nothing more than hurtling into us at impossible speeds.

Another metal skin growled up to the cabin, kicking up dirt under its wheels. I leapt off the road, pulling the boy with me. I squeezed his hand tight, and had to fight to keep myself from running. My heart sped up, not with the heat of the hunt, but the cold bite of fear.

The metal skin came to a stop in front of the cabin, and coughed out yet another human. I stood frozen, unable to move closer, unable to turn around. Danger was before us and behind us. The boy and I had nowhere to go.

But if this place meant danger to my mother and me, it was probably a safe place for him. His own kind would help him.

I let go of his hand. He looked at me and said something else I didn’t understand. In answer, I showed him forward, out of the trees and into the dirt road. Then I faded back into the woods. I was good at hiding, whether in my own skin or a borrowed one. It had been one of the first lessons my mother had given me.

But I didn’t go home. I stayed where I was, near-invisible in the shadows, and watched. The boy walked, then ran, up to the humans. One of them bent down to talk to him, voice gentle but urgent, hands on his shoulders.

The boy was safe with his own kind now. But I still didn’t leave. I would just watch long enough to make sure he was all right, I told myself—although of course I didn’t have the ability to form a thought as clear as that.

I would stay just a little while longer.

 

* * *

 

I didn’t mean to follow the boy home to his new human family. But that was what I did. The pair of adults who came for him were his aunt and uncle, I learned later. But back then, I had neither the concepts nor the words.

The man from the cabin sat outside with him for a long time, until the car showed up. Car—another word I learned later. When the new man and woman pulled the boy into their arms, I told myself my job was done.

But I imagined my mother’s eyes, glowing yellow in the darkness. It always made her angry, when her prey escaped her. I had known her to run miles through the forest, and follow paved roads into dense
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