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1 – Finally, She Glows

 

 

 

The year is 1503

 

The location is The Forest of the Spring (present day Nantahala Forest, North Carolina, U.S.A.)

 

 

 

Anna strolled along the cobbled street, head held high, her sister Theresa at her side. Idly, she braided a lock of her hair as Theresa prattled on about nothing. Sister stuff. Anna’s eyes were drawn by a male on horseback, lean and dark, probably a big cat shifter, urging his horse faster than he should on the rough cobblestones, horse and rider heading into Five Hills, the tiny town at their back.

Anna grabbed for her sister, wanting her to look, too, but Theresa had stopped in front of an eatery and was staring in the open air window at a row of big males eating the first meal of the day.

Theresa sighed and found Anna’s hand. “Look at all that bear meat in there. Let’s have breakfast.”

Anna looked. Yeah, there was a lot of bear meat. Big guys, thick through the chest and the arms and the legs and the everything else that mattered. Plus they could turn into bears. Minor detail since all she cared about was the man. She crowded in close to her sister. “Are any of them cosh-shifters?”

Theresa looked at each one in turn. “I can’t tell. I don’t see any ingravs. No one is glowing.”

“But they won’t glow unless one of their switches is in trouble,” Anna whispered, pulling Theresa to the side, when one of the big bear-men looked up at her. Blondish hair, cropped close to his head topped dark eyes and a strong expression. Simple cotton spread across a strong chest. Big forearms. Big hands. Anna took him in, then looked him in his eyes.

He was staring at her.

Insolent. But she liked it. She stared back and they locked eyes, as shifter and switch were known to do. A mini conversation occurred in the air between them, she was certain.

You like bears? his eyes said.

Sure, who doesn’t? Come here, let me show you, hers said back.

Anna collapsed into giggles and pulled her sister away from the window, laughing at her silliness. They’d had no unspoken conversation, and letting Theresa drag her in there would be a bad idea. She had many chores to do and there was no place in her chores for bears. Bears were big and clumsy and thumped around the forest and female’s hearts equally, overturning carriages, chewing up trees, scaring everybody.

“Let us go, Theresa. No lusting over bears today. We have work waiting.” She ignored her sister’s protests and pulled her down the street, but at the next window, still to the same eatery, someone called out to her.

“Switches! Please, come in, eat,  first meal of the day on me. My thanks.”

Anna looked around for the switches. She was a switch, but an ordinary one. One who didn’t glow. She supposed she could kill a vampire if she came upon one. A weak one, and then she might glow for a bit, but it wouldn’t last.

The cosh-switches and shifters were the ones who glowed, because they were the ones who fought the vampires. They were the strongest, lent even more strength and power by The Cause and the cosh. The Cause was the fight against the vampires. The cosh was where all cosh-switches and shifters lived.

Theresa squeezed her hand. “He means us.”

“Us? Why?” Anna met the man’s eyes. He nodded earnestly and motioned them inside. They’d eaten in the Bear Claw before, both her and Theresa, more than once, and this man had served them. He hadn’t offered any free food those times.

The bear from the table, the one who hadn’t asked her if she like bear meat, he was watching her intently. His eyes narrowed and his being changed, from relaxed to tense, waiting, ready. This was getting weird.

Theresa pulled her through the door, hissing at her, “I don’t know why, but Fate is talking to us.”

Up to the counter Theresa pulled her. Anna could feel the bear’s eyes on her. All the bears’ eyes on her. One of them muttered something. “She’s a cosh switch.” “She glows,” another said. One raised his nose. “No vampires about.”

Anna startled. Vampires? Who was glowing? She looked to Theresa, but Theresa was already staring at her, crossing her eyes hard, like she was trying to see angels in the drops of dew on the lawn.

Theresa gasped and touched Anna’s face. “Anna, you’re glowing. There is an opening at the cosh and Fate has chosen you.”

Anna sucked in a breath, touching her face, then holding out her hands in front of her and turning them over, trying to see the glow herself. The glow that meant that she, Anna of the Forest, was reinvented, her life only beginning at the age of 37.

 


2 – The Shifter Glows, Too

 

Growler pushed his food away and stood. The lovely, tall switch with the brown hair and the mesmerizing, bright, honey-colored eyes had rushed out after a whispered conversation with the female who looked much like her.

He would follow the switch and her sister, who had not been glowing. He was not a cosh-shifter, but there were no shifters with them, and that was not acceptable. Vampires lived in the Forest of the Spring, were as called to it as shifters and switches were. It was conceivable one could be close and would jump at the chance to corner a switch, get her alone and outnumber her, or worse, drive her into a killing frenzy that she could not control, endangering all. Her sisters, shifters, humans, the animals of the forest, the forest itself.

Such was the job of a shifter, what they were all born to do. They directed and focused the killing ire of the switches, then kept their heads while the vampire-blood-crazed switches lost theirs, anchoring them, forcing them back into reality when the vampire threat was gone.

Growler pushed outside, then followed the pair down the street, staying back from them so they wouldn’t notice him. This was not his place.

When he’d first seen the switch, Anna, the female with her had called her, she hadn’t glowed. He’d known she was a switch because almost all non-shifter females in Five Hills were. Growler could pick out a shifter, any shifter, by scent, and she had not been one of those. She and her sister fit the profile of a Bond switch even before she’d glowed. Tall, striking eyes, plus kind expressions.

When she had glowed, it had come upon her all at once, lighting up her entire body, the dusky, reddish orange of a fire at sunset. Gorgeous. She hadn’t noticed. Growler had. The other shifters had. It was not often they saw cosh-switches in town. Mostly the cosh-shifters came to town for supplies or information.

He followed the pair for almost an hour, to a farm situated in the center of a clearing off several secondary roads that could really be better described as forest paths. They disappeared inside the long farmhouse, and Growler only watched for a moment, before turning and heading home. That was not the cosh, but that was not his business.

Growler stepped behind a tree, removed his clothes, stashed them under the roots of the tree, and shifted into a massive bear, running headlong toward home, the man within the bear thinking hard about a new development in his life.

For the first time in his 33 years, he wanted to be a cosh-shifter.

 

 

***

 

 

Growler steered himself toward the fire pit they called the meeting place, where other shifters who lived like him would sometimes meet for fellowship. It was a small meadow that didn’t fit in the forest, with a fire pit dug in the center and chairs carved all around in a circle. Growler had carved the chairs himself, never quite knowing why, but he knew he liked to build with his own hands. That was reason enough.

He had lived in the Forest of the Spring since he was born, a simple life with his parents that consisted of work and wandering the forest. When his parents had died he’d turned the farm over to his uncle, rarely returning.

He lived in the forest alone, catching his dinner with his own paws, working as a tracker, occasionally spending days or weeks at the meeting place, socializing. Sometimes, he went into town to advertise his services.

He was glad he’d gone that morning. The switch’s face still lingered in his mind, her orange glow warm, welcoming, and dangerous at the same time. He was glad to have seen her, glad to have been of the opportunity to be of service to her, even if she knew it not.

Not for the first time, Growler wondered where in the forest the cosh stood, the longhouse where all the cosh-shifters and switches lived together, united in The Cause against the vampire. The house was protected by both magic and sentries, and ordinary folk would never  happen across it. His father had always said that Fate could be tempted, but not fooled. His mother had always added that the cosh was the same.

Growler felt the pull of The Cause of the Forest like all other shifters, but so far, had not found anything else to keep him in Five Hills. Switches were not considered by Fate to become cosh-switches if they had mates already, so he’d not found one willing to share his bed for more than a night at a time.

Female bear shifters were harder to find, and courted mercilessly. They had their fill of hard bears. Growler was among the hardest, but something kept him from joining the ranks of the hungry, begging for a scrap of female attention. Something he could not name.

Ahead of him, through his bear’s eyes, Growler saw the orange glow of a campfire. Someone was at the meeting place already. He steered toward the trees where he had hiding places, his earthen holes where he had clothes stashed, shifting as he went, then pulling on his clothes. If he were a cosh shifter, he would have spells placed on him to pull his clothes magically around him when he shifted. It sounded better to him than it ever had before. Only cosh-switches were strong enough to do such magic.

When he made it to the circle of carved logs, though, the place was empty. No campfire. He looked around into the forest. Growled. There was no scent of shifter, switch, human, or even vampire in the air. Fire neither, even though the day light still glowed orange to him, like there should be fire somewhere.

Then it struck him. Growler held his hand up in front of his face. Orange light struck his palm, reflected from Growler’s own eyes.

He was being called.

Growler shifted again, dropping to the forest floor, not bothering to take off or cache his clothes. He would never be back to this place.  He was not glad or sad or even surprised. He’d always known he was meant for more than simply tracking or farming. He hadn’t thought that meant he would be a cosh-shifter, but so be it. Now, the future was completely unknown. Maybe better than he had it right now, maybe worse, but it was coming for him, like it or not so he would face it head on, with a growl and his very best.

That pretty cosh-switch, Anna, she would be there, which was reason to reach past his best, all the way to excellence. There was no room within excellence for second thoughts, maybes, or hesitation. And so he did not hesitate.

His huge bear lumbered at first, then ran, toward the center of the forest, instinct steering him. He picked up speed as he went, readying himself for the challenges that could start at any moment.

Growler growled into the forest.

Here I come, cosh, prepare thyself.

 

 


3 – One More Glow-er

 

Anna marched away from her home, her pack on her back, tears streaming down her face. She’d said good-bye to all of them. To her family, to her sister, to the animals, to her room, to everything she’d ever known her entire life. She was on a forest path, only a few steps off the farm, and hurting already.

She’d always wanted to be a cosh-switch, they all did. There was not much point of being a switch if you weren’t killing vampires.

And that’s why leaving felt so good but so bad at the same time. Anna was a Bond switch, that way from birth. Her sister Theresa was also a Bond switch. Their mother had been a Blood switch, which probably would have been hard for her daughters to deal with, if she’d ever been around. Being a Bond switch meant her magic was based on bonds, any bonds she could tend or form or create. But also meaning that she was a weepy female who cried when she left her family, because relational bonds she formed were always the strongest bonds, and hers were stronger than most people’s. As such, it hurt her more than most when they faltered or were sheared through.

She would never be back, and so she cried.

Noises sounded from behind her. Anna whirled, plucking a wooden dagger from her skirts, and another from the weapons pouch between her breasts. All cosh-switches were tested before allowed to enter the cosh, but Anna hadn’t known the tests would start so soon.

It was Theresa, long hair bound in a braid that swung wildly down her back as she ran, her dress brushing the ferns on each side of the path. She had her own pack on her back.

“Theresa, don’t make this harder,” Anna said.

Theresa ran at her, knocking her over with a hug. “Look at me, Anna, look at me!” Theresa cried from their position on the ground, sticking her face right up into Anna’s. Anna stared hard, barely hoping to breathe, definitely not hoping that her sister had been called alongside her.

But she had. If Anna crossed her eyes and squinted and leaned her head back, she could see it. Theresa was glowing, a pretty, bright orange the same color of  their magicks that moved around her. She laughed into the forest and snatched one of Anna’s knives out of her hands, tucking it into her own weapons pouch. “It just happened. The stable shifter saw it and told me.”

Anna laughed with her sister, pulling her into a hug. “I can’t believe we’re going together. Whatever must have happened for them to need two Bond switches at the same time?”

They sobered quickly at the thought of it. Death or ejection, those were the two ways out of the cosh. Anna did not know much about the cosh, almost no one did, but she knew that much. Shifters and switches never chose to leave, the pull of doing what they were born to do too strong for any to make that choice.

They gathered themselves with much smiling and laughing and much repeating of “I-can’t-believe-it-is-so,” and set off down the path again. The time was mid-afternoon, the sun past the midpoint of its own path. The two of them did not know where they were going, but somehow, they would find it anyway. That was how it worked. You got called, you wandered in the forest until you got close enough to the cosh for your magic to start strengthening, and then you had to pass tests to get in. None knew what the tests were, but if they involved magic, Anna was sure to pass. She was strong in magic, pure, undiluted magic like toppling a barrel or braiding someone’s hair without using your hands, stronger than any other switch in Five Hills, something proven by yearly contests in the town at the Solstice Festival.

Theresa was smarter than she was magical, an intellectual Bond switch, so if the tests involved thinking around corners and finding ways to do the impossible, she would have the advantage.

They trod the same path all day. The sun set and still they walked. Stars rose in the sky, a slither of moon, too. Owls hooted and wild animals moved in the forest. Anna had no reason to be scared of them. She and Theresa could speak to them, bond with them, even ask them to do things.

Theresa spoke. “I need a rest. A short one. I have the strongest feeling around my middle that we are getting close. We will need our wits and our magic at full strength.” She swirled her hands, as if imagining the magicks there. There were none, Theresa could only conjure actual swirls of energy that were colored Bond orange when she was working a spell. Which was not easy on her.

Anna swirled her hands. Seeing her sister do it had made her realize that she wanted to also, that her hands were itching to do magic. “You speak true,” she said, moving deeper into the forest, looking for the perfect tree, needing a rest, also. She found a good tree, swinging herself up onto a low branch, then a higher one, and only when she was perched above the path did she give in to the compulsion she felt to call forth her magicks.

She moved her fingers fluidly, swirling them as Theresa had done, feeling the magicks build, but unlike her sister, she had hazy orange swirls in her palms. Spinning spells and spilling magicks was easier for Anna than Theresa, but still normally took much more concentration than this.

Anna held her hands up toward her sister. “Theresa, look, we are close. I grow stronger already.”

Theresa nodded. “Do something.”

“What?”

“Anything.” Theresa smiled at her. “I love you,” she said. “You’re sweet and you always share and you’re good at magic.”

The magic grew inside Anna, as the magicks glowed brighter, more like fire in her palms. Her sister was feeding her Bond energy, and it helped. She looked around. Still, she would only do something small.

A squirrel climbed up a tree to their right, an acorn in its mouth, all the way to a cozy hole set in the crook of one branch. Anna whispered into her hands, then, with a flick of her palm, sent her energy out, down the tree, the ball of magicks floating through the sky independent of wind or form, following the path of descent Anna had set it on.

Down the tree it went, slowly, to the roots, where it sank under the leaves, then reappeared with an acorn at the very center of it. Theresa laughed and clapped her hands. They both glued their eyes to the magicks. It brought the acorn to the hole and placed it on the tree branch in front. The squirrel appeared, chattering, then darted through the magicks, spreading them gathered up the acorn, and popped back into his hole.

Anna smiled. It wasn’t much, but it was the easiest magic she’d ever done. She was going to like being a cosh-switch.

 

***

 

They rested until an hour before dawn, then pushed themselves to the path to continue on. Their feet were tired and their backs sore, and still they walked, talking idly about what their lives would now be like, sharing rumors about Antimony, the only switch either of them knew by name. She was the leader of the switches, the oldest switch, and the most powerful. And the scariest. Not a Bond switch, no, Antimony was a Blood switch.

By noontime, the feeling that they were close had intensified to the point where Anna felt compelled to take action, any action, but the one that felt most right was... gathering information. Anna attempted a bird whistle, but her sister was already in contact with a red wolf. It came straight to the path boldly, nosing at Theresa’s hand. She petted it absently. “We’re being watched,” she whispered, her eyes on the forest.

Anna nodded and looked around. It only made sense that they would be. There would be sentries, and traps, and magic, all set on keeping those that didn’t belong from seeing or sensing the cosh.

Anna stooped, scooping up some dirt, hiding it in a skirt pocket then stepped off the path, pulling herself to the top of a tree, knowing her sister would follow. She did. They stopped climbing when the trunk thinned more than they liked. Anna braced herself on a branch. “Tears,” she told her sister.

Theresa nodded, crying easily, not even having to screw up her face. It was something Bond switches learned young, to cry on command. Tears lent strength to Bond magic, and also provided a delivery and bonding system. They were strongest when they came from someone the switch loved.

Anna swiped the single tear from her sister’s face, then pulled a bit of dirt out of her pocket. She mixed the two, adding her orange magicks to it. Theresa stripped a bit of bark from the tree and added it to what was taking shape in Anna’s hands.

Anna worked the ball of magic, the bond of magic, as she liked to think of it. She spoke to her sister, trying to imagine what cosh life would be like, what it would lend to her and her sister, and what they could lend to it. “I bet we’ll love it there,” she said. “I bet all the sisters are sweet and kind and they like to climb trees and tell stories and on Friday nights we will dance.”

Theresa nodded, picked up the thread, whipping it around for more magic. “The shifters, too. It will be like one big family.”

The magic welled up stronger inside Anna, and she funneled it into her hands. She cupped them and brought the ball of magic and magicks close to her mouth. “Show me what I want to see,” she whispered, then held fast to the branch above her with one hand while she whipped the magic away with the other. It flew high above them, separating into glowing orange particles on the way up, which flew in all directions.

As the particles fell, the forest around the two females was changed by their passage.

A whole new forest was revealed, the colors brighter, the birds louder, and in front of them, still a mile away, a meadow opened up and the cosh appeared. Anna couldn’t help the grin that spread across her face. She’d just performed the best magic of her life, and it had worked exactly as she’d planned.

Theresa was grinning, too, eyes on the cosh, taking it all in. “That was amazing magic.”

But Anna’s eyes were already drawn away from the cosh, because her magic was also pointing out to her the shifters hidden in the trees. Everywhere she looked, branches were pulled aside by her magic, and males with hard stares were revealed.

At least twenty shifters had been pacing the two of them, and they dotted the branches around them, with only a few left on the ground, looking up.

Anna nudged Theresa, pointed a few out. “Oh,” Theresa said. She gave Anna a look. “Time to go,” she whispered.

They dropped to the ground and went on, trying not to notice the males who moved with them, flanking them, protecting them, herding them, funneling them toward their future.

 

 

 


4 – The Tests Begin

 

Growler’s bear ran past the same stump for the fifth time in an hour, growling in anger, flashing his teeth into the night, daring his tormenters to come close. He had run for hours, and now was being led around in a circle, somehow. It was the first test, he knew, but it shouldn’t be possible. No one should be able to mess with the compass in his mind. Bears weren’t trackers, but Growler was. Had been since he could remember, was the best in the forest.

Magic.

So it was magic. It mattered not. He still had to figure his way around it, or through it, or over it. When nothing came after his sixth circle, he decided to sleep on it. The night was warm, and he could do so as a man, curled on himself at the base of a tree, his bear set to watch, letting his man’s mind work on the problem in his sleep.

As the sun rose, so did Growler, and as he knew it would be, the answer was in his mind.

He did not need to find the cosh, in fact, he most likely could not. But that did not matter. Growler knew that the cosh was a magical place, a home built by shifters, lived in by females who leaked magic from their fingertips. The cosh was alive, a thinking place that colluded with Fate, and responded to the wishes of its inhabitants.

As such, he didn’t need to find it, he only needed to be invited within its magical influence, and he knew just how to ensure it was so. He would pay for it, but that was his way. He paid for everything.

He stood, shook the sleep from his body, made his way to the path, then shifted into his bear. He raised his head to the forest and growled, then roar-snarled, shaking the saplings around him and the leaves above them. Birds flew and the forest fell silent.

It was a challenge to an alpha, any alpha. There were five at the cosh, and any one of them would have the authority to invite him in, in fact they would be unable to resist inviting him in if they accepted his challenge.

He was a big bear, big enough that his family, unlike him, had always thought he might be destined to be called by Fate to the Cause, and once he was accepted into the cosh, he would grow bigger still, the better to protect the magical, strong, and powerful, but still soft-bellied switches.

And so he challenged. He growled again, earning his name, Growler of the Forest. Afraid? Are all the alphas of this cosh old and simpering? Will none accept my challenge?

The forest shimmered around him, and the colors fell in brighter, all at once, making Growler realize that they had been muted before. The sounds changed, rushing water re-orienting itself toward the setting sun, the ground seeming to shift under his feet, as the magic that had obscured the way the forest had looked and sounded, fell away.

An answering growl, and a snarl. Not a bear. He was going to win this. Or so he thought, until he heard another snarl, and another. Three against one. Two wolves and a big cat. If that was what it took to take him down, so it would be.

But they approached him one at a time. The biggest wolf came first from his left, lean and rangy, but huge, at least three hundred pounds,  grey and loping, coming in fast, leaping over him, tearing Growler’s right ear half-off.

Growler shook his head and growled, turning to follow the wolf through the air, but it was already landed and doubling back at him, twisting under Growler’s neck, teeth sinking into flesh, shredding fur and skin and muscle. Growler grabbed at him, but couldn’t get purchase, as the wolf twisted under him more. Growler swiped at him, big claws tearing into the wolf’s hindquarters, but the wolf was clever, and knew the way of fighting bears. He bit and gouged his way down Growler’s side, using his speed to disappear from the spot Growler swatted at. The alpha twisted under Growler’s belly and Growler dropped to the ground, trying to smash him flat, still growling into the air, swiping with great claws, but rarely hitting his target. The alpha wolf took a large bite of Growler’s belly, then dug into the bite with his front claws, separating it, twisting and reaching as Growler tried desperately to gain his feet, to protect his belly, to dislodge the wolf, to save himself-

The alpha wolf stayed the killing blow, snarled once, and leapt away from Growler. Growler stood. Panted. Growled. Not a challenging one. Acceptance of his defeat. He shifted quickly into a man, then shifted back, a whole bear once more.

