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INTRODUCTION


[image: ]


Who doesn’t love a great shifter tale?  From the ancient legends of men who become werewolves at the full moon to the stories of selkies that walk out of the sea to become women who lure unsuspecting men to their deaths, literature is full of those who transform into dangerous and powerful creatures.  

Those stories are fun, but...

What if someone transformed into something that wasn’t so dangerous?  Something that wasn’t so cool?  What would it be like to transform into something like a mosquito or a dung beetle?

That is the premise of this book.

The twelve short tales in this anthology explore the trials, tribulations, obligations, and opportunities of small shifters.  There are stories of discovery, of betrayal, of loyalty, and of absurdity.  There are stories that are humorous.  There are stories that are deeply profound.

One message pervades all the stories in this collection: though transformation is difficult, one can overcome.  That is a message that is useful for anyone.
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DOMESTIC ECOLOGY


Chris McMahen
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So busy was the father stocking his new trout pond and the mother topping up her bird feeders, the development of the daughter’s compound eyes went completely unnoticed.  So had the ocelli that formed on the top of her head.  It wasn’t until their daughter sprouted wings that the parents noticed.

“She’s doing it on purpose,” the mother said to the father during a commercial break while they were watching Jeopardy!  “She’s doing it just to be different.”

The father nodded and said, “Probably something she learned at school.  She’ll grow out of it.”

“Well, I certainly . . .”  But it was time for Final Jeopardy!

The next evening at dinner, the parents stared across the table at their daughter, now with a pair of antennae wavering about in search of carbon dioxide and the smell of sweat.

The mother slammed her fist down and said, “Okay, that’s it!  I can look the other way on the wings.  But great big feelers?  That’s crossing the line!  Pass the ketchup.”  

The daughter sank her proboscis into the rare steak on her plate and drained all the blood before excusing herself from the table.

After supper, the mother ordered the daughter to stand on the bathroom scale.  “2.5 milligrams!  I knew you were losing weight.  You look terrible.  This strange new diet of yours is not doing you any good.  You can’t just live off blood.  Where did you learn such a thing?”

Later that evening, the mother was once more in a rage.  “Borrowing my nylons again?  Three pair?  In my day, we were glad to have one pair we saved for special occasions.  But, oh, no!  Not you!  You think you’re so special that you deserve to wear three pairs at the same time!  Is it too much to ask for you just to be normal?  Why can’t you be satisfied with two legs like everyone else?” 

As he was headed to bed late that night, the father passed his daughter’s room and saw her standing in an open second story window.  “Where do you think you’re going at this hour, young lady?” he said, his fists clenched, his voice raised.  “Don’t think that just because you can fly, it gives you any special privileges.  Your great-grandparents didn’t immigrate to this country just so you can fly off whenever you feel like it!”

The next day, the mother and the father had some serious discussions about their daughter in the car on the way to bingo.  “I even offered to pay for driving lessons, but she has no interest,” the father said.  “A teenager that doesn’t want to drive?  I just don’t get it.”

“She’s just like your aunt,” the mother said.  “All this is definitely coming from your side of the family.  No one in my family was ever like this.”

“It’s probably just some rebellious phase she’s going through,” the father said.  “One day she’ll just snap out of it.”

The next evening, as her father opened the front door to fetch the newspaper, a swarm of males flew in and headed straight up the stairs.  “Wife! Get the Raid!” the father shouted.  Moments later, there was carnage outside the daughter’s bedroom door.

“That’s the last straw!” the mother shouted, throwing her daughter’s bedroom door open.  “Out!  Get out this minute!  And I don’t want to see you within seven miles of this house again!”  

Without a word and without hesitation, the daughter flew out the window, off into the night.

Each night for the rest of that summer, the mother lit a coil that burned slowly on the dresser, giving off a lazy, lethal smoke, while the father slept with a can of Raid under his pillow.  Outside, a series of bug zappers were installed around the perimeter of the yard along the fence line.  These precautions proved effective.  The daughter and her kind never reappeared in the parents’ small plot of desolation.  

