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        Sudden Shift

      

      

      
        
        Youngest daughter of seven, Edya helps her older sister Naya calm her nerves before her Other ritual. The shifting ritual all fledgling witches undergo to come into their magic.

      

        

      
        If only Edya can convince Naya not to choose a tiger.

      

        

      
        The family frowns on such bold choices, not to mention the Witches’ Council which works to protect witches in society. Keep the magic secret. Keep the magic safe.

      

        

      
        But Naya aches to be a tiger, no matter what Edya suggests.

      

        

      
        Like a calming meditation in the backyard. Breath in, breath out, relax and let go.

      

        

      
        Until the magic exerts its own will and Edya discovers a big surprise in the contemporary fantasy novella Sudden Shift.

      

        

      
        Part of Were-Creatures & Conundrums, an Uncollected Anthology
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      Among the witching community, the Draven family was known for their power and influence, their elegance and finesse with magics.

      All the family, except for me.

      There was the whole myth about being seventh of seventh, but somehow it had skipped me. I was my mother’s seventh daughter, but I didn’t look anything like my sisters. They were all tall and willowy, with flowing blond locks, fair skin, and piercing blue eyes.

      Somehow I was the only one who had taken after my father’s side. Short, thick, with mousy brown hair and dark brown eyes. My skin had the greenish tinge of Italian blood, but one good thing about it was I darkened in the sun rather than burn like my fairer sisters.

      Not that I spent a lot of time in the sun these days. Not with my sister, Naya’s upcoming initiation. Naya was my closest sister, only a year older than me and at eighteen, she was next to be initiated into the family, to come fully into her magic and pick her Other.

      “I want to be a tiger,” Naya said. “I really think I should be able to choose that.” She turned around on the chair in front of the vanity mirror, to look over her shoulder at me. “Edya, what do you think?”

      I sat on my bed, several pillows tucked behind me as I tried in vain to read. I’d been reading quite contently until Naya came into brush her hair. For some reason, she didn’t think reading was an actual activity and could interrupt me when she wanted.

      “I think mother is going to nix that idea,” I said. “Why don’t you choose a Bengal cat. They kind of look like tigers.”

      Naya wrinkled her perfect nose. “Rayna is a Bengal. I don’t want to be the same as her.”

      Right, Rayna, our second oldest sister. This was the problem with having so many sisters, someone had always picked what you wanted first. Unless you went in a completely different direction.

      Most of our family had chosen Others of a feline variety. Mother insisted they be of a kind that could blend in well in the city. No lions or tigers, nothing that would cause undo attention from the normals when we shifted.

      That left Naya with limited options, unless she decided on something completely different.

      But if there was anyone who stayed in their lane, it was Naya.

      “Maybe a Bengal with different markings,” I said. “Or you can be bigger than Rayna.”

      Naya frowned. “That’s not helpful.”

      I shrugged. As usual, whatever suggestion I had was ignored. Sometimes I wanted to say something outrageous to see if any of my sisters noticed, but I didn’t want to draw the ire of my mother.

      “Kaya and Delnya are both black cats,” I said. “You don’t see them complaining about being the same.”

      “They’re twins,” Naya said. “It would be strange if they hadn’t chosen the same Other.” She shifted in the chair, brushing a piece of invisible lint from her black skirt. “I want to be myself, be original. Especially since everybody’s seen the ritual so many times. I don’t want it to be boring.”

      I pressed my lips together to stop the laugh that threatened to spill out. Naya had never had an original thought in her life. She fell perfectly into line with the family, parroting everything from everyone else. She never questioned or wondered or doubted. She went along with perfect, unwavering confidence.

      Not like me.

      I wondered about everything. I questioned the most basic rituals until my mother gave me that glare, stopping me in my tracks.

      I doubted everything.

      Especially myself.

      At least I wasn’t the one undergoing initiation yet. I had a full year before I had to complete it, before I had to make a choice of my Other, the creature I would shift into for the rest of my life. And if I was really lucky, most of my sisters would be off doing their own thing when my time came. Less pressure to get it perfect.

      But for Naya, everyone was still around. Poor kid was probably feeling the pressure.

      I closed my book and swung my legs off the bed. I stood up and held out my hand to her.

      “Come on,” I said.

      She took my hand, allowing me to draw her up. Like all my sisters, she towered over my squat five foot, two-inch frame, and although she looked down at me, it always felt like Naya looked up. Although she was a year older than me, she had always seemed younger.

      “Where are we going?” she asked.

      “Some place where you can relax and focus,” I said and dragged her out the door.
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      The backyard was one of my favorite places, especially toward the far end. Our house was on a side street, just off one of the cities busiest thoroughfares and still once you stepped into the backyard, the incessant hum of traffic faded. I was sure it was one of mother’s spells, but she never admitted to it. Casting such an overarching spell was frowned upon.