One defeat down, two to go.

He did not hang his head, having learned his lesson already, but still not regretting his decision.

 

 

 

 

 


5 – The Cosh Switch

 

 

The growl of a massive animal split the forest well behind Anna and Theresa, making Anna shiver. Theresa grabbed for her hand. They approached the cosh that way, two tall females, pressed close to each other, not in weakness, but in strength. Bond’s strength was in numbers, in family, and the cosh should be the same, Anna thought. The shifters and switches all gathered together, stronger that way, living together, training together, Hunting together, Prowling together.

They had no idea what to expect. Only that the cosh itself would be both a building, and an idea, a concept of a home that encompassed all switches and shifters who were called to the very forward battle lines of The Cause of the Forest, the battle between vampires and all else.

From  the top of the tree, she’d gotten an impression of a long house, not unlike the farmhouse she and Theresa had lived in as working boarders, but three times as big, the walls lashed together from the trees of the forest, the roof thatched straw, windows with shutters dotting the place. The house was in the middle of a meadow that did not belong in the forest. She’d seen children, but no adults.

So now, taking that first step into the meadow, Anna held her breath, unease spreading through her. She didn’t know why.

Under their softly-booted feet, the meadow was soft, wildflowers whispering past their full skirts. The forest was still quiet behind them, recovering from the growl of the animal slowly, a bird chirping here, a squirrel scolding there. But then the growl came again, louder, so loud Anna imagined it ruffled her hair as it passed, then a snarl, and another snarl.

Theresa pressed in closer to her. “I’m glad they sent the shifters to meet us. I wouldn’t want to meet whatever is fighting back there.”

“Very true,” Anna said, but still thinking she might want to meet them. She liked warriors. Enjoyed their displays of strength and dominance. Theresa liked her males big, like Anna did, big and strong, but Theresa preferred goofier ones, who would stand on their head to get a laugh out of a pretty woman. Anna liked to watch the fighting.

“Do you think Antimony is here?” Theresa whispered, eyes on the cosh, where female children ran and chased each other, baskets of wash laying forgotten in the sunshine.

Anna nodded. “She was in town three days ago. The stable shifter said he saw her with his own eyes, wearing pants, with rocks and sticks braided into her hair, right in town, no fear of any challenging her.”

Of course no one would challenge Antimony, the oldest and most powerful of all switches. It was said she could kill a vampire with a glance, which could not be true. There were many other rumors about Antimony, about who and what she might be, but Anna did not like to gossip.

In front of them was a young girl, maybe five years old, kneeling in the flowers twenty feet ahead of them. She wore a simple cotton dress, bare feet, with dirty hair and a dirty face. She was kneading bright pink magicks in her palm, then coating the fluff of a dandelion with it. Anna was impressed. Anna was strong in magic, always had been, and still she had not been able to produce magicks until she’d gained the curves of womanhood. Living at the cosh must make all the difference. It was a wonder that she and Theresa had been called to the cosh at all, when Fate had children like these to choose from. There were older children near the house, from ten to fifteen years of age. None of them saw Anna and Theresa. All counted on their shifters to keep them safe and did not need to worry about scanning the forest line for enemies. If a vampire came close, all would feel it, all would be turned toward him, drawn to slice him open with hot magic at the first opportunity.

Anna cleared her throat, approaching the child from the side, ready to kneel to explain who they were. The child’s face shot toward them, her expression not startled at all. She crushed the dandelion in her palm and ran for the cosh. “They have arrived!” she shouted as she ran.

Anna stood and shared a look with Theresa, anticipation rolling in her gut. They strolled slowly forward, waiting for whatever came next, taking it all in, the house, the forest, the magicks. There were magicks everywhere. You couldn’t see magic the way you could see magicks, but magicks always meant some type of magic had been done. Like the circle off to one side of the cosh, a circle of dirt where magicks rolled and moved like colorful inchworms, swarming the bottoms of elaborately-carved benches and seats all placed to surround one point in the very center. Much magic had been done there, leaving magicks to dissipate over time. Ten seats, almost like thrones, gathered loosely around something, small fire pits dotting the spaces between the ten seats, then benches and more fire pits circling all, spiraling outward like a star. Half the meadow was filled with this arrangement and Anna felt herself drawn there. It was where the ceremonies would be held, and where the truths of the Forest would be spoken.

As Anna headed that way, ignoring Theresa’s questioning, “Anna?” she could feel the cosh to her left, the building where the lives of the shifters and switches were lived, but this circle, this spiral, this gathering Anna’s feet were taking her toward? This was where all those lives were birthed, legitimized, and where they died. The object at the very center was an empty, waist-high stand, carved from a wood Anna could not name and with a skill Anna had never seen before.  Wooden vines snaked up the sides, barely hiding the eyes of wooden predators who watched to see what you placed on this stand, this podium, this bastion of power.

There would be ceremony. Anna would be ready.

She stepped into the first circle-spiral of benches, finding the ones that Bond switches and shifters favored, from the orange magicks lining the area. She stepped further into the circle, running her fingers along the carved seats, toeing the remains of charred wood from old fires. She would not go near that stand of power in the center, could feel already that it was not her place, but the rest of it? This was where she belonged. She found the First Bond Switch’s seat easily. There were five elements in the cosh, three switches to each element, one of them with authority over the other two. The biggest and most forward seat in this area had to belong to her.

It was a comfortable looking resting spot, cozy and well-worn with a high back and carved flowers along the sides, orange magicks lining the seat. The switch would have to sweep them off or just squash them flat to sit in that chair. Near it, but not as near as Anna would have thought, was a seat that looked similar, but bigger, and meaner with thorns instead of flowers. This one had to be for the alpha of Bond element.

The cosh was divided in the same way the switches were, which was by element. Bond, Bone, Breath, Belief, and Blood. These elements lived inside each switch, the wellsprings of their individual magic, determining how the switches behaved, felt, looked, and how their magic came forth, both in color and in delivery.

The shifters had no magic, but their eyes glowed the same color as their switches did, telling them what element they belonged to, if their preferences in females hadn’t already done so. Shifter’s element assignments were moldable by Fate and changed sometimes, but a switch’s never did. Anna was born Bond, and she would die Bond and she was glad.

Theresa came up behind her, but did not venture as far into the circle as Anna. She sat on one of the outermost benches, pressing her hands between her knees and looking behind her every time a new voice sounded. Switches and children were wandering in from out of the forest and of the cosh, heading toward them in groups, laughing and talking, and all eyes were on Theresa and Anna. Anna went to sit beside her sister.

She saw no males. The shifters had not followed them out of the forest, but she could feel them out there, watching. The meadow itself was quiet other than the voices of the switches, but still in the forest, the animals were snarling and growling and fighting. Birds flew in a flock from one section of the forest as a tree cracked loud in the warm mid-morning air.

All at once, everyone stopped talking, even the children stopped their noises. Anna looked around quickly, nervous. Switches did not meet her eyes, did not even look at her. All except for one.

A Bond switch, tall, long brown hair tied back in a twist, with the prettiest lavender eyes Anna had ever seen, dressed in the same simple dress they all wore. Hers was clean and impeccably mended, as were both Theresa and Anna’s. Bond switches were good at that kind of thing, even outside of the cosh.  She waved at them, opening her right hand once, and Anna saw the ingrav there, the magically carved scar that looked like a dagger slice through fabric, placed by Fate, that showed all which switch was the First Switch of each element.

She smiled at Anna and Theresa and pulled them up from the bench. “You can’t be here. You have to be over here.” She pulled them to the innermost bench, then pushed them past it right up next to the carved stand Anna would not touch. “She’ll be here soon. Don’t smile, she hates that. I’m Polly, but we can’t talk until you’ve been accepted. Prepare thy supportive spells, the stronger the better.”

Anna shot Theresa a look. Theresa had some supportive spells, but Anna had never been good at them, had never even tried to lend strength to anyone’s magic, except for Theresa’s, which had never gone well.

Polly hurried away, heading for her seat. Theresa leaned in close and spoke softly. “I’ll help you if I can.”

Anna shook her head and whispered back. “I’ll do my own magic. Bond switches are good for more than just support.”

Theresa’s eyes went wide. “Anna, no, not here. This is not the place for your ravings. You have to fit in here.”

Anna wanted to fit in, she really did, she knew Theresa was right, but it was so hard to give up what she was good at for something Fate said she should be good at. She nodded at Theresa once, sharply, relieved from thinking anymore about it when the switches started talking again. A low murmur here, a laugh there, a baby crying. The females were gathering loosely, some flopping down in the flowers instead of entering the circle, some gathering near the rain barrels and a wooden stage to the rear of it all. A few of them met Anna’s eyes. Anna smiled. None smiled back.

A bear ran from the forest, coming straight for them. Anna held her ground, willing Theresa to do the same, until she realized this might be the first test. It didn’t matter if it was a shifter or not, if she was knocked down, she lost. But she’d prepared nothing!

Anna held up her hands and faced off with the bear, shielding her sister, orange magicks swirling in her palms, orange magicks that could do absolutely nothing to that bear in front of her… unless she coated his eyes and nose and glued his mouth shut with his own saliva, bonding with her magic. Yes. She whispered into her palms, ready, but the bear peeled off, revealing another, bigger one behind it.

On top of this bear’s back was a female who could only be the famed Antimony. The ruler of the cosh, which meant the ruler of the forest and all it contained except the vampires. Which she aimed to obliterate.

She rode sideways on the bear, not even jostled, held there magically, pink magicks flowing around her, her face hard, cruel, beautiful with blood red lips and wild dark hair, braided through in spots with sharp rocks and sticks, exactly as Anna had heard. She was wearing pants. Thick cotton breeches exactly like a man would wear. Anna could not decide if she would want to do the same if she were allowed.

Antimony pushed off the bear while it was still running, landing lightly on the ground. Without a word, the two bears disappeared into the forest. Antimony stalked toward them, stopping only a few feet away. She raised her hand, staring into Anna’s eyes, then Theresa’s her fingers curled like she was waiting for something.

Anna wanted to smile, but Polly had said not to. Anna held fast, only watching, waiting, as her sister did the same next to her.

A book dropped from the sky, seeming from nowhere, a thick book bound with flashing metal, glowing the same pink that Antimony did. It landed first in Antimony’s palm, then she cocked her arm down and it floated to the stand next to Anna and Theresa, where it settled.

“Anna of the Forest, and Theresa of the Forest. Your names are written in that book, which means Fate has called you to the cosh. Do you deserve such?”

Anna nodded immediately. She was an ordinary female, never done anything special in her life, but Fate had seen something special in her, and she would not argue against it. “Yes,” she said, her voice strong. She looked sideways at Theresa, who was standing there, gaping at Antimony still. Anna elbowed her. “Yes,” Theresa said, but softly.

“Show me,” Antimony said simply, her face saying she believed it not at all. She stepped aside and motioned to the stage behind the benches, almost at the forest line, where three switches had gathered, facing the meadow. All were older than Theresa and Anna, all were strong and shrewd-looking, and all were swirling magicks in their palms. Anna saw the blue magicks of Belief, purple magicks of Bone, and green magicks of Breath. There was no Bond switch up there. Did that mean all Bond switches in the cosh truly were expected to only do supportive magic? Anna held her breath. She could fail this test.

Antimony motioned toward Anna. “Anna of the Forest, you are first. Let us see a feat of magic befitting a Bond switch, with sufficient power to convince all present that you belong here.”

Anna stepped away from Theresa, with no idea what magic she would bring. She’d know there would be tests, but she had not known she had to put on a performance. On the stage, the magicks expanded out of the hands of the switches, spreading quickly. Anna tracked them in fascination, forgetting for a moment what she was supposed to be doing. The blue magicks of the Belief switch spread over the meadow, passing between all gathering in the circle and the cosh at their backs. When it reached the center of the meadow, it sizzled high and scarily, slicing into the sky and meadow as lightning, scorching flowers and earth. The bolts of blue-tinged lightning came faster and faster, an electric humming jolting through the meadow with each, until several were hitting a second, all contained in one square in the center of the meadow the size of a farmhouse.  It gave the illusion of a storm sitting perfectly still in one spot, but pulsing hotly. No thunder sounded, and after a few moments, Anna was able to watch the terrifying storm without squeezing her eyes shut after every bolt.

The green magicks of the Breath switch whooshed over the same path the lightning storm had made, meeting the lightning where it stood, ripping an icy wind through it, so strong, the lightning was pulled sideways in some spots, having to curve before it hit the ground. The Bone switch’s purple magicks had disappeared from her hands and Anna looked around wildly for them. She’d never seen magic like this, never dreamed of the strength and fury of it. Purple energy came barreling through the far side of the meadow then, just in front of a river that did not belong. The earth twisted and furrowed in front of the raging water until a new riverbed was wrought, then filled, directly through the center of the storm, before twisting off into the forest, away from the switches and the cosh.

The mini tempest and new stream path rolled strangely through the meadow, shifting slightly from side to side, sounding like a storm of the ages,  even thunder parceling across the field now. Anna’s breath caught in her throat. It was so beautiful, with so much power rushing through it. She wanted to support these powerful spells, suddenly sorry that she had never practiced, never figured out how to make such work for her.

She raised her hands and called forth her own magicks, still unsure of her spell. Bigger, she wanted it bigger, but as soon as the thought entered her mind she dislodged it. With her track record she would consume the cosh with it. What about smaller? She would shrink the spells to a only a foot’s width wide, contain the magic, squeeze it.

“Spells, switch, let’s see them now,” Antimony called. “Vampires do not wait for your thoughts.” Switches laughed openly. Anna bit her lip. Theresa whispered behind her. Anna couldn’t catch her words.

Her planned spell was schit  and she had no time to think of another. And she would never pull it off,  anyway, and it wasn’t even supportive… unless the narrowing of the storm focused its energy. Mayhap it would carve the streambed deeper, shoot thicker lightning, pull trees into the vortex of the wind. Decided, she whispered to her magicks. “Focus all into a smaller path, focus and direct, stronger than any has ever seen.”

She pushed her magic toward the storm, watched it, wished it true…

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


6 – Growler Receives a Present

 

 

Growler took his beatings from the other two alphas, still trying to best them, but no longer believing he could. He was twice as big as all of them, but they were older, stronger, wiser, fought vampires for fun, then wrestled down vampire-hungry switches, savage witches, savage to their core when vampires were about. Growler was naught but a simple tracker. He had much to learn. Good thing he was a fast learner.

He shifted, painfully healing his latest wounds, then shifted back into his bear, waiting for what came next, watching for a sign of his alpha, who could not be present. None of these shifters glowed, and wouldn’t unless their switches needed them, but he did not think any of these would glow orange. From what he had heard, Bond females preferred bears, because bears fit them. Bears liked to bed down, rock babies, stay close to family, and Bond switches were said to like males who liked those things. Growler growled softly, unable to help himself. He wanted those things.

From the north, a whisper of information came in fast, ears, nose, instinct all warning him at once. Two males moving in fast, bears, with a vampire femur each clasped in strong teeth. The vampire flailed and fought but did not cry out.

Growler turned to face them, growled into the forest, dug at the dirt in front of him with massive claws, gathering himself. He’d seen vampires before in the shadows, everyone who lived in the forest had, but he’d never fought one, did not know what to expect.

The smell hit him first. The bitter pine of diseased or poisoned trees that stood slowly dying. More in there, too, but Growler did not analyze. He tensed, prepared. Two big bears burst in the small clearing he and the alphas had made with their fighting, a vampire in between them, his eyes on Growler like he knew exactly what was about to happen, knives in both hands as he hacked at the bears relentlessly and they did not notice. The males let go of the vampire, who looked like an ordinary male when his fangs were hidden, and he rolled on the ground, then was up and running, knives flashing.

Growler was after him as fast as he could go, no time to go around trees, he plowed right through the smallest ones, shaking the forest in pursuit. He was not angry, did not have the same inborn hate for the vampires as the switches did, but he’d seen firsthand the murder vampires wrought on those unable to fight back, using them for food or fun, then discarding them. It was how they lived, and that was what The Cause fought against. Their very existence. So no, Growler was not angry, but he was committed. He was a cosh-shifter now, and this is what cosh-shifters did.

He dug in and ran faster than he’d ever run before, not knowing if the vampire would pop out of existence. He’d heard they could, but never seen it. The vampire was fast, but Growler was faster. He caught the bloodsucker around the ankle and yanked him back, and that was when the real fight started. The vampire laid into him with the knives, going for eyes and throat and soft nose, and right in the ears, searching down deep for brain.

Growler growled and shook his head, growling and biting at the knife. He swatted the vampire around the middle, pinning him to the ground with one big paw, that front leg now being sliced and diced.

The vampire cursed and hissed at him, all voice lost in his furor. Blood stained the corners of his mouth, making Growler growl. The vampire was weak from the sun filtering through the trees that soared overhead, and the trip in the bears’ mouths.  Growler would not toy with him. He dropped onto the vampire and separated head from body, then grabbed up head in his jaws and stepped over body.

Instinct, The Cause, the forest, something called to him, told him that his test was not complete. He could not kill a vampire, and this body would eventually find this head, as vampires were known to do. He must find a switch.

He turned to the east, where he could both feel and scent the switches waiting for him.

Toward his new home.

 

 

 

 


7 – Bad Magic, Really Bad Magic

 

 

Anna dug her fingernails into her palms, resisting the urge to hide her eyes as her spell rocketed through the three spells, not focusing them, but tipping them off balance, rolling them into the forest. Lightning sprayed everywhere, trees caught on fire and uprooted with the spray of wind and lightning, and the river flooded the meadow. A big bear flew through the storm, arms flailing wildly, before he bounced in the meadow, shifting on the up-bounce, clothes forming around him, then disappearing as he shifted again in mid-air, and came down covered only in fur, on all four feet, then ran back into the forest, far away from storm.

The magical storm was smaller. A little. But it was completely out of control. Antimony’s hands were on her hips, and she was shaking her head. Disaster. Mess. Anna’s thoughts spun. It could not have gone worse.

Her hands were already working. She had to stop it. Switches tittered everywhere, not a supportive voice in the bunch, but Anna didn’t have time to think about that. She whispered into her palms over the roar of the storm crashing through the forest, water and lightning being whipped every which way by uncontrollable wind, unable to be anything but desperate. “Stop it, stop it all.” She released the ball to speed over the meadow to her disaster and threw a look at the stage. The three switches who had done the magic were watching without directing their own, two were laughing, the other only staring hard, a sour look on her face. No help there.

More of Anna’s magic joined the storm in progress in a huge orange sphere, which Anna almost thought was going to work, but when orange magic touched what was already spinning out of control, it only got bigger, tearing up more of the forest, sending more animals flying.

Theresa stepped next to Anna, her face stricken. “Oh no, should I try to help?”

Anna shook her head. “Don’t ruin your chances, too.”

Theresa worked magicks in her palms anyway, wanting to help her sister, but before she could loose any of them, Antimony, dark hair flying overhead in invisible storm or her own rage, Anna did not know, raised a hand, no magicks at the ready. The night flared pink, and the storm collapsed like it had never been. Only the downed trees confirmed it had really happened.

Antimony strolled in front of them, back and forth, as the switches fell quiet. Anna bit the inside of her lip hard. She knew what was coming. She had lost her chance. Would be sent home without another chance. Finally Antimony faced her. “You will work on your support magic day and night until it lends strength rather than what I just saw.”

Anna could not believe what she had heard. Theresa gasped and smiled and grabbed at Anna’s arm, wanting a hug, but Antimony stopped her with a cold look. “Now you, Theresa of the Forest.”

Theresa nodded, wiped the smile from her face and stepped forward as Anna fell back. Anna lent her all the love she had in her thoughts, which was a lot. Theresa was a year older and had always been there for her with whatever she needed. Theresa had been a baby rocking a baby when their mother left for good. Theresa re-formed the ball of magicks she had let dissipate, looking around for a spell. The switches on the stage sent out the exact same spells again, blue lightning, purple river cutting through meadow, and green vortex, whipping it all into a gale.

Theresa didn’t whisper to her magicks, she said her spells in her mind, so Anna didn’t know what she’d done until it happened. Theresa released her orange magicks, which stretched thin and whipped to the storm so fast only a switch eye could track it. It swirled around the blue lightning, coating it, and the lighting strengthened perceptibly for a moment, coming thicker and faster, thunder booming one time as it cracked. Then it stopped. The lightning shrunk down to normal size, still coming from nowhere, too bright to look at for long.

Theresa had pulled off a decent, if short, support spell, aiming small, concentrating on only one element, the blue lightning of the Belief switch. Smart.

