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The Right Kind of Monster

 

Brenna’s oldest brother, who had gone through his own Proving ten years ago, had told Brenna to wait until nighttime to steal into the city, so the shadows would hide her. The family had forbidden anyone from giving her advice—they had locked her bedroom door, like they always did the day before someone left for their Proving, so no one could cheat and pass on any nuggets of knowledge. But he had climbed the tree outside her room and come in through the window just to tell her that.

At the time, she had seen it as proof of his low opinion of her, that he would go to all that trouble just to give her such obvious advice. Now, huddling under the glow of a flickering sign the color of bad meat, trying to plan her route to avoid the harsh glow of the streetlights, she wondered why he had thought it would be helpful.

This wasn’t darkness. Darkness was the woods back home, with only the light of the moon to guide the Proven hunters as they shifted under its glow and returned hours later with fresh meat. Darkness was the deep shadows of the forgotten wings of the family compound, where she would hide when an older sibling or cousin decided to make her play the role of deer or rabbit in their hunting games. Night in the city was nauseous yellow circles of light, and growling cars that coughed out the smell of acrid poison behind them, and an endless stream of humans passing back and forth. All of them talking and laughing, their heads held high, their strides loose and relaxed.

Back home, no human who ventured near the compound at night would do so without a hunch to their shoulders and a shiver across their skin. They could always sense the danger, even if they didn’t know why. Here, no one feared the night, because the night belonged to them. Brenna was the only one afraid.

A woman in an eye-searing green dress passed by, swinging a shopping bag, laughing on her phone. If she had any worry of attracting attention with her bright colors or her loud braying laughter, her face didn’t show it. She glanced in Brenna’s direction, and Brenna shrank back against the wall. But the woman looked away easily, and didn’t break her stride.

Brenna looked down at herself. As alien as these humans seemed, with their loud voices and louder clothes, walking through these bright and harsh-angled streets without fear, it was easy to forget they couldn’t see the difference between her and them. Her skin was pale and human-soft. Her clothes weren’t bright and tight and shiny like theirs, but they weren’t out of place either. Her jeans had been patched so many times there was more patch to them than original fabric—three of her sisters had worn them before her. Her baggy shirt was a non-color between brown and gray; her aunt had sewn it herself, after a broken leg that hadn’t healed right had taken her out of the hunt for good and relegated her to seamstress duty. Hardly city fashion, but at least it was all human fabric, and not fur. The people passing couldn’t see the animal under the skin.

All they saw was the human version of the same pathetic runt her family saw.

She crept along the side of the building, trying to stick to the narrow strip of shadow. As she did, she sized up every human she passed. She tried to pretend she was her oldest brother, who had taught her how to look for weaknesses in her prey. Everyone else had told him it was pointless to teach her how to hunt, but he had done it anyway.

But no one she passed showed any hints of weakness. Some walked fast, some walked slow, but none walked with fear. Their chests were puffed out, their faces twisted in anger or thrown back in laughter. And they were all bigger than her, even the women. That part wouldn’t matter so much after she shifted—but knowing that didn’t make the idea of taking one of them on feel any more possible.

She kept walking, squeezing against walls and wedging herself into shadows, darting through the bright circles of the streetlights. She walked until her feet hurt from pounding against the harsh unyielding pavement, and then kept going. She would be walking forever. Or at least until the sun came up. Then she would go home without her trophy—Unproven, just like everyone had always expected.

Even her oldest brother had hugged her for too long before she had left, his hot tears falling on her head. When he had finally let go, he had stared at her like he was trying to memorize what she looked like. Like he had thought he would never see her again. Forget coming back a success—he didn’t trust her to make it back at all.

She swallowed the resentment that rose up hot in her throat, the way she always did. It wasn’t her brother’s fault he knew her well enough to have realistic expectations. It wasn’t his fault she had been born small and weak and timid. She buried the feelings deep until her mind went blank, and she kept walking.

And then she stopped.

Her eyes had caught a woman who didn’t walk with the same confidence as the people around her. She was taller than Brenna, and more solid, but she didn’t look like she understood the power that gave her. She clutched her arms around her torso, and bowed her head like she was bracing herself against a cold breeze, even though the air was still. Her steps were small and quick, like a squirrel darting up a tree.

There, her mind whispered in her oldest brother’s voice. There is your prey.

She sped up to match the woman’s stride. She edged closer, but not so close that she would catch the woman’s attention. A few steps ahead, there was a thin dark space between two buildings, like someone had made a mistake in the building process and not lined them up properly. Perfect. She could drag the woman in there. Quickly, to catch her by surprise. Then, out of sight of the humans on the street, she would shift in the darkness. And then—

Her mind shied away from what would happen next. Teeth tearing at flesh. Hot blood in her mouth. The dead glassy eyes of the only person in the city she felt the slightest kinship with—the only other person who was afraid.

So instead, she thought about her actual kin. She pictured returning home with her trophy, dumping the body at their feet. Showing them that no matter what they had always thought of her, from the moment she was born until the day she had left for her Proving, she too was capable of hunting the wiliest prey, in the most dangerous environment this world had to offer. In her mind, she heard them howling her triumph to the moon, proclaiming her worthy to step out of childhood and be one of them.

Her hand crept out to grab the woman’s arm. Quickly, she reminded herself, but her hand kept trying to creep back and glue itself to her side. Just before her fingers caught the woman’s sleeve, someone shoved past her and knocked her to the side. She searched for the woman in a panic, only to see the same man who had bumped into her wrap one hand around the woman’s mouth and another around her waist, and haul her into the same gap Brenna had been planning to use.

Brenna crept forward. She stopped just shy of the gap, and slowly peered around the corner. The gap was bigger than she had thought, big enough that her three broadest cousins could have stood side by side with room to spare. The man who had stolen her prey was easily as big as any one of them. The thick corded muscles in his arms flexed as he pulled the woman tightly against him. All her flailing and scratching and kicking didn’t budge him. He might as well have been a tree, planted in the concrete.

As the woman’s head whipped around wildly, her eyes caught Brenna’s for a fraction of a second. Just long enough for Brenna to catch a glimpse of the animal fear there. Just long enough to unearth a memory from the deep dark corner where she had buried it.

Her cousin Callum—two years older than her, but so much bigger the gap had always seemed twice as large—had ordered her to help him learn to hunt. When she had said no, he had thrown rocks at her until she had run into the woods to get away. Which, of course, had been exactly what he had wanted. He had given chase with a gleeful whoop, and she had run faster at the sound of his footsteps and the imagined feel of his breath on her neck. Until she had tripped over a root, and he had landed on top of her.

But not the human-skinned version of him. His hands had felt wrong on her back, and when she had twisted her head around, he had been all fur and paws and teeth. And those teeth had been bared in a victory snarl. Yellow wolf eyes had shone with laughter as they stared into hers.

The kids weren’t supposed to shift when they played with one another. But as his teeth had closed gently over the side of her neck and rested there, she had known there would be no consequences for him if he ripped out her throat. Everyone—except maybe for her oldest brother—would be relieved at not having a useless mouth to feed anymore, and not having to keep up the pretense that someday she would come into her own.

“I told you not to run,” the man growled, jolting Brenna back into reality. “We could have had a civilized meeting, but no, you had to take off on me.”

His hand over the woman’s mouth muffled her response.

“Now we have to do this out in the open
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