But soon, the father noticed the trout in his pond were growing thin and some were doing the backstroke.  The mother no longer needed to refill the bird feeders, and when she stood in the yard and listened, there was no singing of songbirds.  And one night, for the first time in her life, she actually missed hearing the buzz of mosquitoes.

Right in the middle of Final Jeopardy!, the mother said, “I ran into Mrs. Bainbridge at the shoe store.  She said her son transformed into a millipede.  She’s taken a second job just to keep him in shoes.  I gave her that old pair of Oxfords you never wear, just to help out.”

“That’s okay.” The father nodded.  “On my way into town, I saw Frank Claghorn scraping a roadkill squirrel off the pavement.  He said his daughter is now a vulture, and only eats roadkill.  I told him I found a dead deer over by the train tracks, so we headed over and I helped him drag it into the back of his pickup.”

“That was nice of you,” the wife said.

Jeopardy! was over, and Eyewitness News at Six was on.  But the mother and the father weren’t paying attention.  Their minds were elsewhere.

Finally, the father and the mother looked at one another and nodded.  “It’s only blood,” the mother said, and the father rose from the couch and headed for the back door.  He pulled the extension cord from the outlet, and all of the bug zappers fell silent.  Then, he strode to a small rise at the centre of the property, peeled off his shirt and stood in the moonlight, his hands held firmly at his sides. 
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Chris McMahen is the author of four novels for young readers including Box of Shocks, the winner of the Manitoba Young Readers Choice Award.  He is also a past winner of the Okanagan Short Story and Word on the Lake contests.  In addition, he has contributed to a number of anthologies, most recently, The Drabble Advent Calendar. 
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BENJI EARNS HER FUR


Finnian Burnett
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Benji touches the bear tooth around her neck. Her lucky bear tooth. She doesn’t need luck, of course. Benji has known she’s going to be a bear since the moment her parents first sat her down and told her about their family traits.

Todd turns into a dog. He does it all the time—his scrawny human arms morphing and growing, fur sprouting from his skin. He shifts so much, Benji wants to punch him. Why does Todd have to be such a show-off, just because he’s two years older?

Todd runs off every night with his best friend David, who also turns into a dog. Not some known breed of dog, created by humans, but something wild and unknown—huge and shaggy with powerful haunches and jaws that could snap off a person’s arm. “Stay out of the old forest,” their mom tells Todd every night. “Don’t go past the second stream.”

Sometimes, Todd comes to the dinner table in dog form and their mom rolls her eyes. But Dad says, “Boys will be boys” and puts a bowl of burger meat on the floor for Todd to slurp up. Gross.

Benji’s going to be the kind of bear who eats nuts, berries, and honey. Maybe fish, sometimes, too. She sometimes has dreams of wading into the river and catching passing salmon with her powerful paws. She touches her bear tooth again and slips into her mother’s room.

“Mom, I think it’s time.” Benji’s body has been thrumming all day, a kind of deep-seating vibration like when her father runs the engine of his souped-up truck in the driveway, and it rumbles through their entire house. Her parents had told her she’d know, and she does.

“Benji,” Mom says. Only her mother calls her by that name. Everyone else says her full name. “Benjamina is too much name for a little girl,” Mom used to say after Dad insisted on naming the first girl after his grandmother.

Benji isn’t little anymore, but Benjamina still doesn’t fit her and besides, Benji the bear has a nice ring to it. She plops down on her parents’ bed and hugs her mom. “I’m so ready.”

“Don’t be afraid. It doesn’t hurt. It will feel weird the first few times.”

“Weird is my jam,” Benji says, grinning at her mom. “I’m not scared. I’ve been waiting for this forever.”

Benji’s mom reaches out to stroke Benji’s hair. “I’ve done you a disservice by teaching you to look forward to this. It’s not all wondrous beauty.”

“I know.” Benji remembers her Uncle Leonard who was shot and killed by a farmer in the Yukon while transformed into a wolf. “We’re hunted when we’re animals.”

“We’re hunted even when we’re not animals,” her mother says. “There are people who think the transformation is evil. They’d do anything to kill
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