Antimony watched the storm for a few moments, as if waiting for more, until Theresa shuffled her feet and prepared to send out another spell. But Antimony had seen enough. She nodded at the switches on stage and the magic stopped, the lightning winking out of existence, the river retreating, the tear in the meadow repaired magically as it went, and the wind dropping to the ground with a whoosh.

Antimony did not watch it. “Theresa of the Forest. I need strength from you. Passion in your spells. Work on it day and night until I am satisfied.”

Theresa nodded, wide eyed. Antimony motioned to Polly, who rushed over, quill poised over the Keeper’s book.  “Anna first,” Polly said, bending to a blank page. Antimony stopped her. “No. Theresa first.”

Polly’s forehead creased and she stared hard at Antimony.

“Record my decree,” Antimony ordered.

Polly shook her head once, just a tiny shake, but Anna saw it. Polly spoke as she wrote. “Theresa of the Forest. Bond element, as of this date.” She held her hand over the paper for a moment, as if expecting the book to do something, then looked at Antimony again, looked at Anna, and wrote Anna’s name.

Antimony and Polly both seemed to hold their breath, before Polly shrugged and said, “Fate accepts it.”

A bear burst out of the forest, running for them, something in its mouth. Not one switch acted like it was a big deal. Apparently bears regularly stormed the place. Anna did her best to do the same, but this bear was again coming straight for her. Big, brown, muscles rolling, mouth snarling around what Anna realized was a vampire head. She pulled herself strong, determined not to ask like the freshest member of the cosh, which she was. Five more bears could charge her with vampire parts. She would stand firm.

The bear stopped in front of her, its face staring directly into hers, a growl building in its throat. He spit the vampire head on the ground, unleashing a growl that almost stopped Anna’s heart. More bears came up from behind the bear in front of her, rushing into the circle, snuffling in anger, grabbing the bear in front of her by his throat and ears and forcing him around in a half circle, back into the forest.

Anna wanted to watch them go, but the vampire head was right there and she had no idea what to do except kill it. Kill it somehow, how she didn’t yet know but she would figure it out. She grabbed in her skirts for a knife, could not find it in her haze of rage, as switches around her all shot to their feet to converge on the head. Theresa ran for it. Anna followed.

The night glowed pink and the vampire head crumbled into dust, the rage loosing from all of them collectively. Anna shook herself, feeling it fall away, wondering at how strong it was!

Antimony stared after the place where the bears had disappeared into the forest, her eyes narrowed. She turned to Anna. “Who was that bear to you?”

Anna shook her head. “I know him not.”

Antimony stuck her face in Anna’s face. “Do not lie to the cosh-switch. You will regret it.”

Anna shook her head, eyes wide. She’d never been accused of lying before. “I know that bear not, have never seen him afore this day.”

Antimony did not move. Anna held her breath. Theresa stood rigidly to the side of them, and all the switches watched without saying a word.

Antimony finally spoke, her body rigid. “The cosh has three rules.” She held up one finger, staring Anna down. “One. Only weak switches prefer one male.”  She held up another finger. “Preferring only one male makes switches weak.” Last finger up. “The cosh abhors the weak.”

Anna felt her mouth drop open. She couldn’t help it. So little of cosh life was available to those on the outside, and this made no sense to Anna. Switches and shifters mated in Five Hills and anywhere else. She’d heard that cosh-switches were wild, sometimes running with more than one male at a Prowl, but she’d never imagined it was demanded of them. She would not put something like that past a Blood switch, though. But why should one female have that kind of power over the lives of others? Anna mostly knew what the Prowl consisted of, but like all other bits of cosh life, rumors ran wild and she couldn’t be certain what was real or not. She knew after all the vampires were dead, the switches had problems not seeing everyone and everything as one more vampire waiting to be slain. The job of the shifter at that point, was to contain her, to work off her energy in whatever way he had to, until she was no longer a danger. Run with her, fight her, or fuck her. Those were the three options the shifters used and Anna bet she knew which was the most fun. Which had nothing to do with why she’d always wanted to be a cosh-switch, she was almost certain.

Antimony stared at Anna, calling pink magicks around her until Anna dropped her eyes. Only then did Antimony turn to address the crowd. “The entrance ceremony will be tonight at dusk,” she said. None spoke. She strode away, toward the forest.

Anna was unable to help herself from a parting shot, which had been her way for so long. Bond switches were not hotheads, but Anna was. Without stopping to think about her actions, she twirled the tiniest ball of magic into her palm that she could and whispered to it. “Prove this bytch wrong.”

The tiny orange ball, no bigger than a flower, no more substantial than a spider web, floated toward Antimony’s swiftly moving back. Without slowing, stopping or turning around, Antimony raised her hand behind her, and grabbed it in her palm, smashing it flat.

Anna swallowed hard, regretting it instantly. Bond switches did not do well with enemies.

 

 

 

 

 


8 – Growler Carves

 

 

 

Growler stared into the meadow from the cover of the forest, totally concealed, waiting until his alpha told him it was time. His alpha was there, had been one of the bears holding the vampire. He was massive, with one missing eye. He  came close and shifted to a large man who looked at least ten years older than Growler, dark hair just starting to twist through with silver. Growler shifted also, but unlike his alpha, whose clothes (including a black eye patch) formed around him as he shifted, Growler stood there naked. His alpha threw a folded package at him. “Cover thyself, if thy wishes do not include being first and last meal this day.”

Growler pulled his clothes on, glancing at the meadow again. He’d heard the rumors and wondered if they were true Were these cosh-switches that much different than the rather ordinary switches who lived in town? Would they really fall upon him if he strolled in naked?

His alpha eyed him. “Growler,” the alpha growled at him. “Your mother assumed much.”

Growler kept his eyes far away and spoke softly. “I am not named after the Great Bear.”

“Why did you drop the vampire head at the feet of that switch?”

“I know not.” He didn’t. He’d seen her and been unable to help himself, acting on bear instinct alone.

“You will be punished for that.”

“I know.”

His alpha got in his face. “Name’s Boss, you can call me Boss.”

“Boss,” Growler said, keeping his voice neutral. He liked Boss. Could accept him as alpha. For now.

Boss cuffed him on the back of the neck and forced him to bend as they headed into the meadow. “Keep your eyes down.”

The other alphas were already strolling across the meadow as men, hard males all, they headed for a stage to the far side of where Growler had dropped the vampire head at the feet of Anna. She’d looked as beautiful as he had remembered. There had been many a fair switch in the meadow, but none had called to him like Anna. He could not have taken that head to anyone else.

Up onto the stage the alphas manhandled him. “Stand tall, that the switches may examine you,” Boss told him.

Growler did so, knowing he’d passed the alpha’s tests, and he could raise his chin.

One switch with long dark hair, caramel skin, and a plain white dress that stirred the imagination stopped in front of them. “His name?” she said to Boss.

“Growler,” Growler growled.

The switch laughed and covered her mouth. “Such a fyne name. It fits you. You were the one growling in the forest this morning?”

Growler nodded once. When the switch gave him one last coy smile and wandered off, he set his eyes to look for Anna. She was near the center of the circle, looking lost, nearly wringing her hands, her sister talking urgently to her. His eyes never wavered from her, as the alphas seemed to wait for something. They all stood on the stage, and switches openly gazed at them from seats and perches.

A pair of switches passed in front of them, eyeing him up and down. He growled, because he could not help himself. It was what he did. Boss cuffed him on the back of the head.

Anna had heard his growl. She looked up, seeing him for the first time. Recognition crossed her face, then a smile. He was glad to see it. He stood a little taller, shook out his muscles a bit more.

The pair of females moving in front of him stopped. One whispered to the other. “Mmmm. Exactly what the cosh needs. More bear meat.” Her sister smacked her lips. “Tastes like chicken.” They both giggled and continued on their way. Growler did not watch them go. His eyes were on Anna, trying to figure her out. What exactly had been going on when he’d shown up.

Another switch came up to them, peering at him closely, then making her way onto the stage. She was one of the oldest present, with bearing that came only with authority, a willowy beauty of 50 or so years.

She walked between the alphas and they stepped back for her. She took Growler by the hand and steered him to a bench near the front of the stage, then stood on it so she could look him straight in his eyes. “Your name?” she asked.

“Growler,” he said again.

“What makes you think you deserve to be part of the cosh?”

To Growler, this felt like as real of a test as the alphas had put him through. Maybe more real. He had no idea what would get her to approve him, so he did the only thing available. He spoke what was in his heart. “I am strong and fast and hard-fighting and I seek to become the hardest this cosh has ever seen. None shall protect more switches than Growler. No shifter’s name shall strike more fear into the hearts of vampires than Growler.”

The switch seemed to wait for more. He did not know what he’d left unsaid, so he stood fast and spoke not at all.

She poked his chest, then dismissed him with a wave of elegant fingers, green magicks swirling in the air behind her. “Switches can protect themselves, and vampires know not shifter names. Nor care.”

Behind her the switches tittered. Even children, all girls, watched and laughed from behind a water barrel. Growler blushed. The first and only time in his life.

She spoke again. “The switches do need hard males, though.” Whispers behind her. Cupped smiles. Some not cupped. Many of the switches displayed magic near their hands. Colors like thick water on some, thin haze on others, energetic colors swarming hanging fingers, tiny drops of it sometimes dropping into the dirt and sizzling. Like they didn’t even know they had magic coming out of them, and so did not stop it.

Growler stood up straighter in the sunlight, the wind sighing in the forest all around the meadow they were in. He didn’t quite know what was going on, but he soaked it in, the weather of their whispers, the implications. He wanted to know the culture he was stepping into, would listen hard to figure out what was expected from him here. He would not fail. Fate had given him a chance. He was taking it the only way he knew how. Headlong.

He growled. Switches took deep breaths from wherever they gathered, some fanning themselves. The switch on the bench in front of him was not impressed. She scowled at him.

He called forth his bear, not shifting, but giving himself over to instinct, because what he was doing wasn’t working. His bear grabbed him by the neck and forced him to one knee, where he bent his head before the switch and raised his hands. “I cry thine pardon, mistress,” he said in a deep and rumbling voice that reverberated up from the ground he was staring at. “I shall serve all cosh switches in any way they need. My life for thy will. My body for thy command.”

The switch seemed satisfied with that. She hopped down from the bench and strolled away.

Boss pulled him back to the center of the stage and put a table in front of him. On it was one knife, one branding iron, and one wooden needle with dark ink next to it.

“You are accepted into the cosh on this date, Growler of the Forest. Which do you choose?”

Growler stared at the table, feeling the weight of the eyes of all of the switches and the shifters standing guard in the forest upon him.

One more test. He was in, but this one would determine the path he took for the rest of his days. He stood tall and spoke his heart again. “Which will put me in line to be alpha?”

Rock smiled and shook his head like he’d expected no less. He put the knife in Growler’s hand, then pulled up his own shirt to show the three claw marks in his side, carved there by himself, many years ago, no doubt. The ingrav.  The magical mark that would call help to him if he needed it, would allow his fellows to find him anywhere.

“Carve it just like this, cur,” Boss said, nodding his head.

Growler bent to his work, ignoring the pain, shutting it up in a tiny box inside his mind.

When it was done, a switch came and rubbed blue magic into his wound, sealing it forever more.

He stared at Anna across the circle as switches lounged and the alphas punished him, holding fast every time she looked at him, trying to catch her eyes and hold them, but she skittered away from him each time.

 

 


9 – Why Do You Stare?

 

 

 

 

Anna whimpered in her dream, knowing it was a dream, wanting to stop dreaming it, but not quite able to break free of it. Inside her dream, she relived her entrance ceremony from seven days before. That same evening that she and Theresa and arrived at the cosh. The bear had brought her the vampire head, Antimony had dispatched it before Anna could stab her knife into it, then given that speech. In her dream, Anna could see dreams of family and mate flying away with Antimony’s words.

Preferring only one male makes switches weak, Antimony had said. Could that be true? Antimony was the strongest switch who had ever lived, and she had no male.

In the seven days since Anna had been there, she’d had little time for talking to others, Polly having her up before the sun for training every morning, only letting her retire to her bed long after the sun had fallen below the horizon. Even so, she had heard whisperings. Whisperings Polly had told her she was forbidden to repeat, under threat of punishment. Antimony could decree that any switch do anything, or be thrown out of the cosh. In her dream, Anna resolved again to never repeat a word of what she had heard. The scariest rumor Anna had heard was that Antimony was one of the original five switches. The second scariest was that she had been mated once. Mated and claimed by one of the Great Hunters, shifters who were only legend, myth. Bedtime stories for children. Anna didn’t even dare believe that one, let alone repeat it.

Antimony had walked off, and Anna had dared much, too much, throwing a tiny spell at her back, one that did nothing except put Anna on Antimony’s bad side. Anna could feel it, had felt it every moment since she’d arrived, in the way Antimony glared at her, and the way that Polly sweated over her, and the way that Swan, the Belief switch assigned to help Anna and Theresa improve their supportive spells, looked around furtively every time Anna blew Swan off into the bushes, or Theresa’s spell fell flat.

In her dream, she remembered seeing Growler for the first time up on that stage, hearing him say his name, recognizing him as the male from the Bear Claw, and feeling the warmth that spread through her every time he settled his heavy gaze upon her. Polly had warned her away repeatedly with whispered admonishments, and so she hadn’t looked back, not much.

They’d spent the afternoon outside, Antimony gone, switches lounging, alpha males with Growler, who was obviously as new in the cosh as she was. Polly had sat with her and Anna, telling them the ways of vampires and the other rules of the cosh, which had taken hours. Jealousy had speared through her every time a switch had spoken to Growler. Jealousy was so unlike her. So unlike any Bond switch. Also so unlike how a cosh-switch was allowed to be, she was discovering.

Night had fallen, and still the only switches she and Theresa had talked to were Polly and Antimony. The cosh was not proving to be the friendly place she’d envisioned. Until it came time for the ceremony.

Then the switches had come alive, speaking to each sister in turn, after night had fallen and the fires had been lit. They helped dress Anna and Theresa in dresses made of magic and magicks, while Growler wore a ceremonial tunic that stretched invitingly across his broad bear chest. Yum, Anna had thought to herself more than once, and every time he growled she felt the noise throb through her body in the most delicious way.

The ceremony had involved much ritual, some dancing, although the switches danced together, while the shifters formed lines they passed through, and none touched nor spoke to the other. Antimony did watch from the roof of the cosh, pink magicks marking her spot. She came down only once, spoke not at all, and disappeared for the night.

When dream Anna was led to her bed, at the far end of the cosh, near Polly and Theresa, she dropped into it and fell asleep at once, exhausted.

In the real world, Anna opened her eyes, finally free of the grip of the dream. It was light out. No one had woken her up. She sat and looked down the longhouse, seeing the inside in the light of day for the first time. No one was inside. Beds lined walls, there were some rooms, but not many. The shutters had all been thrown wide and a slight breeze came in the windows, bringing the sound of children’s laughter, a female singing sweetly, then a deep baritone voice answering her chorus.

The cosh was different somehow.

Anna got up and wandered outside. She found Theresa and Swan just outside the main door. There had been an Undoing, a magical vampire kill, the day before when a regular patrol had found a vampire nest. Swan had gone, while Theresa and Anna had not been allowed. They’d had to sit at the cosh and practice support magic on each other’s magic, while Polly and Swan and all the rest went to kill vampires.

Theresa sat on a rain barrel, while Swan stretched in the sunlight. They were already talking about the Undoing.

“Did you Prowl?” Theresa asked.

“Of course,” Swan said, a sly smile on her face. She winked at Anna then asked Theresa, “Have you seen the black Belief puma yet?”

Theresa shook her head no, also smiling. “No. You know this is the first time we’ve gotten to sit down this week. And the shifters are never around, they always hide in the forest.”

Swan laughed. “Once you do see him, you’re going to wish he was in your element. But he is Belief, so you two can suck a maypole.”

Theresa snorted. “That’s what you did, right?”

Swan laughed out loud. “I don’t recall. Sounds like me.”

Anna sat down in the flowers next to Swan. “What’s his name?”

Swan shrugged. “It’s better if we don’t know. Keeps us from preferring any and keeps jealousy down.”

Anna’s heart beat harder at that. It didn’t sound right. How could you live with someone who was supposed to protect you in bloody battles and then wrestle your body into submission, and not even know his name?

Swan leaned forward to whisper to her. “I haven’t been here long either, Anna, only a year, but that’s the first thing you have to learn, and the most important. Antimony is unmoving on it. The only time you can take your fill of a male is during the Prowl. The rest of the time, you are better off to act like they don’t exist.”

Anna stared up into the cloudless sky, not seeing anything. Not wanting to think about it. Growler came to her mind and she didn’t know why, but she didn’t want to act like the male didn’t exist. She hadn’t seen him all week, but thought she had heard his distinct growl in the forest several times. And she already knew his name.

No one spoke for several moments. Theresa flopped down on her back. Anna changed the subject. “What’s going on, why aren’t we training?”

“Antimony’s gone.”

Anna looked around. “To where?”

“No one knows.”

“For how long?”

“No one knows.”

Anna frowned. “How do you know she’s gone, then?”

Swan raised her arms and stretched her spine long. “Can you not feel it?”

Anna could. The place was different, softer somehow. “Does that mean no training today?”

Swan shook her head, lounging in the flowers. “She allows no rest when she is here, so we rest while she is gone. Expect seven nights, perhaps fourteen.”

Anna picked at a wildflower, nodding, coating the flower with a thin stream of orange magicks she conjured from nowhere. She was glad for a bit of respite, but also wanting to get good enough at magic that she would be allowed at the next Undoing. She’d been coming along slowly, Polly helping her reel her magic back so it didn’t’ overwhelm the magic she was trying to support, and Swan helping her “feel” another’s magic and merge with it, rather than smash it flat.

A shadow fell over her. A big shadow. She looked up. Growler stood there, strong, unmovable.  He stared at her for a moment before he spoke. “Your magic is beautiful” he said simply.

Then he growled. Grrr. Thick and masculine and animalistic, the sound pulsed through her. Her heart pounded. She’d never heard a sexier sound in all her life. He should not be allowed to make that sound around others. Theresa and Swan were evidence of that. Both were making moon eyes at him. Swan reached out to touch his boot.

Anna scrambled to her feet and grabbed his elbow- he smelled so good, like clean outdoor air, forest, and hot sexy male- then pulled him toward the cosh, snarling silently at her sister and Swan. “Stop it,” she mouthed at them. Theresa covered her mouth and nodded, remorse on her face. Swan held her closed fist to her mouth and mimed thrusting a maypole in and out.

Anna shook her head and pulled harder at Growler, angling him so he couldn’t see them, but it was like trying to move a tree. He moved or he didn’t, it wasn’t up to her.

Finally, he went with her around the other side of the cosh. Anna looked around. No sign of Polly, only shifters carving wood and digging and working and switches wandering around, none looking at Anna and Growler.

Anna let go of Growler and moved in close to the wall of the cosh. He did the same, facing her, his expression earnest. He stared into her face as if trying to memorize it. “Why do you stare?” she said to him, not knowing what was going to come out of her mouth, and rather wishing it had been something smarter, more clever.

He answered in the same way, without hesitation, without guile. “Because, like your magic, you are beautiful. I enjoy looking at you.”

Anna did not know what to think, but she liked the words coming from the big male. Liked them very much. She looked around again, marking every person she could see, noting that some of them were now noticing her and Growler standing so close behind the cosh. She turned back to him, not knowing what to think. This felt like courting to her. His stare told her exactly what he thought of her, as much as his words did. She could learn to prefer this male, could prefer him very much, but it did not matter, because she was not allowed. “Why do you say such?” she asked him, hardening her voice. She knew how to turn down males, and as she was not bonded with this one yet, it came half-way easily. She could not afford to bond with him in anyway.

“I should like to speak with you. To walk with you.  To learn your thoughts and your feelings and your ways and your wants.”

Anna wondered why all she wanted to do in return was rip his clothes off and learn his body. What was wrong with her? She turned away from him, peeking furtively around the corner of the cosh for Polly. She looked back at him. “You musn’t say such things. Have not your alpha told you about…?” She peeked around again, unease rippling through her, then leaned forward to whisper to him. “Do not single me out so. It is not allowed. Antimony forbids it.”

Growler only looked at her, as if weighing his words carefully.   “Antimony is not the Great Bear. Nor is Antimony my bear, or my instinct. Therefore, I do not care what Antimony allows or forbids on the matter.”

Anna shook her head no, furtively. “She can kick you out, you know.”

He nodded. “I know. I weigh my actions against that, but I needed you to hear my thoughts, so that I could measure your reaction. I would like to know you felt about me.” He gazed deep into her eyes. Weighing. Measuring. He half smiled a hopeful, youthful smile that turned him from attractive man-bear to divine Great Hunter turned flesh and bone. She melted under the beauty of such a smile, combined with the feeling in his words. He saw it. Marked it. She hardened again. Tried to harden. Could not harden against him. He smiled for real then and bowed his head to her. “Good day, Anna of the Forest.”