      The late June afternoon air carried the fresh scent of wild flowers. Bushes of them bloomed in cultivated batches in the yard. A gravel path wound around the various sections, allowing you to enjoy the riot of color and scents that filled the air. Mother much preferred cultivating natural plants and flowers. She hated the idea of an expanse of green grass. A green desert, she had always said.

      I lifted my face to the sun as I led Naya along the path through the backyard. She ducked her head, shading her eyes with her other hand as she held onto mine. She squinted against the sun like some nocturnal creature.

      “It’s too bright out here,” she said. A whine crept into her voice.

      “We’re going to the back trees,” I said. “There’s shade.”

      Along the back of the backyard was a row of five maple trees. Their branches seemed to intertwine and there were so many wide, green leaves, you couldn’t see a ray of sunshine between them.

      As we stepped under their canopy, the temperature dropped by five degrees. Dark shadows filled the space. I stepped over bulging roots and sparse grass. A little ways in was the spot I was looking for.

      Years ago, an older tree had fallen over, leaving a sturdy trunk perfect for sitting. Over time, the rough bark had worn smooth until it almost felt like a cushion on the trunk. Sitting here, the city seemed far away. Even the family could feel far away. It was my personal space to sit and enjoy the stillness.

      Naya could use some of that to clear her head.

      She wrinkled her nose at the sight of the fallen trunk.

      I released her hand as I sat down. I patted the trunk beside me.

      “I’m not going to get sap or whatever on my skirt, am I?” she asked.

      “Only if you want to.”

      She made a face, but sat down beside me. After a moment, she started to fidget.

      “It’s so quiet out here,” she said.

      “Exactly,” I said. “Clear your mind and let yourself think about what kind of Other you want to be.”

      She drew in a deep breath and huffed it out.

      “A tiger. I want to be a tiger.”

      “What kind of Other mother will allow you to be,” I said.

      Naya let out a long suffering sigh.

      “Close your eyes and focus,” I said.

      “Only if you do it too,” she said. “You know I can’t mediate alone.”

      I shifted on the trunk, getting comfortable. “Fine. We’ll do it together.” I closed my eyes. “Now you.”

      I listened to her breathing become steady and regular, deepening as she sank into a trance. Good, maybe she could come up with an Other that mother wouldn’t veto. I knew how hard it was for Naya trying to maintain some individuality while conforming to the family.

      As I barely fit in, that wasn’t really my problem.

      Although just once, it would be nice to fit in, to not be the odd one out. Maybe when it was my turn to choose my Other I would pick some kind of cat, maybe an orange one or a fluffy white one, and not something completely different from the family like a badger or a rat.

      The air around me began to feel stuffy. I shifted on the trunk, but it only made me feel more uncomfortable. My body itched and air was too warm, pressing against me. My muscles tingled. My head throbbed. My nose itched.

      I lifted a hand to wipe it.

      And felt thin hairs growing out from it, as I slapped the side of my face.

      Where the hell was my nose?

      I felt along. My face bulged forward, bristles quivered under my hand, and I felt the tiny tip at the end. My nose.

      At the end of a muzzle.

      What the hell?

      I opened my eyes.

      The world was blurry, but I could see more of it, almost around the back of the trunk. A huge form rose beside me. It took me a moment to realize it was Naya.

      And she was the size of a giant.

      I reached out a hand toward her and let out a squeal when I saw it.

      Small, pink, delicate fingers at the end of a hairy arm.

      “What’s that?” Naya asked. She opened her eyes and looked around. Then down.

      She jolted and leapt off the trunk.

      “Eww, a rat.”

      Oh no. No, it couldn’t be. It couldn’t have happened.

      I was too young. We hadn’t done the ritual. I hadn’t chosen.

      Had I?

      I opened my mouth to speak to Naya, but all that came out was a squeak. I reached my hands-paws toward her. I could feel my body, longer and oddly shaped balancing on the tree trunk.

      Naya let out a snort of disgust. Before I could figure out how to communicate with her, she turned and hurried out of the copse of trees and across the backyard back toward the house.

      I leapt off the trunk and ran after her. On my four stubby legs.

      Or I tried to run.

      Who knew going from two legs to four legs would cause such trouble? The weight in my body felt funny and I kept smashing my muzzle into the ground. My knees worked differently and by the time I figured it out, Naya had disappeared into the house.

      Strong scents overwhelmed me. I could smell things I never thought had any smell before. The empty dirt right before my head smelled dusty and dry. A few steps forward and I could smell the richness of the bush that soared over my head. Even the tree I scurried past had a different, more woody odor.
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