With that he turned and walked away. Anna gaped after him. Maypoled, she was. Head over heels for a male who had to be younger than her. Who was bold and brash and whose growl made her weak. She didn’t prefer, she desired.

The day flashed pink but only for her, and one arrowhead-looking rock fell out of the air, bouncing to still at her feet.

Exactly like the rocks Antimony twined in her hair.

Anna tamped down her feelings as best she could. Shoved them in a corner. She could not handle them right then. She waited for Antimony to arrive and lash her, and when the female did not, Anna turned and went to her friends, her heart saddled with so much she could not face.


10 – The Hunt

 

 

 

 

 

Anna ran for the cosh. Somehow her dagger had slipped from her weapons pouch, and she was about to get in trouble. Antimony would be inspecting them when the sun reached its highest point and she didn’t even have a weapon. She’d given her best dagger to Theresa, and had lost her second best when it had exploded in a thousand pieces against a rock, and her third best, oh where was it? She had no time to make another.

The forest was on her left, but she didn’t pay attention. She’d learned quickly to not worry about watching her back.  They were always being guarded, the meadow surrounded by circles of shifter sentries and so many different kinds of magic. She and Theresa had been at the cosh for twenty-nine days, but had not been allowed to attend an Undoing yet, or even leave the meadow.

When a growl sounded from behind a tree as she passed it, she did not fear it and did not hesitate. She angled toward it, like she belonged in the forest, had business there, although why she could not fathom. Except it was Growler, she knew, and she wanted to see him.

She’d mostly been successful at ignoring him during those twenty-nine days, only speaking proper words to him, rarely letting her gaze linger on his, when she looked up and saw him watching her train, or eat, or drag her tired ass back to the cosh for bed. Everywhere she turned lately, she saw him. Like he was watching her. Or watching over her. She liked the thought of both.

She liked the thought of him watching her, because he was so accepting of her. Her supportive magic was better, almost good enough that she did not blush to think of him seeing it. Almost. But he never laughed, unlike the switches, never poked fun, never shook his head and looked away. Rather, he watched her magic evolve with acceptance and she could sense his satisfaction whenever she mastered a new skill. It mirrored her own. Her dreams told her exactly how bonded she was to the big male already, but this was the first time her feet had ever displayed such.

They carried her behind the tree, where she dropped to a crouch next to Growler. He was there, resting on one cocked heel, the opposite knee out in front, bracing one of his elbows, while he looked out over the forest, his eyes never marking her. But he nodded when she arrived just the same. Her eyes were drawn to what he worked in his hands with a small metal knife. The thing he worked was wood, but like no wood she had ever seen. This wood was a deeper brown, richer, more swirls of colors, carved by his hands into a kind of dagger, a kind of stake. It was smaller than any dagger he would use, dwarfed by his big paws, but just right for her hands. If it was for her she would kiss him. She would not be able to help it. The thought that such a male might make something like this for her-

Anna held her breath, staring at it as his hands held the dagger-stake by the round “handle” and his knife worked the thick but more flattened blade without the help of his eyes. He fingered the point of it, moving his finger around it, testing the sharpness, then the fingers of the hand that opposed the hand that held the dagger brought the slicing edge of the knife to the point. He slivered off the tiniest bit, then he felt it again. Anna’s lungs burned. She pulled in a breath, wanting that dagger, that wooden stake, that vampire killer. It would be true, would slice through vampires with no resistance. It only needed a bit of-

Growler growled and Anna looked into his eyes. He only stared at her for a second before turning his attention back to the forest. But he tossed the dagger-stake in the air, drawing her eyes to it again. It flipped lazily once, until he caught it by the blade, offering the handle to her. She took it with trembling fingers, unable to help calling her magicks forth. She ran her fingers down both sides of the open blade, whispering words she heard not, burning the wood to perfection, sealing in Growler’s care, making the weapon her own.

When she looked up, he was staring at her, and the intensity in his eyes scared her down to her center.

She could not speak of the stake. The thanks on her lips burned, it was too big, too powerful for her to express. She tucked the knife into her empty pouch, filling it nicely, the wood pressing out against the curves of her breasts pleasantly. She looked up at him again, hoping he was watching her, wanting to feel his eyes on her breasts, knowing what the look on his face would be. Pure hunger. Pure wanting. The wanting would stir longings in her best not stirred, but still she could not stop wanting to stir them.

He was not looking. His eyes were on the forest. His nostrils flaring as he scented and listened and watched and protected.

But his face was hungry. She saw his face harden and his mouth work slightly, as if he were imagining loosing her breasts, sucking on the nipples. Her very center heated and swelled, wanting his touch. Oh good word bad magic she had to get away from that male. But could not leave without giving thanks.

She could not force the words out, afraid her voice would shake, that emotion would overflow. Instead she reached out to his shirt, where a rip in the fabric revealed the skin underneath. She ignored the skin as best she could and touched the edges of the fabric, coating it with her magicks, encouraging the hole to mend itself, the threads to bond with their split mates. “You should have an everweft spell on your clothing,” she whispered, trusting herself that much.

“I will accept one from none but you,” he said, his voice pitched low, so rumbly and yummy.

“I am not good enough yet,” she said without thinking. “Clothes that form around a shifter any time he shifts into a man, then integrate with his animal when he is such is strong magic. Complicated magic.”

“You will be soon,” he growled. “When you are ready, I will be the first male you place one on.” He looked at her then. The only male, his intense eyes demanded, although his mouth stayed shut, perhaps knowing it had no right to demand anything from her, not unless he claimed her, and still, he would do better to ask.

Emotion threatened her again, wanting to spill and tumble. She would not let it. But she could not stop it.

Yelling saved her. Polly, yelling her name from the meadow. Growler shot to his feet, growling under his breath, on the alert, scanning the woods, stepping to the meadow.

Anna left him, left the trees, hoping no one saw her. She ran for Polly. When she rounded the corner of the cosh, they were all coming for her, Polly, Swan, Theresa, and the bone switch they had been practicing with.

“It’s Vant,” Polly yelled, coming in fast, not seeming to notice where Anna had come from. Anna’s breath caught in her throat when she saw the ingrav on Polly’s palm was lit with orange fire. It would lead her to the vampire being engaged by a switch sister, until they got close enough that the killing fire took over, and they all could find the vampire by feel.

“I’m going,” Anna called to her, hoping she was going.

Polly nodded. They all went by at a run and Anna fell in. “We can’t beat Vant without a full cosh. Prepare thy supportive magicks.” She tucked in her elbows and ran down the forest path, the other switches jostling to fall in behind her, but before they had even become winded, trees crashed and dropped behind them, the forest shaking with some sort of onslaught. Anna kept her eyes on Polly for what to do. The switch slowed, but didn’t stop. She looked behind her, then stuck out a hand, watching behind her as she moved forward. A massive bear with one eye roared past her, dipping a shoulder as it passed Polly. She grabbed hold of its fur, and it flipped her up onto its back for a ride.

Oh! Swan was next, and she laughed as a scary-big puma, as big as a small bear came in close and flipped her onto his back. She’d done that before.

Anna held her hands close to her sides. Wolves and big cats streamed by. She wanted to watch just one more switch do it. But the bone shifter peeled off the path, yelling like a warrior, running with the animals, keeping their speed easily. Anna was not going to be able to that. Theresa was in front of her, and she threw a terrified glance over her shoulder. Neither of them was good at this kind of thing, but Theresa would never be the one to try it first. Anna put on a burst of speed. “I got you, Theresa, watch me,” she called, hearing more bears coming up behind, wanting to be ready if one came close. If it was Growler, she would know, she remembered exactly what his bear looked like, and somehow, she knew if it was him she would be able to get and stay on him better than she would anyone else.

She stuck out her hand like Polly had, still running. A bear came in close. Not Growler. She grabbed for him, but had little to do with getting atop his shoulders. He flipped her up like she was a flapjack and she almost shot over the other side of him, grabbing on with magicks at the last moment, anchoring herself like she remembered Antimony had. She shot a look behind her for Theresa. Theresa had done it, too, on a large grizzly, but she was listing badly, holding on with her hands, not her magic. Theresa sent some orange magicks her way with a whisper only she and they heard. Secure my sister, hold her fast until she chooses to get down.

A bear came up fast from the rear, head down, a growl ripping from his throat. Growler. His fangs flashed in the sunlight that dappled between the trees as he rumbled and growled, speeding past her on the bear that had come first, passing them on the right, getting in front of them, felling trees in their path, making the way easier.

Anna could only watch. Watch and admire and approve.

Until they got close to the battle and she could feel the vampires. There were many. She snarled into the air like she was the animal and plucked her new dagger from between her breasts, holding it at an angle, away from her and the shifter she rode, giving herself over to the anger, to the blood-lust, to the killing instinct. She could do none other. She was fresh, and new, and had no control over the Hunt or the Prowl. Polly had told her some control would come over time, but only the strongest switches could keep their heads during either.

The bear she rode cut sharply to the right.

We are close a voice said in her mind, startling her. She knew it was the bear, but it was the first time she’d heard it in her mind. The shifters and switches could communicate telepathically if they were close enough, but only if the shifter was in his animal form.

Pink magic came from their left, shooting through the forest, then a request for supportive magic, like a pulling at her bones. This was it. She loosed her magicks from the bear, slid off, and ran through the forest to the mouth of a cave, ducking inside without hesitation, sending her magic before her as best she could. It was hard without knowing what she was supporting, but she did her best, orange energetic magic lighting the cave as it spread out before her.

Anna lost herself then, with very little knowledge of what was happening, only that the shifters were around her, and none let a vampire get close enough to her to get a hand on her, until finally all vampires were killed by switches and any left herded and held down by bears and wolves and the switches were swarming them and there were none left but there had to be more. She ran deeper into the cave, lighting her own way, leaving the area of not-vampires, running toward any other area where there might be vampires. Running fast, breath tearing in and out of her throat, until something came up alongside her. She stabbed at it with her fyne dagger that had killed two vampires.

It was a bear. She’d sliced into its fur and flesh. It didn’t care. It would take her to more vampires. It turned her, hitting her with its hip, not letting her go farther. Back Anna, back, she heard in her mind, but could not answer.  She changed knife hands and grabbed for the bear, but he wouldn’t let her on. She pulled away from him, turned to find the vampires herself. No, the vampires are this way, it said, growled so loud in her mind. It was delicious, that growl, and she had to listen, had to follow. The bear would take care of her. Would give her everything she needed.

It steered her until they were outside, running in the open air, hurtling small trees, ducking under and around others. The haze cleared slightly.

Growler. It was Growler next to her, steering her, taking her away from the nest. That’s right. The vampires are gone. You were amazing.

Growler’s words in her mind made her shiver, and still she could not think. She held up her knife, showing it to him as they ran. Could not figure how to speak back to him. They ran, Growler steering her to a spring and stopping. Anna stopped also, breathing hard, head down, checking herself internally, trying to get a handle on what was going on inside her. Need and hot magic pulsed inside her, so molten that she had to let it out. She formed magicks in her palms, pouring them out on the ground, wrestling with herself, but already needing to run again, to move. The magic inside her only built with the outlet, raising a panic inside her. She set off at a run again, then realized she was wet. Soaking, even her dress and boots and hair. Growler had washed her in the spring and she hadn’t even known. He had rinsed all the vampire stink and energy off of her. Had he shifted to a man? She hadn’t noticed as she’d gripped her knife and remembered her kills.

Growler the bear came up behind her again, steering her as she ran, through the woods. This way, Anna, I have what you need  now.

She knew he did.

 

 


11 – Prowl, Prowl

 

 

 

Inside a cave they went, down a dark corridor, then into an open, dry chamber, Anna could tell by the feeling of the place. Anna searched for vampires, lighting the corners with orange magicks. Instead, she found a sheepskin bed in the center.

She dropped her orange magicks to the floor near the bed. They gave off just enough light to see by, but only in a circle close to her. Outside that circle of light, a growl sounded. A thick growl. A delicious growl that sent shivers up and down her body.

Time to Prowl.

And oh was she glad it was Growler. She stalked to him, dropping her clothes as she went, until she was as naked as he must be, wet hair trailing down her back. She might have growled herself, she knew not. Only knew when she touched the naked skin of his chest that it was hot and warm and so much not-vampire. But she would slake her killing thirst on his body just the same. She reached out, emboldened by her success, by the Prowl, by who and what she was, and grabbed for his cock.

Yes.

Thick through the middle. Long but not so long it would hurt. Unless she wanted it to hurt, and then she had no doubt it would do the job.

He growled at her hand on his skin. His hips bucked forward. She moved in close and tried to drop to her knees to feast on him but he would not let her. He took her hand gently away, containing her easily when she fought him for the right to palm his thickness. He picked her up, took her to bed he’d prepared, she knew not when, then knelt, taking her with him.

She twisted in his arms, wanting him to move quicker, wanting to direct. “Growler, let me,” she demanded.

He released her and she pushed at him, wanting him on his back. She could see his face in the dim orange glow of her magicks, his intense eyes finding and holding hers, forcing her to slow down just a little. She grappled for control, but could not grasp it, pushing and clawing at him. He went down on his back, breathing heavy, eyes on her, letting her have her way but at his speed.

Her way was to swallow him whole, pushing that just-right thickness as deep down her throat as she could, tasting his saltiness, loving it, wanting more, more more. He growled into the cave, then groaned, then moved his hips, grasping her hair and her head which excited her and she went deeper.

On they went like that, for how long Anna knew not. She thought she might have swallowed his cum once but she couldn’t be sure, as she did not let him go. Only worked him, giving herself over to it completely, until he hardened and hardened more, thickening until she wanted the stretch of it inside her.

He knew. He grasped her hair, pulled it just a little until she slowed. She could think now, had some senses of modesty and control, but it was too late for her. This male knew just how much and how dirty she wanted him and there was no sense pretending different. She watched him with hooded eyes for some sign of what he wanted.

“You are beautiful,” he said. She felt such, with his thick gaze on her, never leaving her face, even as one of his hands roamed her shoulders and collarbone, down to her breasts.

He pulled her hair with the other hand until she loosed his cock from her lips with a slight pop. Her eyes fluttered shut. She liked it so much. The manhandling. The directing. She was no longer in control and it felt good.

He loosed her hair and pulled out from under her, then grasped her shoulder and pushed it to the bed, so she was face down, ass up. He moved her, positioned her how he wanted her, even as she stared at the pulsing thickness of his cock, turning her head to do so as he twisted her so that she could no longer see it. Noises fell from her lips. Begging maybe, she knew not. He growled. She begged more. Please. Yes. Please. Can I have it? Won’t you give it to me? Why do you torment me so?

She could feel his cock then. Velvet hard skin, pushing at her lower lips, seeking the entrance there, but not entering. One of Growler’s hands grasped her hip, hot there, masculine strength pulsing through his skin. The other held his cock, swirled it against her. She pushed against him, getting the thick head of his cock just barely inside her, stretching her already. He pulled away and growled. “You want it, Anna, but is it yours by right?”

She had no idea what he meant, and yet maybe she did. “Yes,” she breathed. “Mine.”

“So be it,” he said, and he leaned forward, invading her smoothly and decisively. Anna screamed, tensing at the intrusion that made her swell and spasm and felt so fucking good that it hurt just a little, which made it feel better. His hand let go of his cock and he grabbed her shoulder, the other hand still on her hip, grasping the flesh there as if she might try to get away. Never. He twisted her, pulling her back until she could feel his cock as deep inside her as any had ever been before. Deeper.

He stayed that way as she pushed against him, mewling into the blanket, trying to make him thrust, damn it all, thrusting on him, until their skin slapped together and the velvet slide took her closer to where she wanted to go. He let her move for a moment, then stilled her with his hands, not letting her move an inch. She almost cried. “Please, Growler,” she said. “I need you.”

“This is a gift, Anna,” he said-growled. “A gift that I give to you this time. You can take it next time.”

She squirmed. Clenched her fists. Tried to work out exactly what he meant. And finally, she relaxed, going limp, pressing her cheek into the blanket, opening her hands, relaxing. Waiting.

He moved only slightly, as if testing her, and when he was sure she meant it he withdrew from her, then pressed back in slowly, making her groan. “It feels so good,” she said, and she let go of any of the last of her wanting to control any of it, spreading her arms wide, giving herself over to the male who had just claimed her completely, even if not with his bite.  Orange magicks squirted out of her fingers, spreading out into the cave. The killing magic drained with them.

Anna let herself be good and truly fucked. And when it was over, when Growler had wrung so many orgasms from her that she had lost count, she fell asleep.

 

***

 

 

Anna awoke with a start, wrapped up in Growler’s arms, his naked front to her naked ass. She liked it.

Fertile. She was fertile now that she had killed her first vampire. And Growler had spilled inside her many times in the hours that he’d covered her body with his.

She blinked into the dark, silent cave, not knowing what time of day it was. Or what day it was. Polly had said Prowls could last for days when a lot of vampires had been slain, and until all the killing magic was burnt off, switches could not return to the cosh, could not live peacefully together, so they took the time if they needed it. Anna could not remember how many vampires there had been. Only her two that she had killed, but there had been more in the nest. And then there had been none, and Growler had… commandeered her.

Fear and contentment warred inside her. There should have been nothing more natural than this to her, a switch, having been well-loved by a shifter, but Antimony’s control warped it all.

Growler growled contentedly from behind her, pulling her close to him.

His growl reminded her that she owed him something.

“Thank you for thy killing weapon. It is strong and true. It killed those vampires.”

He growled again. “You killed those vampires. That dagger is only strong because of who holds it”

She wanted to believe it. “And the care of the one who carved it,” she said softly.

Growler growled. After many moments he spoke. “Yes. He cares much.”

Anna held her breath. If he spoke more of it, she would ask him to stop. It had been dangerous to bring it up. He did not speak again. She turned to safer subjects. “Why are you called Growler?”

He growled.

She laughed. “That is the reason? I thought the name came first, before young cubs could growl.”

He growled again. “I was born growling. My mother could think of no name that fit me but that one. She often told me of that when the name popped into her mind, I was growling for milk, thrashing my head back and forth, completely blind and helpless, but not willing to wait for milk to come to me. She did not name me that for many fortnights, calling me only baby fat head, thinking the Great Bear would be mad if she named me after him. Until papa told her that mayhap the Great Bear was the one who placed the growl in my throat and the name in her mind.”

Anna laughed at baby fat head and the matter of fact way Growler told the story, like he’d heard it many times, then recited it many times himself. She twisted in his arms, until she faced him. She could see his hard face in an orange glow that she was not sure where it came from. Her maybe, him maybe.

She touched his face gently, feeling the rightness of it, knowing Antimony would not allow such.

But Antimony was not there.

 

 

***

 

 

Growler closed his eyes and let Anna touch his face. She ran her fingers down his cheeks, then traced his lips, her finger pads leaving goose bumps on his skin. Thick emotion pulled at him, strong, emotion he would not name, would barely let himself feel. This was only about her need, and at that moment, she needed to touch his face. He parted his lips slightly, his breathing coming faster, as his dick hardened, first with her look, then with her touch. His hard dick was only want though, and it could wait.

She touched one of his fangs inside his mouth. They were short while he was a man, but still longer than it should be. She pressed her hips against him, throwing one leg over the top of him, her finger still slightly in his mouth. He sucked at it and watched her face. Was she imagining him biting her? She might be, her eyes were dark enough, intense enough, to be contemplating that very forbidden act.

Now he was aching and his want would be need soon. He would let her take it this time, if she wanted. If she wanted it fed to her or pounded into her, he would deliver. Anything she could handle was hers to demand from him.

But first, he would extract a promise from her, when she was most likely to say yes.

“I want you to meet me under the giant tulip poplar tree at Coven Springs when the moon is next full.” Which would be in three days.

Anna’s eyes narrowed, “Coven? Why is it called such?”

“No one knows,” he said.

“I dare not,” she told him, grasping him and slipping him inside her. So good, he forgot that her answer had been no.

But he needn’t have worried. She did dare.

Together, they dared much.

 


12 – Much Changes in Five Years, While Much Stays the Same

 

 

 

Five years later

 

 

 

Growler stopped on his way to his bed, listening hard to the feelings inside of him. His bear growled, then ordered him out into the night, and he always listened to his bear, even if it meant no sleep for him.

He was the alpha bear of Bond element, and that meant he often did the hardest jobs no one else could do. In this case, he was anticipating a job that had not come yet. Antimony believed the Vampire Vant was again close to finding the cosh, and it was only a matter of time before he raided it. Growler would soon be ordered to scout a new location for it that they could hide with magic.

Growler prowled though the cosh first, checking beds, ensuring his Anna was safe and asleep in hers, then headed outside, stealing through the forest as a man, not knowing where he was going, only feeling for the way. He walked for hours as a man, his bear silent, his thoughts on pause. He knew this forest as well as any man or animal, had been involved with countless vampire Undoings across the miles and miles of mountain and cliff and meadow.

He’d been a cosh-shifter for five years, the Bond alpha for two years, and they were not winning the fight against the vampire. They were holding it steady at best, but the vampires recently had begun to seek weapons that could be used against shifters, creating unhealable wounds. They’d lost a wolf to such a wound only last month and it had hurt the cosh, had hurt everyone’s morale.

They had to get ahead of the vampires, had to do more than they were doing. All the switches and shifters felt it, like they were being hurtled headlong at some big moment in the war, and everything would soon change.

Growler raised his face to the moon and the wind, unable to stop himself from taking a moment to dream about his Anna, to imagine her sweet face and her mesmerizing eyes and her complex personality. She was a fierce one, his Anna. Unpredictable, barely tamed. They snuck out of the cosh often to meet in their hiding spots, their love spots, and just the night before had done so. Anna had spoken for the first time in five years about being claimed. Whispered to him that she longed for him to do such to her.

Growler had only growled at her words, unable to say any back. Because the truth was, he also dreamed nightly of sinking his teeth into his Anna’s shoulder. He could imagine it, would do it in the same way she let him ease his thick and pounding cock into her sweet honeypot. He could think of his Anna’s cunthe as naught else but honeypot in his own mind, even though she would tease him if she knew, because whenever he thought of easing her legs open, sliding his tongue ever so slip-slow along her budding flesh at the plump spot that swelled so when he nudged it, worshipped it, teased it till it jumped and spasmed on his tongue, when he did that, making her bite her skirts to keep from screaming into the forest, at that moment his bear dreamed of breaking open a crockery of honey and diving in it face first. Growler would follow suit, pressing his face into his Anna’s honeypot until the scent of her sweet honey would surely stay with him for life, at least in his memories.

Growler shook himself loose of the thoughts. It was not the time. Instinct led him further along the wall of a great cliff that rose high overhead, then to scale up the side of it, and drop down again, bringing him close to the cosh again. He’d walked in a half circle and not found what he was looking for.

His sensitive ears picked up the sound of a female sighing and he froze. None should be in these woods at this hour.

A male spoke and he recognized the voice at once. Sir Dewey, the proper English bear who had only recently come over on one of the boats, called by an orange glow in his eyes and rumors of the Cause of the Forest.

Growler was not the hardass alpha that Boss had been. He’d had no cause for it yet, Sir Dewey being the only shifter Fate had called to his element since he’d been alpha, and Sir Dewey had come in swinging, finding a vampire on the way and dragging it in to the meadow, gaining admittance before any alpha invited him in. The act reminded Growler so much of his own attempted gift to his Anna on that first day he’d arrived at the cosh, that he did not put Sir Dewey through one test, except the one required by cosh law. Sir Dewey had carved himself, of course.

Sir Dewey’s voice was low, but carried to Growler easily, even though the wind was at Growler’s back, and Sir Dewey had to know he was close. Which made no sense, because the words Sir Dewey was whispering to some female were forbidden, no matter if she were human or switch. You could not be a cosh shifter and speak words such as these to anyone. Words too pretty for the middle of the forest. “You are the life in my soul, sweet Theresa. Order me. Command me. Use my body for thy will. It is strong. It will do anything you wish” His voice dropped to a growl that dripped sex. “Order thy servant to pleasure you. He burns to.”

Growler stayed a growl. Theresa and Sir Dewey? Theresa had been made into the First Bond switch only a few weeks before, after Polly had grabbed for a vampire she shouldn’t have and been phazed away. None knew exactly what happened, but Fate had called a new switch, Mary Celeste, to the cosh, and so they assumed the worst.

Anna should have been next in line. Fate had called Anna to the cosh first. Antimony had accepted Anna first, but then Antimony had decreed Theresa be the first to have her ceremony performed. Sweet, kind Theresa, who would never stand up to Antimony like Anna burned to, was now one of only five who had the authority. Growler could not help but think of that day, of what possibilities had been stolen from them.

Growler stepped around a tree, the better to see with his eyes what his nose and his ears were telling him. They were there, at the base of a tree with roots as high as their heads, hidden in shadows. Sir Dewey had Theresa pressed against a winding root, his hips holding her captive, his hands curled in her hair, his gaze smoldering so hot Growler could see it from as far away as he was. He pulled Theresa’s hair through his fingers, in a way so intimate and tender that Growler frowned to see it. It was so unlike the hard, needing touch of the Prowl.

Growler could not help from watching for just a moment. He and his Anna had been sneaking away for years, exactly like this, and Growler could not fault Sir Dewey for doing the same. But before this moment, he’d never seen it in another switch and shifter pair. Theresa’s body contracted with Sir Dewey’s touch, then she shivered, and her eyes slipped closed while her head fell back, as if this was a dance between her and Sir Dewey that she loved to her very core.

Theresa’s eyes fluttered. Her voice was deeper and rougher than Growler had ever heard it. “I so order it, Sir Dewey. You owe your mistress much pleasure.”

Whoa! Growler pulled hard to the left and got out of there, not wanting to hear any more. Antimony could see secrets in shifter’s eyes. Sir Dewey dared much, and Growler wished him well. They dared much together.

Fate had put Growler within arm’s reach of the world’s perfect woman for him and then said, you can get a taste once in awhile, but you will never bury your face in her body with abandon, will never call her yours alone, will never know her as the mother of your babies. Growler didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when he thought of his Anna, so schitting close and so schitting far away at the same time. By the Bear, Fate was a cruel bitch sometimes.

Growler prowled on, leaving Sir Dewey and Theresa to their tryst.

 

 

 

 


13 – Growler Finds the Center of the Forest

 

 

 

The next night, after a full twenty-four hours of searching the forest, Growler stepped into a meadow, toeing his way through the forget-me-nots that didn’t belong there. Millions of blue flowers spread in front of him, waving in the wind of the moonlight, running over the ground like grass for one scent mile, about half the length of a distance mile. At the end of the scent mile, in the middle of the sea of flowers like a tiny desert island, was a copse of the largest four trees Growler had ever seen.

This was it. What his bear had set him to look for. The very center of the forest.

Growler lifted his nose, anticipating the scent of the forget-me-nots, catching it easily, the delicate and pretty smell making him want to share the moment with his Anna. He drew himself tall, examining the meadow as it rolled gently uphill, converging around the massive tree and its mates set right in the very center of the circular meadow on an island of dirt. No meadow of wildflowers belonged in the middle of any forest, but this was a place of magic. The Forest of the Spring held many such places.

Growler sent his bear instinct out to the forest behind and the meadow ahead, and the sky above and the earth below, then stepped one step to the left, four large steps ahead, then stood stock still and rotated his body slightly. There. Right there. The middle tree, that massive, twisting tree, with the trunk as big around as ten normal evergreens, the one that shaded almost an acre with its leaves and branches. That tree was at the very center of the forest, and it was moving.

The move happened again. As Growler stood there on the edge of the center, feeling mentally for the center of the forest, measuring it and examining it, it shifted minutely in front of his senses. Growler shook his head and stared hard. Had that just happened? He disconnected himself from the center, dislodging that strange magnetic connection between him and the earth that he never had tried to explain, only appreciated, with faith that it would always be there when he needed it.

He stalked in a large circle around the meadow, his leather boots scuffing in the hard dirt between the flowers, the cool wind ruffling the coarse scruff of three-days-worth of beard on his face, thinking hard about what he might have just seen.

Bears weren’t trackers. This was more of a job for a big cat, maybe a pack of wolves. But Growler was a tracker, always had been. The forest loved him. Before he could ask it nicely to divulge this secret, an amber glow lit the flowers in front of him, spilling acrid fear in his throat. The campfire orange light came from his body, the glow falling from every pore and cell, making the blue flowers dance purple in the breeze. Growler clenched his fists and ground his teeth. His whole body was alighted, not just his eyes, as was happening more and more often lately, but only when it was Anna in trouble. The other shifters only made his eyes glow like normal.

Growler stood his ground, waiting it out, resisting the urge to shift and run headlong toward the cosh, which was miles up his back trail. Even if he shifted and ran his fastest, the immediate danger would pass before he could- there. The glow faded. She was out of danger. Her sisters or the other shifters were with her. As long as someone she loved was with her, his Anna was strong and could fight her way out of anything. She would wait to Prowl until he returned. Or she would run to find him. Such was forbidden, but they did it anyway. Would, no matter the cost. That was just the way it was between him and Anna.

His Anna had grown into the strongest Bond switch who had ever lived. Too bad that meant she was still weaker than any switch who wasn’t Bond, any switch with an element of Blood, Breath, Belief, or Bone.

Growler growled into the night air, the breeze elongating the groaning ache, making it sound as bad as it felt, because he hated thinking of Anna as weak. But everyone knew Bond was the weakest switch element. There was no sweetening of it. No hiding it. No pretending it wasn’t true.

Growler stopped moving, turned to the meadow again, and felt for the center of the forest. Yes, it had shifted. And it was doing so again, a micro shift, so tiny it was almost imperceptible. Growler lifted his nose to the air and scented. If he had not been sent to scout the center of the forest, staring at it for that reason, he never would have noticed this was happening. Was it normal? Natural? Did the center of something alive like a forest always shift and only those who love it will ever notice?

Yes, he decided, after scenting a small fire on the eastern edge of the forest that had eaten an acre of forest. That was what made the center-shifting happen. The Forest of the Spring was ever changing, such an alive place, so of course the center also changed. The center of anything was a place of great power, but the thought he’d had, or his bear had had, that perhaps the new cosh could go at the very center of the forest, seemed foolish now.

If the forest shifted, even by a snail eating an acorn on the very edge, then the center would shift, too. Just because Growler had never noticed before did not mean it had never happened before. There had never been a cause this important before. And he had never been this good before. Always improve, that was Growler’s motto, and the day he could no longer improve, he would walk to his death a warrior, seeking the biggest, strongest vampire, the one who could stop a shifter as strong as Growler with a thought, and challenge the bloodsucker outright. Attempt to strike one last blow.

He would return to the Great Bear with no regrets about his life. Growl. Just one regret. He had not yet claimed his Anna. Oh, to penetrate her skin with his teeth, to taste the tang of her blood, to see her reaction. To experience her allowing him to violate her in that most sacred way. The last switch who had allowed herself to be claimed had lost everything, including her shifter, or so Growler had heard. If Growler could claim Anna without her losing everything, he would do it in a heartbeat, would sear it into his memory, would honor and hold his Anna above all others… except the Great Bear? Growler loved The Bear, but he loved his Anna more. The Bear would understand. But until that day came, the one that legitimized claiming and matehood, until it even seemed likely, Growler would hold himself back from the claiming. For Anna.

Growler crossed his arms, rocked back on his heels and tried to imagine the cosh in this place of magic, one more time. This is what he had been sent out to do, had been ordered to do by the bear inside when he was only three steps from his bed. Growler didn’t mind working instead of sleeping. He didn’t mind doing anything instead of sleeping, especially being with his Anna. They never got enough of each other, and clutching underneath the most private tree they could find could not compare to taking her to a bed they shared together, a room, maybe a place that could be their own.

Growler growled into the night and shook his head. Always his thoughts returned there, to Anna. To claiming. To mating. He remembered five years ago, what it had been like to be that cub, to meet his Anna for the very first time, to fall head over heels in love, for her to feel the same, and then be denied the expression of that love. It was slowly killing both of them. But they could see no way out.

So they worked. They fought. And they found their comfort when they could.

And they dreamed. Someday. Growl.

Growler squinted his eyes and tilted his head to the side, placing the longhouse with his mind, butting it up against the trees in his imagination. But no way would it ever work. The magic was all wrong for it.

Antimony had not ordered him to find a new place for a cosh yet, but Growler knew it was coming. He and his bear had been scouting locations for months. The Vampire Vant was close, getting closer to them every day. Growler had felt the center pull at him the day before, when he’d been out with Anna, just talking, both of them sneaking away from their positions. His bear had taken notice, then pulled him out of his bed this night for a closer look.

When the day came to move the cosh, the shifters would take it apart a board at a time and relocate it quickly. There were enough of them. The switches would whistle and call at them as they worked hard enough for their muscles to pop and the sweat to bead on their brows. If any had killed recently, she could claim a need to Prowl and peel off a shifter or two for an hour. The immediate needs of the Prowl came before all else, even cosh building.

If none had, they would stay and whisper and gossip, some watching the males work for hours, some wandering off to do whatever switches did all day. Braided their hair, gathered magicks, practiced magic, made weapons, gossiped or fought with their sisters. They could be soft, too, but not around each other. They saved that for the shifters. But only when Antimony could not see.

Growler growled at the thought of Antimony. A harder cunthe Growler had never known. That female could kill vampires indiscriminately. None was too strong for her. She was on a different level than the others, was different than the rest of the switches. None of them would speak of it with their shifters, they were forbidden to, but Growler suspected Antimony was really an elemental switch, one of the original five switches, which put her on the level of the Great Bear himself. A god on earth. Growler knew if the Great Bear came down from the clouds, no matter what he demanded, Growler would do it without questions. So if Anna thought of Antimony in that manner, it was no wonder how unwilling Anna was to talk about change. About demanding change. About causing change. They both wanted it. Anna would sometimes whisper about it, but only for a moment, and only when she was the most certain no magic was about.

Antimony would never change, and it seemed she would never die. So she had to be bested. But she could not be bested. Except… No one, not even Antimony could see Growler’s thoughts, so in his own mind, he fully acknowledged that Fate would do anything for a laugh. Which meant if Growler could figure a way to make Anna the First Bond Switch, maybe Fate would give her what she needed to challenge Antimony.

Growler shook his head, the understanding of exactly why this spot couldn’t be a place of power for the cosh falling into his mind while he thought of other things. Surety spread through him. It felt good.

This was a place of power, this meadow in the center of the forest. Growler squinted, trying to catch if the entire meadow was also shifting so the hill with the tree was always in the very center of not just the forest, but the meadow, too. He thought it might be, which meant the entire placed was magical. Which meant it was perfect. Perfect for something, but not the cosh. The cosh was a long, rectangular house. They could move it, but never put it directly atop the source of this meadow’s magic.

The very center of the tree in the center of the meadow. Only a building that could be built around this tree somehow would benefit from the power flowing out of the earth in that spot, funneled by the tree straight up.

Setting the cosh off-center of that magic would make it weaker than if they put it nowhere special.

Only a different kind of structure could ever always have its center on the center of that tree, and be able to shift with the shifting hill in the very center of the forest. Growler could almost see it. A cozy treehouse with turrets that soared, surrounded. His Anna would love it.

He could see it in his mind’s eye, in that magical place that was flat and dark and devoid, but could be teased into vividness of color and spirit. That place where everything was first created. Dark oak and poplar wood surrounding the tree, floors, walls, ceilings, rope swings, ladders, plank bridges connecting turrets and living quarters.

He could live there.

A building like that, it would never be fit for a cosh. The cosh was long. Rectangular. Blunt. Magic in a chaotic way, not the swirling circle any house that belonged here would be. He took a few steps, eyeing the island of trees in the center of the meadow, trying to decide how best any home build there would be defended.

Dark magicks swirled, making Growler react. He crouched and growled loudly, splitting the air of the meadow with the rumble, telling the vampire exactly where he was but not caring. Growler was only thirty-eight, and as strong as any Fatherborne vampire who was likely a thousand years older than him. He would tear the vampire’s head from its shoulders and bring the living body home for Anna to practice on. Had done so before, but only with weaker vampires. Not a Fatherborne.

By the bear! His schitting focus was shot and he was going to die in these woods if he didn’t get his mind on his work and off his Anna. Thoughtless bears were dead bears. He forced his mind back to the forest, on the magic that had come near.

The black magicks were swirling away, inky liquid darkness gathering between forget-me-not petals before being pulled away in the wind. He scented no vampires. This was old vampire magick he'd stirred up. He froze, thinking he knew exactly what that meant, but his momentum was strong and the toe of his boot dragged forward a millimeter, triggering the bear trap.

Growler screamed into the night, then dropped to the ground and blacked out before he could press the ingrav carved into his side, summoning help.

 


14 – For Shame, Antimony

 

 

 

Anna vaulted a branch, all-out sprinting in the moonlight in the direction the magic of her sisters, holding her skirts up as she ran. She could feel the magic, raging and boiling ahead of her, could see the glow of it. Her sisters were invading the largest vampire nest they'd ever found in the forest, or so Mary Celeste said. Mary Celeste was a virgin to the Hunt and Prowl, only called to the cosh by recently when Polly had- Anna’s mind skittered away from the loss of Polly. She would be useless to her sisters if she went into the battle with grief on her mind.

If she hadn’t been pouting in the forest about things she wasn’t supposed to think about, high up in the trees where she could see anyone coming, where she could hide from everyone, she would be at the Undoing already, because she would have been at the cosh when the first calls for help came in.

A desperate request for amplifying magic found her, like a scream in the night. She blasted a shot of orange up the back trail of the request, through the whisper of the branches around her head.

Anna didn't know which of her switch sisters needed the assist, but she would turn down no one. Her magic as a Bond switch made her sisters’ magic stronger, giving it a clever twist or just making it bigger and harder and more effective. Somewhere ahead, her sisters and their shifters fought hip deep in vampires, and Anna’s magic was needed. She vaulted another stump and ran faster.

A pink glow lit up the sky farther to the north than she’d thought, filtering through the trees. Anna veered that way, tiny earthen bottles bouncing on her chest, just above the V of her breasts, which were bound tightly within her plain cotton dress. She was so close.

Stray magic shot over her head, while magicks collected on the ground as incomplete rainbows. Barbaric screams from her sisters came from ahead. Anna grabbed a thick limb, cracking and yanking it from its tree as she ran. She slowed just a bit so she could mold the stick with her fingers with less danger of falling. She burned the foot-long stick with orange magic, molding it how she wanted it, rounding it on one end and pointing it wicked-sharp at the other.

Mary Celeste had not killed a vampire yet, which meant she was barren. Mary Celeste wanted to be a mother more than anything and so Theresa and Anna were doing everything in their power to get her that first kill. That first Prowl. Rights to her own fertility. Problem was, it would have to be a very young and weak vampire for Mary Celeste to be able to Undo him, as she was young and weak and fresh from town.

Mary Celeste would do her best with what magic she had. Anna making her another weapon would help, their bond adding strength to the magic it absorbed. Mary Celeste was desperate for the kill. She had her eyes on a dark, dangerous mountain cat and said she wanted “babies and babies” with him. Anna shook her head sharply as she ran, drops of clean sweat flying in the darkness. The curse of the Bond sisters. They all fell hard for one male even though the only official cosh rule that existed restricted switches from wanting “babies and babies" with anyone.

Pink magic crackled around a tree that magically hid the entrance to an underground cave, a disgusting vampire nest. A den of bloodsuckers was Hell on Earth for a switch to enter, but once she slaughtered every vampire therein it became a place of triumph for her.

Black, inky magicks surged and fought with the pink magicks of Anna’s Blood switch sisters, but pink pinned and dispersed black easily. This was no Fatherborne nest, no, this was a fledgeling nest.  All cosh switches were powerful enough to kill the brotherborne vampires within, even young and green Mary Celeste.

She saw Mary Celeste, then. Theresa, too. They crouched near the roots of a thick, tall tree, whispering fiercely to each other, instead of fighting inside the nest. Anna fumed as she ran to them. If Antimony had done anything to deny them, Anna was going to lose her very switchy senses. Her days were consumed with all the things Antimony was doing wrong, which was everything. And yet Anna could change nothing and was reminded of that fact daily.

Anna headed for her sisters, jumping to the right as a portion of the smooth winding roots at the bottom of the redwood-sized tree shimmered and liquefied, falling to the ground. Pink and black magicks shot out of the new hole. Light and powdery, the magicks nevertheless seemed to float Antimony out from behind, a nightmare of tyranny, her face as stern as her rigid stance and her bare toes pointed a foot above the ground. Wearing pants of course, as she allowed only herself to do.

Antimony had a vampire in her arms. It struggled, but no more than a newborn puppy could struggle against its mother. Anna skidded to a stop, breathing hard, her chest pounding, still twenty feet from Antimony and her sisters, fear at Antimony’s motives filling her.

No, not like this! Mary Celeste was the greenest member of the weakest element and it would shame her no end to have Antimony hold the vampire she was to kill! Antimony knew that. Anna seethed, magic building in her palms. Antimony deserved to be put in her place. Or at least opposed!

Antimony held up the vampire by the throat, her Blood magic twining around, steadying it. She turned in midair, hair floating above, even the rocks and sticks she wound into it floating like they were made of soap bubbles, and she aimed her victim towards Mary Celeste. More punishment for the Bond sisters. Anna dared too much, and Anna was Bond. Antimony would hit her where it hurt the most: her sisters.

Theresa gasped and stepped in front of Mary Celeste, trying to shield her from Antimony and the helpless vampire Antimony was holding like a sack of potatoes. Antimony actually expected Mary Celeste to accept her shameful offer, to get her first and only undoing out of the way and then go sit in the corner with Anna and Theresa. Anna tried not to bite her tongue in shame and anger as she ran, but she could do naught else.

Mary Celeste peered at Antimony over sweet Theresa’s shoulder, her eyes going wide as she started to understand. Anna had to stop it … but she would never get there in time. Too late. The rest of their switch sisters were already pounding out of the cave entrance behind Antimony, in just a moment they would see-

Anna raised her hands in the air and yelled, stealing a bit of Antimony’s magic to weave a strong illusion around herself. Her bond with Antimony was built from years of naught but frustration and harsh words, so the illusion was strong, but mean and biting. Anna could see it layered over her own body and face, like a rip in reality. Herself, but bigger, especially in the neck and the nose. She glowed amber, her entire body, and magicks swirled around her, twirling in her hair and shooting out of her eyes in burnt orange curls like sunbursts. The shadows of light playing on her face made her old and haggard, rigid and mean, and she hated it. That was not who she was. That was who Antimony was!

Still, Anna let out a war whoop, drawing the attention of everyone. Antimony’s gorgeous eyes narrowed in her blushing face. The witch was as beautiful as they came, even at a thousand years old, the only female in the cosh who always wore pants like a man, lashing diamond-encrusted knives to her waist, but letting her hair flow free to twine with the leather of the ties she wove into it. Mating with her after an Undoing would kill a human male but only handicap a shifter, so she took no mate. As far as Anna was concerned, just because Antimony couldn't have the comfort of the same masculine arms holding her every night, a strong male gazing at her with reverence, didn’t mean no one else should get it.

More rage than she’d ever felt built inside Anna. She’d finally had enough of Antimony, the cosh-switch, the rosy-cheeked witchy switch in charge of everything, at least when she bothered to show up and make a fucking decision.

Just that fast, Anna was done bowing to Antimony. Finally, she would revolt.  She would fight! She would- Anna caught Theresa’s stricken eyes for an instant and lost the revolt, then pulled herself together. Anna had no time to collapse at the injustice of it all. She had to save Mary Celeste from the shame Antimony was trying to heap on her for no other reason than that she was Bond.

Anna swirled her stolen energy around her head, putting on a show for the cosh. No switches had yet noticed the vampire. Good. The shifters were still inside on search and clean up. The sisters had no witnesses to their drama but the vampire, and soon he would be unable to tell any but the dead.

Anna flung her magic with a flourish of both arms, sending it at the vampire Antimony was holding, bidding the weapon she had molded for Mary Celeste to fly with the stream of campfire orange magic, which found its mark, burying the stick in the vampire’s chest with an explosion of orange light. Antimony’s wild face puckered in irritation and distaste as red light erupted from the vampire’s wound. She flung the already-decaying body to the ground, wiping her hands on the cotton of her pants.

Anna laughed maniacally, until every last switch was gaping at her. Look at me, everyone, this is all about me and Antimony, not Mary Celeste. “I got him for you Antimony, that fledgling had no chance.” She let just the right note of hostility enter her voice. She hoped. Too much and Antimony would lash out, maybe send Growler to Siberia to “search for glowing mistresses with a forsworn love of a fyne blade.” Too little and her other sisters would sneer at her, offer her a cloth to wipe the brown from her nose.

The tightrope Anna walked daily was cutting her feet, making her more likely to pitch herself over the side every week. Throw me out of the cosh. The peace to be with my male would be worth it, to call him my mate. To find what pleasure there is in this hard and deadly world.

Antimony put her hands on her hips, her dark gaze searching Anna’s striking green eyes, a sneer in her voice. “Sisters, mark it. Anna speaking and acting out of place. Isn’t that so unlike a docile bond switch?”

Anna fumed, prepared her magic. This had been coming for so long. This really was to be the time when she challenged Antimony, even without the authority to do so. Swan waved both hands over her head frantically, from behind Antimony, shaking her head and mouthing, “No, no! Not now.” She held her palms out so Anna could see them. Bloody. Dripping.

Swan was saying it had been a bloody undoing, not an energetic one, and thus Antimony would be at her strongest. Now that Anna was paying attention, she could see it was true. All the sisters’ clothes were ruined. But still, could Anna let it slide? Her eyes found Theresa's.

Anna deflated. Dropped her hands. Swan had been made the First Belief Switch six months before. Anna and Swan together could rival Antimony in magical ability, they’d been working together for years, especially recently. But Swan wouldn't stand up to Antimony, not yet, she’d said as much. There were so many reasons why Anna was caught. Like a fish on a hook. No way out. No help on the way.

Anna dropped her eyes and curled her lip, playing her part, the outcast, the one Antimony could use to work out her issues, to show how powerful she was, to make everyone else fall in line without a decree. Anna just wished to keep what little happiness she had, sneaking away with Growler occasionally, stolen kisses and whispers with him, plus the fellowship of her sisters. Anna sucked in a breath and humbled herself as best she could, knowing she'd managed enough when a blush flew over her cheeks and neck. Antimony would be sure to see and smile.

Anna spoke, her voice humble. “Antimony, grant me pardon. Wrong thoughts and actions I spoke. You are strong, the strongest.”

“And beautiful,” Antimony said.

Anna shook her head, imperceptibly to most. Antimony was out of her fucking mind. Unless she was messing with Anna? Could it be? Anna snuck a look at Anti. Antimony raised her eyebrows as if to ask Anna if she intended to play the game or not?

Anna repeated it deadpan. “And beautiful.”

Anna could hear Antimony’s smirk in the murmurs of her sisters. Anna had bared her neck and Antimony had accepted, sinking her teeth in victoriously. Again. She let them smirk. The price was still too great.

If she challenged Antimony, would she still be alive after? Probably. Still part of the cosh? Almost definitely not. And how much would she hurt her Bond sisters and Growler in the process? Too much to ever forgive her for, certainly. She would lose her sisters, lose her standing, lose all those little moments she stole with the intense and massive male who made everything right for her. He would be a fool to take her side, to be turned out with her. Shifter and switch could scrape together a living outside of the cosh, as long as they’d never been inside it. Never tasted the power and camaraderie and warmth and chaos and cruelty that came with being coshtwined, bound to the cosh by Fate. One taste of the bright colors of cosh life, and normal life would forever seem black and white and bland.

Anna gritted her teeth and bared her throat again. She could do it. She could stay in her place. For her sisters. For her male. For the only life she knew.

 

 


15 – Sir Dewey Gets Mean

 

 

 

Growler’s mind swam in the dark and night and black and ink and he dreamt of the Great Bear, and himself as a cub and his family and life.

A whisper reached in Growler’s ear and poked at his wandering mind. “Old chap,” the proper voice slurred, just like Sir Dewey’s did. That bear was nothing if not proper, at least in front of the shifters and switches, unless there was a feat of strength to be accomplished, then he was a show-off with a grin that turned many switchy heads.

Growler couldn’t keep his mind in one place. It swam like he was asleep but wanting to be awake and should be awake, but couldn’t break the surface of sleep. Growler tried to reach Sir Dewey. To open his eyes and see Sir Dewey. Was that him? His eyes weighed billions of pounds. They would never open again. His mind sank once more beneath the storm.

Sir Dewey. A good guy, but a newcomer to the cosh.

Growler shook his head not sure suddenly who he was, who he wanted, who the thoughts were about. Fierce light screamed into his brain, blinding him. His pupils wouldn’t contract. Or dilate. Or whatever the fuck pupils were supposed to do when light shone on them. He didn’t schitting know. He didn’t have to know. The pupils knew. He growled. It hurt. A lot!

Sir Dewey spoke. So many words. He shook Growler. So much shaking. Still Growler couldn’t’ respond.

Sir Dewey’s proper tone and pomp rolled through Growler’s mind. And he was mad. Whoa. “Wake the shite up you focking peasant! Your bear is a cub, a little roly poly cub that I laugh at when I see it! Your focking maypole is the size of an inchworm. That’s what we call you when you’re not around! Inchworm!” Growler tried to care. That was mean as shit. He hadn’t known Sir Dewey had it in him. There, a little spark of irritation. Flame it, fan it. He growled. Yes, anger. Even though he knew Sir Dewey wasn’t really mad. No, he was terrified.

Sir Dewey thought Growler was dying.

Could he be? Growler yanked his shoulders out of Sir Dewey’s hands, the movement shooting agony through Growler’s legs at the thigh, pulling him to consciousness, where he now realized why he hadn’t wanted to go.

“Old chap!” Sir Dewey yelled, his voice pained and different.

Growler growled and swiped out with his claws, the agony making him crazy. He strained to see. It was night time. Sir Dewey had a torch. Had he been asleep? Blood. His blood everywhere. Not asleep. Fainted from shock. Which should not have happened. His bear should have come forward and healed and commanded him at the moment his human fainted.

“The Bear swive it,” Sir Dewey grunted, his relief at Growler moving or trying to move so evident it was comical. Growler want to laugh/growl even through the blinding pain that surely meant his legs were cut right off. Through an orange and red haze, Growler saw Sir Dewey brace his strong fingers against the teeth of the oversized bear trap that had caught most of Growler’s legs. Black vampire magicks swarmed around the trap. If the mouth of the bear trap had been any taller or he any shorter, he never would have pleasured Anna in that way she liked the best again. And yes, his mind had gone there when he was almost dying. Always back to his Anna and their secret life. As single-minded in death as he had been in life, since the moment he first saw her. “Anna,” he rasped to Sir Dewey. Was she alright? “I glowed,” he gasped to his friend.

Sir Dewey cocked an eyebrow and Growler was glad he could see at all. Sir Dewey spoke. “You are a day late. Anna is well and has not been in danger this day. Prepare yourself for your shift the very moment I yank the trap open.”

“A day. What day.” Growler growled, more of a demand than a question.

“No Undoings since yesterday. You’ve been missing for a full day.” Sir Dewey said, then heaved crossways against the metal, grunting and straining to pry the jaws open, giving Growler no time to process what Sir Dewey had just said. Growler threw his head back, the pain pushing up his throat in a strangled, gurgling yell that made him realize he was dying, or had almost died. Or was still about to die.

Anna. He braved the pain and yanked his legs out of the bear trap, lifting them as high as he could.  Sir Dewey let the trap clang shut, taking bits of his own skin. Growler was drifting. Losing. Retreating back to the dark around the light. Sir Dewey shook Growler’s shoulder, screaming in his very face. “Anna is well! She’s at the cosh. Shift, old man, shift or your blood will drain into the dirt. Your wounds are death! Shift, my alpha, shift now!”

Growler held onto his friend's words as best as he could. Shift. Change. Change to his bear. Heal. But he was cold. His hands were freezing. And tired. He was so tired.

Sir Dewey smashed a crockery flask against Growler’s forehead. Growler didn’t even have the strength to yelp.

“The Bear help us,” Sir Dewey muttered to himself.

Anna’s magic leaked out over Growler’s nose and mouth. Growler snuffled it in, tasting Anna, the salt of her tears. Feeling her… affection... for him. So much warmth he almost couldn’t accept it in this potion she’d sent with Sir Dewey.

Sir Dewey lost his British bearing completely, his rakishly-long hair falling into his face as he jerked Growler around by the shoulder and yelled at him. “By the bear, man, shift now! Thou art needed here. By all of us. By Anna!”

Growler growled. He could do it for Anna. Could overcome whatever was not allowing him to shift. Vampire magic. Anna’s Bond magic coursed through him, lending strength and purpose, muting the black stuff.

A fresh growl split the cool forest air, rousting an owl from the tree above them. Growler’s bear ripped out of him too fast, his skin splitting and healing as he grew. His femur bones knitted back together too quick for a watching eye to track, and within no time he was a fully shifted and massive male grizzly bear, a thousand pounds easy. He growled into the sky, stretching his neck and his lips high, flexing his muscles that had been ground up only a few moments before. Now he was whole and strong again, his female’s magic tickling the fur on his face. He felt good. Powerful. He could chew a vampire in half. He licked at Anna’s waning magic on his lips, wanting just a flash of a taste of her skin, or her sweet-wood campfire scent. Sweet and dangerous at the same time. That was his Anna.

Growler snarled into the sky one more time, then shifted back into human form, his clothes knitting around him as bear turned human. His clothes came back together perfect, dry, and clean, thanks to an everweft spell Anna had placed on them. Her everweft spells were now the best in the cosh. She could charge for them if she wanted, outside of Bond element, but she would never do that. To Anna, to any of the Bond switches, the cosh shifters and switches were everything. Family, life, blood, bond, sisters, purpose. Relationships were the highest blessing.

Sir Dewey partially-shifted, just hands to paws, fingers and flesh knitting into thicker, tougher, bearskin with fur and no wounds, then the shift reversed without ever traveling above his elbows. Impressive as shit. But Growler had always been impressed with Sir Dewey. Knighted, proper, mysterious, with a mean brown bear that had actual scars. Growler didn’t want to think about what situation led to a bear as big and as mean as Sir Dewey’s getting scars and then keeping them. Sir Dewey’s bear was an alpha in his own right, and yet neither bear nor human had challenged Growler yet. That kind of control was unheard of, and Growler was impressed as could be. If Sir Dewey challenged him, could Growler keep his spot as the alpha of Bond element? He didn’t know which one of them was stronger, which had never happened to him before. He always knew the second he met another shifter which of them would win if they fought. Growler would have said he was meaner, giving him an advantage over Sir Dewey, but now, after the inchworm comment? Growler wasn’t sure.

Growler looked up in the moonlight. The stars said dawn would come in three hours. The forget-me-nots of the forest center waved from one side of him. He’d crushed hundreds of them as he’d lain caught and unconscious in the bear trap for so long. They were not springing back up. Vampire magic should not have so much power against a shifter.

Sir Dewey stood and kicked at the bear trap the vampires had set and hidden. With that much magic it had to have been a Fatherborne who had set it. Vant. Vant was the one who hammered them relentlessly, breaking through their magic and raiding the cosh again and again.

The moonlight revealed that Growler’s clothes were perfect, not even a wrinkle. Even though he’d been almost chewed through by a bear trap. He turned away from the flowers, back into the woods, setting off at a fast pace toward the cosh, staying human so he could talk to Sir Dewey. “You shouldn’t have left the girls,” he growled harshly.

“It was a pleasure to save your sorry arse,” Sir Dewey rasped back, following Growler. Sir Dewey was one wily bear. The best kind of bear.

Growler only growled his thanks. Sir Dewey spoke pleasantly, as if he were remarking on the sunshine all week, his earlier terror gone. “They aren’t girls, you vagabond. You simple, simple bear.” Sir Dewey laughed properly and Growler’s lips twitched. The male thought he was funny. Sir Dewey caught up to Growler’s pace on his left, the two of them abreast in the forest, knocking over small trees in their path, skimming around bigger ones, sometimes hooking in with paws and claws and flinging their bodies around, as bears with lots of energy or something to show off were wont to do, even bears of their age. Growler would show off even when his muzzle went silver if there was a pretty girl to impress or a young cub to school.

Sir Dewey spoke again, ignoring the crack of a sapling under his boot. “Not girls. Grown women. Grown women with needs and wants we are forced to leave unfilled.” He growled in easy imitation of Growler. There. That simple statement was the most they would ever speak out loud against one as magic as Antimony. They were not scared of Antimony, but both valued their place in the cosh, and both knew Antimony was the only one with the power to take that from them. Only Antimony could kick a shifter out of the cosh. Or Fate. But it was good to officially know where Sir Dewey stood.

Growler said nothing in response. He only shifted to his strong and alpha bear and lumbered away from the bear trap that held no bear in the meadow of flowers that should not be there. He picked up speed slowly, but steadily, thick paws digging heavy divots into the ground. Growler hit his top speed quickly, then settled in for the run to the cosh.

He needed to see that his Anna was fine with his own eyes. Needed to get back to her.

 


16 – Vampires Attack the Cosh

 

 

Growler’s bear ran hard. He was part of the man, but not the man. Also named Growler. He ran to Anna. Loved Anna. Would kill for Anna. Anna smelled good. Anna scratched him behind his ears and called him, “adorable,” and “gorgeous,” and, “such a good protector.” Vampires were fun to kill. Tasted bad. So easy to scare. Could not kill them, but hurt them? Disable them? Hold them for his Anna to kill? All day long.

Growler growled into the night as he ran, just for show. Watch me, Sir Dewey, you overgrown and undermuscled bear cub. Watch me growl and roll and still show you up. For two days, I sat locked in the man’s mind, his legs chewed to meat, his body uncallable, and still I am stronger than you. Will lock my jaws around your throat if you come close. Will grind for blood.

Lightning flashed. Growler lifted his nose. No rain in the air. Paws slipped in mud on the path. Dig in. Muscles roll, lumbering. Run through everything. A fallen, dead log, massive, too big. Sir Dewey steered in. Smart. Growler steered in, the two massive bears hit the log together with leading shoulders. Crash and crack. Splintering wood flying everywhere. Satisfying.

More lightning struck. Closer. Blue lightning. Swan. The human pulled at Growler, demanded to be let back in front, exerted that surprisingly strong demand that Growler could not resist for long. Growler let go… waited… Human took over…

Growler skidded to a walk and shifted, unfolding into an upright stance with the practiced ease of a born bear shifter, all compaction and menace and nasty attitude till he was soothed. Here I come, Anna.

Sir Dewey shifted also, as Growler knew he would. Growler was alpha. To refuse to stop when Growler had stopped would have been challenging the alpha.

Sir Dewey came up abreast of Growler. “Swan is ascrying from the crow’s nest.”

“For Vant?”

Sir Dewey nodded. “The Vampire Vant. Aye. Swan sees him coming. Bringing an army of vampires. Setting traps to ensnare forest bears.” His proper British voice held no hint of mockery, even though his words dripped with it. Growler shook his head in admiration. The bear was a beast. A proper, refined beast.

Growler held his voice steady. No laughter. He would hand over no weakness, not even humor. Only his Anna got to see his soft sides. “When?”

Sir Dewey shrugged. “She still can’t say.”

Neither of them was glowing, so none of their switches were in trouble, so it wasn’t right now. Growler caught his breath, thinking hard while he was still in his human form, and could form complex thoughts. He spoke as he walked. “She can’t ascry till for long.” Ascrying, using magic to see things that were far away, took a lot of strength and could not be done continuously.”

Sir Dewey nodded tightly. “Anna helped her earlier. Now Anna is… recovering. They’ve decided they can go a week straight like that. Swan says if Vant hasn’t come in a week, they’ll figure something else out.”

Growler growled his displeasure. Anna would lend Swan her magic, let Swan drain her of enough Bond magic so that Swan didn’t have to sleep for a week straight? Anna would do it for her, falling in a heap for whatever time she was allotted, then wake and pour all of her hard-won energy into her sister. Growler hated when she did it. It put hollows in her cheeks and black marks under her eyes. He would tell her…

He was about to shift again, and take off at a run. He suddenly needed very badly to be inside the cosh before the twilight of dawn arrived. And he was still many miles off.  But Sir Dewey still had more to say.

“There was an Undoing during your… nap. Antimony denied entry to our switches.” He looked off into the forest to finish his thought.  “... but not our shifters.”

Growled growled. Unacceptable. Antimony was trying to divide them as an element. And there was nothing any of them could do.

Sir Dewey cleared his throat quietly, which let Growler know he was about to say something important. “Why do you think she would do such a thing?”

Growler swallowed. So they were gonna discuss it, were they? Antimony must have taken off. To wherever she went when she disappeared for weeks at a time.

“You’ve heard the legends?” Growler said.

“Antimony has lived for a thousand years?  Antimony is one of the original five switches? Aye, I’ve heard them.” Growler waited for the question from Sir Dewey. It came. “Are they true?” he asked. The cosh was tight-lipped to newcomers.

Growler didn’t confirm. Didn’t deny. “She’s wild enough. Strong enough.”

“She is.”

“It would explain a lot.”

“It would.”

Blue lightning detonated a tree to their left, the strike of electrical fire searing the hair on Growler’s head. He grew new hair exactly as his Anna liked it, and raised a hand to deflect a flying tree branch, then opened the palm to Swan. She’d be able to see him for several seconds after her lightning retracted. Growler liked Swan. Swan understood Anna’s need for closeness, for talk, for bonding, for holding the life of those around you in your hands. Anyone who made Anna’s life sweeter was Growler’s friend.

Growler shifted and ran. Sir Dewey followed.

 

 

 

 

***

 

 

Growler and Sir Dewey entered the cosh through a rough wooden door closest to the end of the long house, the area that bond element fought hard to keep. Their walls were gone, torn down by their sisters or the children of the cosh whenever whim hit them. Growler longed to put up walls so thick no one could tear them down, not even the strongest bone shifter. They needed to have their own space. A place where Anna could put down those roots she longed for. A place to “spill her magicks.”

If his Anna needed a place to spill her magicks, it was his duty to provide it. A place that was hers alone, but still strong with her sisters’ presence and acceptance. A…. something…. Something new and different where they could steal a mite more time with each other. His mind worked it over, remembering the center of the forest.

Growler stepped over sleeping roll after sleeping roll, Sir Dewey doing the same behind him. The Blood switch children (all girls) were having a sleepover with the Breath switch girls and all of them were laid out in a spiral, pillows placed next to pillows, sweet, child hands clasping the hands of their cosh sisters. For now. When they reached the age of maturity, all of them would be cast out with the winds, sent to seek their Fate and enough exceptionality of spirit that Fate would call them back to be a member of the cosh.

The cosh was dark, sunrise still far off. There had been a watch, but he and Sir Dewey hadn’t been challenged. There was no shifter who would be on watch at the cosh who wouldn’t know Growler and Sir Dewey on scent, so they’d pushed inside quietly, scenting the watch and ignoring it. Snores and sleep grunts filtered through the very long longhouse. Fifteen switches and thirty-six shifters, plus twelve children lived in the cosh.

Blood element had a shuttered maze of walls right in the middle of the longhouse that led to rooms, one for each Blood switch, and two for the Blood shifters. Growler headed to the north end of the cosh, where Bond element laid their beds, among others. He saw his Anna immediately, sleeping on the floor next to her bed. Punishing herself. His heart tore in half. Theresa’s bed was empty but he barely noticed.

Growler rushed to Anna, picked her up, placed her gently on the bed and pulled the blankets around her. Her hair was still braided for battle and he picked at it, torn between relaxing it so she could sleep more comfortably, and leaving it braided in case the vampires found them that night.

She had not even undressed. She still wore her heavy dress that covered hips and legs but spilled cleavage out for Growler to mentally devour every time he saw her. Especially when she was fighting. By the Bear, he loved to watch her fight, had almost let a vampire too close to her once while watching and lusting over his fierce and beautiful warrior witch but not paying enough attention to the enemies.

He pulled at the silk of one braid, lying on the pillow behind Anna and longed to have a real room, with four walls, a place where to woo her, to whisper words of longing and lust in her ears, until she used her warrior body and her magicks to cleave him to her, to strip his clothes from his back, strip him proud and bare under her wandering, seeking fingers. Until she let him know who was in charge that time, how exactly she wanted what he wanted to give her. Growler longed to have the right to seek such a thing. To even want such a thing.

A searing, crackling noise rocked the cosh as lightning struck too close, then Growler’s body lit up, spilling orange light over his still sleeping Anna. Along the cosh, shifters eyes lit up, as they opened them. An ingrav glowed green in the palm of a Breath switch in her bed. Growler could just see the soft glow from that way. Switches and shifters down the long house sat up together, then all jumped to their feet, even the children, and all the shifters glowed.

This was not practice. They were under attack, each and every cosh switch in imminent danger. It would be a massive, swarming attack that none of them were likely to survive.

Vant had found them.

Growler shifted mindsets at once. If they were that likely to die, the fighting was for fun. Just so, then. Growler vowed to bathe in vampire blood before he let a one of them touch his Anna.

His Anna’s eyes popped opened, glowing orange and looking dazed, and he scooped her out of the bed and ran for their post, as males and females quietly scrambled around them to do the same. To the roof he would take her, to the crow’s nest, where the magic switches of the cosh would lay down magical fire as the smart and strong switches outthought and outran the vampires, until the last vampire had been magically slain. Banding together, sister with sister, with shifter and shifter was their biggest strength, as well as their greatest weakness. They could never keep the vampires from their door forever. And here it was, not even light on no special day at all, and they were under attack. All of them. Ducks in the pond floating too close to shore as they slept.

But how disadvantaged were they? How much lead time did they have? Could it be enough to survive through the night, through this fight? To live one more day on the same earth as his Anna? She stirred in his arms. Exhausted and giving in to sleep. “Magicks,” he growled at her, rubbing her back to roust her. “Ready thy magicks.”

He rounded a corner and grasped his Anna tighter, then grabbed the heavy-duty wood ladder that stood there, pulling them both up it with one hand and his powerful legs. The cosh was still eerily quiet. No vampires swarmed the door, busting them down with their sheer numbers. Vampires bred indiscriminately, filling the world with their spawn, but these numerous vampires were weak. Good for little but meat swords. Switches could dispatch them easily, as long as there weren’t too many of them. Which was why Growler expected a lot of vampires. This felt like it would be a battle to be recorded in the history book the White Wolf carried around, the Keeper’s book.

He climbed, keeping his breath steady, listening for the swarm he knew was coming. The only noises he heard in the cosh were the breathing of switches and shifters in their scramble for weapons and readiness. Growler breached the top of the ladder, pushing out onto the roof, the stars exploding overhead in the vast sky.

“Anna,” he growled as he moved toward the crow’s nest on the center of the roof. He could see it up there, still small, glowing with Anna’s sisters’ magicks. Anna snuffled in his arms. “Wake up, Anna,” he said. He kept his voice hard, his words distant. She would feel what was in his heart, and he would whisper it to her later as she prowled. It would be just the two of them. He would see to that. Would hold her tight and let her struggle against him till she worked out every bit of magical killing energy that had built inside her body. He would run with her, hold her down, fight her but not really, contain her, or fuck her. Or all of them if that was what she needed to come down, to regain herself. Whatever she decided. She knew best what her body needed. And he knew best how to give that to her.

Growler leaned his weight inward and scrambled across the slanted roof, Anna over his shoulder. All the other magic switches were already there in the crow’s nest with Swan, their magicks leaking out of the windows, the cool night air swirling the powders and amorphous colors around the roof, bringing it to twirl around Growler’s ankles.

No, not all of the rest of the switches with the strongest magic, like his Anna, were in the crow’s nest. Antimony wasn’t there. No pink magicks pulsed and overtook the other colors like bully made of smoke. Antimony would show up when she damn well pleased, no matter how strong her ingrav glowed.

Anna pushed at Growler, waking finally, maybe it was the cool air, maybe a feeling.  “Vampires,” she said, pushing at Growler’s chest until he put her down with a growl.

She leaned into the roof, knowing why they were up there, but taking a moment to look out at the uneven meadow that extended around the cosh for only five or six feet until the giant evergreens claimed the ground, then the river wound past, dividing the trees in a winding, twisting line. They had last built the cosh here, on this site, next to the river, not because they cared that vampires couldn’t cross running water. Who stopped to build a raft when they could phaze, anyway? No, the cosh had been put so close to the water because Growler’s predecessors, the shifters who had built the cosh a hundred years ago, when the switches had transitioned from a nomadic life to gathering and living in Five Hills, had loved a good game of drown-the-vampire. Vampires hated being submerged in running water. It couldn’t kill them but it mussed their hair or something.

Growler pulled at Anna, tucking her into his side, pulling her across the roof toward the crow’s nest. It sat up high. If none of the sisters looked out and saw them, they could sneak a moment or two in the shadows next to it.

Anna should never run through a battle without him. Vampires had magic. Vampires could phaze. Vampires were sneaky little weasels and Anna was soft and vulnerable. She was hard and invincible, too, but he’d seen her hurt by vampires too many times over the years. Growler growled and plucked at Anna’s skirts as they crouched into the roof, moving to the very center. Anna knew exactly what he wanted and she reached into whatever secrets women hid in their skirts and pulled out her dagger, looking around questioningly, ready. Growler growled. Not yet, but keep it out.

They drew next to the Crow’s nest. Growler didn’t have to tell Anna to be quiet. She always was. Growler heard a few words of the magical switches in the crow’s nest, Swan talking the most. North edge. 500 strong. Most can phaze. Some are being phazed in.

Growler shook his head. They really did have no hope against 500 vampires. He saw his death clearly. He would make the Great Bear proud… He was ready for what came next. But if it was their time, there was something he had to tell his Anna...

He turned to her, tucking a curl that had escaped a braid behind her ear. Anna’s eyes went wide and she glanced up, as if a sister’s face would appear at the window of the crow’s nest and crane down to see them.

Growler couldn’t be brought to care anymore. He wanted everyone to know. Wanted his Anna to carry his mark at her throat and everyone to know that she was his and his alone. If they made it through the night, mayhap…? He growled as softly as he could and his fangs grew in his mouth. He licked one, staring at that hollow, that little notch at shoulder and neck where muscle met muscle, close enough to the throat, close enough to where he wanted to hold her with his teeth while she bucked underneath him.

He leaned in close to her. “Your scent stirs my blood,” he whispered. A poor excuse for, “I love you,” but it was the closest she would allow. He would not upset her whilst there were vampires about.

Anna licked her lips, stole a glance into his eyes, then looked up at the window above them for a long moment. Her scent flared strong, making him struggle to hold still. She was aroused. Great Bear. Growler lived to see Anna aroused, her color high, her hair twirling, her body flexing as she unabashedly sought her own pleasure from his body and dared him to do the same with hers. But here, now. It was enough to collapse him.

Instead of speaking of her arousal, Anna stared through him for just a moment, her eyes shimmering, her voice soft and sad. “You are always there for me, Growler.”

Growler had the perfect growl ready for Anna but he held it back. Sometimes she misinterpreted his growls, on purpose he thought. He spoke, instead. “We mold your future together, Anna. It is all I think about. I will always be at your side. Until the day death parts us.”

Blue magicks surged at the window above them. “They swarm,” Swan called, her voice quiet but projected. For Anna and Growler to hear?

No time to wonder. Vampires popped into being all around them, daggers and swords in their hands, and the switches and Growler fought for their lives as the battle cries below them indicated the rest of the cosh did the same.


17 – Cosh No More

 

 

Growler shifted, a thousand pounds of bear making the beams of the roof sag and creak as he ran across it, bold as alpha. He ripped through the vampires on the roof, pitching most over the edge, cracking their heads on the stones placed below for just that purpose, before Anna had a chance at any of them. Someone would have to do clean up below, or those vampires would eventually be up and walking, then stupidly fighting. Shifters flooded onto the roof which was a good sign that inside the cosh was at least a little under control, unlike the mass of twisting, hissing vampires the shifters and switches on the roof were fighting through.

Anna crouched, slicing through the vampires that Growler hadn’t managed to throw to a crunchy nap, eyes open, swiveling. She saw no Fatherborne vampires, which was lucky for her, or she’d be burnt bread quicker than even Growler could save her.

She couldn’t kill a Fatherborne. Only Blood switches could, and then only  Antimony could do so every time. Fatherborne vampires were strong and old and bursted with magic and evil. That white stripe in their hair that they always had, even if they shaved their heads bald, it pointed to where something was wrong in them. Where something was off. Fatherborne vampires were dark and twisted in the way Blood switches always seemed to have a touch of. But nobody talked about that. Switches only whispered about that kind of thing.

Anna knew how much switches loved their secrets and drama, and the sisters liked to whisper that someday a Blood switch would fall for a vampire. The king for the peasant, but which was which? Some whispered that  Antimony already had. Others said that was a lie, a myth, a legend, a story vampires told when they wanted to feel better about themselves. Vampires can suckle switch honeypots if they want. Never happen, vampire. Not even in your dreams, vampire. Don’t display thine idiocy, thusly, as Sir Dewey would say. A switch will never mate a vampire. It’s not possible. But only the switches know that, because only the switches could understand the defiant agony that burns inside switches when vampires are near.

Slice. Stab. Crouch. Nerves firing. Pain from the nearness of the vampires stayed at bay as long as she kept killing. Whoops, he got to close. Blow him back with some magic. But Growler already had him by the throat. Crash to the flagstones. Like watermelon, vampire heads were.

Oh no. A white stripe in dark hair. Down from the right temple to the nape of the neck. Anna grasped for his name. Zdakar, Zvakar, Zvain. No. Swive it all!

Zver. Not him, he was in the north, gone to ground months ago. It wasn’t Vant. Vant had a twisted nose and a scar above his eye that Swan and Anna had given him. They hadn’t been good at lightning two years ago, in that battle, hadn’t even known what they could do together, but they’d managed that scar. Now they were phenomenal with lightning. They’d practiced for years, tearing up the forest with the thick, blue bolts that were always stronger and thicker when Anna lent Swan her magic.

Anna wanted another try at Vant fiercely. But this was not him. She crouched behind a moving, heaving Growler, to get a better view of the Fatherborne. A black cape whistled out behind him, screaming at her to grab it and slam her knife into his chest like the idiot deserved. There were a few cape vampires and Anna and her sisters made fun of them relentlessly. Vant was one, as was this fashion casualty.

“Swan!” she yelled, decision made. Life was an adventure, and all that. Fate favors the bold. Something. Anything she could tell herself to get herself moving. But after all that, Growler jerking his gaze to her was what did it. Got her in motion. She jumped out from behind Growler, running headlong on the roof toward the Fatherborne, praying that Swan would hear before she reached him.

“Swan, a Fatherborne! Send out your light, for focus!” She felt her sister respond from the crow’s nest where she fought with her own weapon, ducking and running so she could free herself from the fight and send Anna her magic.

Blue lightning crackling in the air as Anna ran, a moving target, as fast as she could, sending out physical magicks to knock lesser vampires out of the way. Growler had seen her sprint and followed, his claws out, his bear eyes rolling wildly, a growl rippling from his chest and throat. No time to think how strong his bear was. Anna sent out a focused beam of her own magic on a current of the bond she had with her sister, Swan, her sweetly passionate sister with the smile as bright as the sun.

Anna’s campfire orange magic flowed out of her, wrapping around her sister Swan one time, then gathering and shooting toward the vampire, where it funneled Swan’s blue lightning into the vampire’s twisted chest and black heart. The Fatherborne tripped, flailing forward, his face crumpling, his gaze searching for a way out. He was still alive. But beat? Could they possibly do it? Anna’s momentum carried her past the heap of a vampire and she skidded and tried to turn. If they could kill a Fatherborne, Antimony would not have quite so much power in the cosh.

Anna didn’t want much. She just wanted this one thing. Just Growler. The right to pick him. So she had to kill a Fatherborne. If she could, she would show the Blood switches, and Antimony in particular, that the other elements were powerful, too. Fate was fluid and favored the bold. She would be bold and trust Fate to see it her way.

“More lightning, Swan! More!” Anna yelled, stilling herself, focusing all her magic into the still sizzling and striking lightning bolt. The roof smoked under the vampire. No one could care. They were all going down, the only question was exactly how.

Pink light tore through the air between Swan and the vampire, and Antimony appeared on the roof. One second not there. The next second, there. Phazed in like a vampire? Could it possibly be? Anna had never seen such a thing before. Never imagined it could happen. But it had, right in front of her.

Swan and Anna’s curl of blue lightning coated in orange magic slammed into Antimony’s belly. She absorbed it easily. Stopped it cold. Behind her, the vampire staggered backward, released from the magic. He recovered quickly, his eyes narrowing as he prepared to phaze away. But he was slow and logy. The shifters near them: Growler, a lean jungle cat from Blood element, and the alpha from Belief element, all grabbed for the vampire, two legs and an arm captured and muscled flat until the vampire was on his back on the roof. Strong shifters could keep a vampire from phazing, hold them for the killing blow from a switch, any switch.

Antimony stared at Growler, pinning the vampire’s leg down, for a moment and her face contracted, a conniving smile touching her lips. Anna’s mouth dropped open as Antimony actually threw a look at Growler, then Anna, then back at Growler. A look that said, I could decree him to come to me this night. Mayhap I shall. I like thick bear meat as much as anyone. If it would show you what a fool you just were.

Anna lost her hold on herself. It was too much. All of it. She couldn’t take it for one more moment. She plowed at Antimony, her fingernails out and going for Antimony’s throat. Antimony would dare, Antimony would die! Anna bared her perfectly normal canine teeth and willed that they would turn to fangs. She would tear Antimony’s- But no, she would do nothing. Antimony’s magic caught her by the middle and threw her into the air, slamming her into the unmoving side of the crow’s nest, knocking the thought from her head.

Growler launched himself to his feet, staring at Antimony, eyes hard and angry, as the other shifters gaped at Anna and Antimony cat-fighting there on the roof. Even the vampire stared, his mouth open. Antimony waved her hand and her magicks tumbled two halves of the bloodsucker over the edge of the roof.

More vampires swarmed them. Anna picked herself up from where she had landed, stalking through vampires, her wooden dagger held out, casually flicking vampires out of her way. This was not over between her and Antimony. Not by a long shot. Her blood pounded in her ears. Antimony twisted away after a vampire. Anna followed, only hearing the cries of her sisters as if from far away. She didn’t know what was going to happen, but she knew there was no way it would end well.

Antimony saw her coming, dispatched a swath of five vampires who had been sneaking up on her from the left in one blow of pink, glowing magic, then squared off with Anna. Antimony’s hand shot into the air then came down, her magicks smashing Anna to the roof in a heap, then turning her physically on the roof so she could see a Fatherborne had come up behind her, had been about to grab her by the throat. “Stay down, Anna,” Antimony sneered, killing the Fatherborne without even physically touching him. Her pink Blood magic did all the work, shrieking out in front of her, slicing easily, leaving her to speak, a sneer in her voice. “You don’t want to lose your pretty head, now do you, Anna? Growler wouldn’t make it through the night.”

Anna froze, and Antimony’s magic on her evaporated, its hold gone. There it was. Out in the open. Anna wanted Growler. Growler wanted Anna.  Antimony knew about it. Had said so. Sideways, sure, but she had said it.

Anna stood completely still on the roof in the nighttime, breathing hard, waiting to see what Antimony would say now.

Was Anna out of the cosh? If Anna was, was Growler also?

A whoosh sounded, then light popping sounds. Antimony’s decree would have to wait. A second wave of vampires came from everywhere, up the ladder, dropping straight out of the sky, climbing up the sides of the building, appearing in thin air a step away from the cosh and grabbing for it, mostly catching it and launching themselves at the switches and shifters, who fought and slashed and prayed for their very lives, Anna losing Antimony in the fray, but feeling Growler always there, to her left and behind. The vampire surge never stopped. The more they killed, the more showed up, until the roof ran with vampire blood and Anna had to tether the shifters to the roof beams with magical bonds that held them tight.

Anna’s magic waned. She’d used so much. Replenished so little. Pulling at the bonds of those she cared most about only gave her a boost for so long. A vampire came in from the side and she swung her dagger. She’d killed a lot of vampires with that dagger. But never a Fatherborne. The one time she’d tried (without Swan’s help), the Fatherborne had laughed at her and ripped her knife and her magic right from her hands.  Antimony had swooped in, having to save her. The memory burned Anna, made her reckless. She pushed too hard at the vampire with magic that was fizzling, and lost her balance, rolling herself right off the roof! She thrust down with all the magic she had left in her, to keep herself from smashing on the pavement. She still hit hard, then twisted around to yell to Growler she had no magic left, that she wouldn’t be able to soften his blow if he came down twisted. They both knew she’d scrape some up from somewhere if he were really in danger. But Growler wasn’t coming. She lay on her back, breathing hard, arms outstretched, her small wood dagger clutched in her right hand, and watched for him. He would come. He always did.

Her head-on-the-ground position showed her a vision she would not have seen if she had been standing: feet in the forest, mostly hidden by foliage. Black boots scraping. Dark dandy pants. Mincing steps. A Fatherborne. Anna jumped to her feet and ran for the woods, crouched. She would know those steps, those black boots anywhere. It was Vant, he of the Anna-and-Swan-turned-thee-over-his-knee scar. Everything else flew from her head. She had no magic left. No shifters at her back. No Blood switches with her who could make the kill. She was going to die hard, and yet she couldn’t stop herself. She would kill that vampire with her very will alone. She would try.

But the vampire called his magicks to himself, glowing black like they did just before they phazed. She had no shifters to hold him. She jumped for him, her fingers hooking onto his stupid black cape as he disappeared. What would happen? Pain seared her and wind shook her as blackness consumed her. Just that quickly, the world came back, one of her shoulders and one of her thighs wrenching from their sockets. She had ahold of Vant, and Growler’s bear had ahold of her. He’d come. Her Growler. She might live, after all.

Growler’s bear launched himself over her, all thousand pounds of him, onto the vampire who was still reeling from the added weight in the phaze. Growler pulled the vampire away from her, the two males rolling on the forest floor, Growler steering the Fatherborne into a tree. They both fetched up against it, but only the vampire seemed injured, slow to get to his feet. Growler was up immediately, his bear throwing a hard look at Anna, keeping the vampire in his peripheral vision. Growler stooped, his bear eyes on Anna, and took the time to press the ingrav on his side with one claw. Anna clutched her dagger in her hand and advanced on Vant.

Vant shook his head of dark hair with thick white stripe like a skunks down the middle, and recovered quickly, his eyes glowing red as he regarded Anna, who was hesitant, knowing she was not a match for him, no matter how much she might wish to be so. Orange light spilled onto Vant and Anna as Growler lit up the night, his entire body glowing campfire orange.

Vant turned to him, an inquisitive look on his face, making the scar above his eye twist. They were still in the forest, somewhere, five or six scent miles to the west of the very center of the forest, or something, Growler would say, while Anna waited for someone to tell her which way to go.

Anna regarded the vampire Vant with contempt and grudging admiration, but mostly contempt. He was as fake as the forest was real. Fake from his slimy smile, like a bullfrog's. Wide, and hard to miss, but it meant nothing. It was a lie in plain sight. Fake all the way to his cape. A cape, for goodness sake. His fangs and his greasy disposition weren't enough, he had to wear a cape to make sure even the spiders in the leaves of the ferns knew he was a vampire, and that white streak in his hair! She shook her head. The Fatherborne were vain enough to dye it that way with magic and plants.

Thinking of him dyeing his hair made her almost smile. She thought of sharing the little joke with Growler and magic surged inside her. Just a little. Not enough to knock Vant on the head with. But maybe enough to get them out of there.

Vant stepped back, hands open and raised, showing Growler he would not go on the offensive for a few moments. Growler did not relax a muscle. He regarded Vant with a deadly stare. Vant spoke, lifting a hand to point at Anna, while he addressed Growler. “Your entire body glows for this switch. The one I could kill with a swipe of my claws. I know the meaning behind such a thing.” He struck out at Anna, lazily but precisely, making her jump back and Growler growl and lunge. Vant held up a hand, barely stopping Growler. “Joking, sorry. I do that. Ask anybody.”

 

The Vampire Vant regarded them with a smirk on his face that he should not be allowed to wear. “Do switches care when a shifter grows sweet on them?” he said, pressing his lips together hard and phazing with no warning. He came up behind Growler and ran him through with a knife before Growler could react or Anna could shout a warning. Growler was on the ground, shifting at once, healing the wound, doubling back on the ground to sink his teeth into Vant’s thigh and hip. But Vant was phazing again, over to the left, feinting behind Anna, who lost herself at the wound in Growler’s back that no longer existed. She shrieked a war cry to the sky and ran for the impudent, loose-lipped vampire, spewing magic before her too quickly. The Vampire Vant was waiting for her. He feinted again and parried and sliced his knife down her side, her magic shooting harmlessly past him. Growler snarled into the sky and ran for them both, desperate to protect Anna. Vant shot out black magic that caught Growler around the middle, pinning him to the ground. Growler struggled but could not move. He recognized the magic as the same that had strengthened the bear trap. And still, Vant’s magic shouldn’t be so strong against him!

Vant advanced on Anna, who knelt on the wet ground and used Growler’s fear for her to heal the wound on her side. Campfire orange energetic bandages sprang from her hands and took away her pain and covered and healed her side. Fear smelled bad and burned to the touch, but it made strong magic for a short while.

Vant spoke, nodding his head theatrically, moving to the side a bit. Vampires always wanted to battle with their tongues before the real battle. Vain worms. Anna hated that about them. She liked her men strong and sure and quiet, unless they were speaking of love.

“Headstrong Anna,” Vant said. “Where’s Swan, Anna? You two witches have been practicing long hours. You Bond switches aren’t too strong on your own, maybe you should call for her.” He grinned at Anna. Growler snarled out anger and rage to the sky as he struggled with the magic holding him to the ground a few feet away. Anna probed at the magic holding Growler. How best to approach it with Bond magic? Neutralize it? Cut it? Swarm it? Bond with it?

Vant’s evil stare found Growler. “By the Great and Powerful Bear!” he said in an overly-solicitous tone that was obviously meant for mockery. “This is Growler, himself, isn’t it. He’s an alpha of some element. Belief or something. Prowls those Belief switches good.” Vant crossed his arms over his belly, then looked around as if for answer.

Anna gulped hard and ignored the monster, who would dare try to provoke her with jealousy. She would slice his head from his neck with her weak magic and her strong will. She switched her weapon from one hand to the other, wiping the free hand on her dress. She couldn’t kill Vant. She knew it. But she wouldn’t concede it. There had to be a way. “Let it never be said Anna would not allow a dead vampire a few brave words afore he died, Vant,” she hissed his way, all pathetic bluff.

Vant made a theatre show of looking from her to Growler, mocking them. She hated him like fire. Every cell in her body screamed to kill him. And yet, she could only stand and listen and wait for her shifters to come save them both, unless she wanted to die. Twice in two days she had to control herself to protect her life. If she went in swinging like she had with Antimony, Vant would not blow her away harmlessly. He would slice her in half. Anna itched to fight with everything she had. But she could not.

Vant’s eyes narrowed as he stared at her, nodding his head like he had just figured something out. “Anna the everyday Bond switch is sweet on this big bear. Grr.” He shook his head like a fool. “I thought that wasn’t allowed. Right? Cosh rules. Antimony’s rules.”

Growler growled long and hard and irritated and Anna had to agree completely. Why did this nasty bloodsucker know so much cosh business? HOW did this bloodsucker know cosh business? Snarls filled the air, and the shifters sprinted close, coming from between the trees as if from nowhere. Sir Dewey’s giant proper bear went right for Growler, freeing him from the magic with a swipe of massive claws, as Growler held the magic taut, but too late, the Vampire Vant had feinted again, phazed and came up behind Anna, ready to run her through like he had Growler. Anna had magic, a little, she bonded it behind her, shielding the blow, knocking the knife up her back where it split her dress and cut off one braid, but didn’t mar her skin.

Shifters converged on Vant, and poof, he was gone in a haze of black-colored magicks. They’d lost him. Lost the Fatherborne.

Shame burned Anna. Worse than useless, Bond switches were, if they couldn’t kill when it meant everything. Vant could be anywhere. She staggered. She’d used so much magic she had little energy left to walk or think. Growler was there. Human again, he caught her. The wound on her side split open under the strain of her depleted magic. Growler lowered her to the ground and pulled her dress apart to get a look at it. The other shifters of her element shifted into humans, mostly all at once, each instantly wearing clothes that she’d paired to their shift with her twisting, campfire magic over the years. As one, they turned outward, showing her their backs. She didn’t understand at first, but then she did.

They all knew. Each and every one of them knew Anna had chosen Growler and Growler had chosen Anna and all that was left was the claiming that would assure neither was ever part of the cosh again.

But they turned their backs as a show of respect, not disapproval. She could feel it from them. Their acceptance gave her strength. They would no longer seek to Prowl with her, to serve her in any way but the most broad. They would funnel her to Growler for all. But he would have to claim her. And then the cosh-switch would decree they be thrown from the cosh, and none of it would ever happen. Even though the ones who mattered, accepted it. Anna could weep with it.

Growler did, one hot tear sliding down his cheek. Anna grabbed for it, wet leaves sticky on the back of her neck, her scalp and arse pressing into the forest floor. She had Growler’s tears around her neck but she’d forgotten until she saw that liquid manifestation of his love for her on his cheek, that shining reminder that when she hurt, he hurt. She had to touch it. One finger, outstretched, trembling. Wet. Cool. Power surged through her. Her magic was back, and at full strength.

But still, she could never kill a Fatherborne. Bond switches were weak. Everyone knew it. Nurses and midwives, they were good for. Not vampire killing. Anna ground her teeth and fixed her wounds, sitting up, grasping her dress close.

The shifters filtered away while Growler knelt next to her, no words or growl coming from him. Would the other shifters watch over them from afar? Anna did not know the ways of the secretive males. Would they tell anyone about her and Growler? They would not. Would they say they had prowled with her to protect her and Growler’s secret? She didn’t know.

Growler tried to lift her with a growl. She wouldn’t have it. Who knew what he wanted. But she needed to prowl. She hadn’t killed Vant, but her energy had gone sky high with the other kills and the energy of the roof and the face-off with Vant and Antimony. She couldn’t come down on her own. Her heart pounded in her chest and she lurched up. She needed more vampires. That would bring her down.

“Are they still fighting at the Cosh?” she yelled into the forest, to her shifters who had come from there. Could she find vampires there? Her campfire energy surged higher, her renewed magic almost lifting her from the ground. More vampires. She needed them. Her body ached to be in on the kill. To pair with her sisters and wipe the vampires clean.

Pink light exploded from the East, blinding them all, an explosion rolling over the hills and through the forest, blasting needles from trees and animals from roosts. Anna watched. Her shifters watched with her, the orange lights in their eyes fading with the pink glow from the explosion that could not have happened. Debris rained down. Pieces of wooden beams. Growler batted one away that fell to close to her. A bed. Almost whole. Straw and feathers carried on the wind. Had Antimony blown the cosh to pieces?

 

It did appear so. Anna and the Bond shifters set off in that direction at a run, without a word, Anna running as hard and fast as she could to keep up with the animals, until her bear ran past so close his fur grazed her elbow. She grabbed on to his side and he cocked his hip under her, flipping her on top of him. She clutched his coarse fur with both hands, clenching his rolling body with her knees, as he pounded them down the path toward home.

 


18 – Antimony Knows

 

 

 

They drew close to where the cosh had stood, in the meadow just below Coven Springs. The smell of wood and straw filled the forest, animals ran at them, the deer so spooked they vaulted over Anna and her bear, while wild mountain lions, panthers, bears, and wolves flanked them, ran with them. Anna and her shifters took the last bit slowly, deliberately. Anna did not want to run into Antimony. Antimony’s last line to Anna had been, “Stay down, Anna. You don’t want to lose your pretty head. Growler wouldn’t make it through the night.” What were the consequences to be?

Antimony kicking her out was the worst and also the most likely outcome. And then Anna’s life as a warrior would be over.

Somber, but still practically floating on electrical energy that insisted she kill, slay, hunt a vampire, now!, she skirted the meadow from within the trees. Not even one wall of the cosh still stood. The place must have been overrun with vampires and Antimony had destroyed it all. The switches and shifters were immune to her magic when she wanted them to be, so the danger to them would only have been from flying debris, while the vampires would have been wiped out. Destroyed. Brotherborne and Fatherborne alike. Reckless. Crazy. Typical.

And now they had nothing left.

A group of cosh children, all girls, ranging in age from eight months to fourteen years, were sitting in the tall grasses on the edges of the meadow, talking softly.

Growler bid his shifters fall back so the switch children would not sense them and swarm them. The oldest three, long hair braided down their backs, coming of age knives at their sides, spoke quietly, but Anna could still hear. Growler could, too. They whispered the gossip of the cosh, while the younger switches tended to the babies and sang or told stories.

Mary Celeste had gotten her kill, her way, had made the cosh proud. Fourteen switches had been injured but all were healed with magic. The children had managed to escape their hiding place and track down a fleeing vampire. Not much was left of him. None of the cosh had died. One shifter had lost too much of a leg to fully regenerate. The rest had shifted to heal their numerous injuries, and would take the one who lost the leg to the healer of the forest. He might get his leg back. If not, he would have to adapt. They all would. He wasn’t automatically out of the cosh. Fate would decide if he was bold enough to stay with three legs as an animal, and only one arm as a human. The Keeper’s book had been found in the river, blown there by the explosion but still intact.

The Keeper’s book was important to all, especially Antimony, since it acted as Fate’s messenger and Fate’s keeper. Antimony kept it in her room, but switches had free access to it. They passed it around, read it, rubbed the words on the pages, added to it when they discovered a new spell or saw their magic change in accordance to need. Spells, stories, magic and magicks were added, until the pages were alive and would whisper to you as you read them.

The children did not seem sad that their house was destroyed. Blocking it out? Or were they typical switches, sentimental only about their weapons? The girls whispered Bone and Belief and Breath elements wished to go nomadic again, like they had been a hundred years before. The cosh used to have been only a concept, loosely grouping switches and shifters who glowed together in a common cause. Eradicate the vampires. Stop them from doing what vampires did. Anna wasted no time thinking about that. The two Blood switches under Antimony would never allow it. They were strong here in the forest, indeed, in all the surrounding land. Something about the earth itself here. And since only Blood could kill the Fatherborne, they were the ones who decided whether the cosh was nomadic or not. Someone whispered Antimony had planned the explosion so there was no cosh to move. That she wanted it rebuilt from scratch in a new location and would destroy all to get her desire. No love for Antimony. The sisters stood for each other. Antimony was not a sister. Switches did not like to think about what she really was. Even the little ones felt it. But she was so powerful. They needed her.

Anna gazed past the children, at the hill where the longhouse used to stand. There were a few shifters poking around, looking for still-living vampires. Most were prowling. The battle had been the biggest any but Antimony had seen before, and most switches would need to prowl even though they no longer had a home. Anna needed to prowl, but she would not allow herself. Not now. Not yet. She was strong and could resist the prowl with promises of more kills. Not all could.

More whispers from the girls, but Anna had heard enough. She swung around to her left, no direction in mind, only away. She poured her overflowing killing energy into a joint-pounding run through the trees, so fast she could only breathe in sips and gasps. She ran through the forest with abandon, no doubt in her mind that her shifters, or at least the biggest one, the strongest one, the one with the most attitude, was running after her. The alpha pacing her. Waiting for her to be ready.

 

 

***

 

 

 

Growler ran with Anna as a human, slightly to the left and behind her, watching the braid the vampire had hacked short bounce on her back. Growler would undo the mangled braid, then find a way to cut the rest of her hair so it matched, so it curled just around her shoulders and kissed her face so becomingly. He’d done so before.

Growler could see her face from that time, see it in his mind, from one time when he’d cut her hair before. She’d been beautiful then, the curls softening her face. She was beautiful now, one braid hacked off, the end bouncing as she ran in front of him, leaping downed trees, spinning around standing ones. She was flagging, though. He ran faster to be there to catch her if she stumbled.

In his mind, he was already catching her. Taking her somewhere. Cutting her other braid off. Curling what was left around her face with his fingers. His dick hardened in his pants and he groaned at the tightness as he ran and it chafed, willing it to go down. To wait. It was not yet time.

Night turned to early morning and still they ran. None of the shifters were with them, he’d felt them peel off, drop away, miles ago. He would never stop. Not till Anna did. The sun rose higher, the air heated, and still they ran. Magicks still leaked from Anna’s fingertips, orange and swirling, like a bird in flight. Running was the hard way to bring the magic down, but one his Anna chose often. Till she punished herself enough.

She stopped, all at once, sagging. Growler grabbed her around the waist, catching her, lifting her, folding her into his chest. He would carry her home. She could rest. No, they had no home left. He would carry her somewhere.

She placed a hand on his chest. “I still want to Prowl, Growler. The right way.”

Growler did not try to argue. She looked wasted. Exhausted. Beaten. But she would not miss this chance. Where else had they to go? Rebuilding the cosh would take twenty days, with all shifters working at full tilt. It was important that they, all the shifters in the cosh, build the building with their bare hands, working it with their devotion to the cause, placing every board and rock. They’d learned in the last hundred years, after they put down roots and began building houses, that the areas the shifters put the most attention into creating were most receptive to the magic of the switches. The cosh soaked up magic easily, especially in an area a shifter had sweated over, had left enough flesh on. If many Bond shifters had worked on one area, the switches would gather there, naturally. Sometimes the wood would glow with the color of their magic, like it soaked it in and held onto it for a time. So there would be no hiring hands to help with the construction and build a new cosh in two days. They had to do it the long way. The right way. There was no other way.

Sir Dewey probably was stringing tents now, or already had a nest for the bond switches and shifters to gather in until a course of action was decided on. But Anna would not want to go there just yet. She wanted to prowl. Needed it.

Growler felt around in the forest with his senses, finding a cave immediately to the south. He whirled around and headed for it, glad when Anna relaxed completely in his arms. He reached the cave quickly, placing Anna carefully in the driest corner to sleep on the soft sand as he prepared the cave. He checked it through, then built a fire at the entrance then tore the extra skirts from Anna’s dress to make her a bed where the dust and the dirt wouldn’t rub up against her.

She sighed as he tore her skirts from her. He left her for only long enough to find water for her to drink and wash in, as she always insisted on.

Then he woke her.

Anna brushed hair out of her face, laying back on her skirts, staring up at him with complete trust. She captured his shoulders and stared into his eyes, smiling sweetly. He loved her smile. Would kill for it. Die for the right to gaze upon it.

“We still live,” she said, long shadows on her face.

Growler laughed aloud, bucking when her hand reached for his shirt, moving it to expose the chiseled skin of his chest. His Anna wished to see his body. He plucked his shirt away and kicked off his boots. Anna was relaxed completely, arms limp, head lolling, as she stared at him with lust in her eyes. She looked so tired. And still she needed him. The process that had married a switches need to a shifters prowess in this way so cursed and blessed them. Anna swirled her hips and sighed and her sweet, dangerous campfire scent reached him. She was so ready to Prowl. But she would need him to do all the work.

Gladly. For eternity. He dropped to his knees, pants still on, and gathered her close. “You doubted your magic.”

She didn’t say a word.

Growler could never get her to talk about it. He accepted that Bond magic was not the fierce, biting magic that Blood and Belief were, but Anna never would. It didn’t make sense, she said. Why would Fate consign her to a nursewife’s role, but give her a burning desire to be the lead warrior, the one always in front during battle? They were missing something. She was missing something. Some element of her element that would make Bond magic as strong as the magic of her sisters. Or at least let her kill a Fatherborne. She wouldn’t even care if she were weaker than her sisters, if she could make them stronger than they were alone. That was still her strength, even if she lent it out. But there had to be a way for a Bond to kill a Fatherborne. This was always Growler and Anna’s pillow talk. How to get at least a bit of the power the cosh overflowed with, pull it over on their side. Enough to speak up for themselves without fear.

So he’d said it. She often doubted her magic. He didn’t take the words back, as her eyes hardened slightly, then relaxed. She knew how he felt and he would not hide it. They’d been here before. This push and pull, Anna refusing to believe she was as good as the other switches, as worthy. Growler insisting she believe it. But then one of them would move close to the other one and Anna would catch a glimpse of Growlers hard biceps and shoulders as he caged her in with his arms, or Growler would press up against her and groan at how she pressed back and they would be lost. They would never fight when they could fuck instead. Anna had sworn that if Growler was ever hers and hers alone, that would be her first rule to herself about how to be a good mate. She would never, ever fight her mate, when instead she could fuck her mate.

Anna held out just a bit longer, talking still, quietly, her voice speaking volumes about being tired but not sleepy. “If only the cosh blowing up meant we could start over,” she sighed. “We are not the same cosh we were a hundred years ago, five years ago, even one year ago...” Her words trailed off.

“It being gone changes nothing,” Growler rasped, finally pulling the braids out of his Anna’s hair with one hand, the other one on the ground, holding him up. Even if there was no cosh… Growler let the thought drift. Let his bear have it. There was something interesting in there that he couldn’t quite grasp, but his bear would tell him when it was important.

Anna sighed. “I know.” She turned her head away so Growler couldn’t see her despair. She wouldn’t share it, so she couldn’t have it. He would… he would love it out of her. He would love her so good she would never keep anything from him again. He kissed her, taking her mouth slowly, gently, stopping to savor the sigh that fell from her lips as she relaxed into it. His Anna. Their cave was quiet, dry, dark, as clean as it could be, and private. They could open to each other. He could bare his soul to his Anna and encourage her to do the same. He could tease her prettiness with his fingers and his words and thick thrusts with his body. His strong body that was made for her and her alone.

He growled, the sound filling the cave and she sighed and threw her hands over her head, the fingers curled in a feminine way that made Growler ache to nibble the ends. The skin of her neck was so fine, so rolling and unbroken. His teeth would fit right there, right in that notch. He was rocking his body against her, and she was rocking back. His growl had not stopped, it intensified, and she flung her head back and forth, then snatched one of his hands out of her hair and took it down to her center, wantonly pushing the pads of his fingers through her skirts, up to the very core of her as she rolled her hips and bit her lip, the killing magic finally loosing its hold on her, as she was able to let it go at the same time and it flowed and leaked out of her fingertips and the ends of her hair, leaking down their bodies and onto her skirts where it was absorbed, setting the cotton to dance.

Growler cupped her fyne cunthe with his hand like she wanted and pressed and rolled and watched for clues as to what she wanted more of in the pout of her face and the tremor of her gasps. He set his bear to the watch of the cave. He could no more tell if someone was approaching them at that moment than he could describe where Antimony was. He was gone, completely buried in his Anna’s pleasure, in this act that belonged to him alone, that served so many purposes he’d lost count, but that he would do for the enjoyment of it only. Her moans and sighs and groans and gasps of pleasure were enough to keep him hard for hours, to delay his pleasure until she’d had so much she got out all the stuck magic, all the killing energy, and so much that she would sleep for a week, and then he would seek his own pleasure. Would pound into her, the friction driving them both higher and higher and higher until she clenched and cried out as he pumped a final time and spilled his seed deep within her, leaving Fate’s job to Fate, and Growler’s job to Growler.

Growler did his job very well. No one could take Anna higher, bring her down more definitively, and no one would ever get to try again. His fangs grew in his mouth. Claim her. The voice came from inside. He flipped her over. Freed himself. Pressed into the hot wet core of her and thrust home, pulling her close, lifting her up, his teeth scraping her skin.

If he decided for her then it would be done and she wouldn’t struggle with it anymore. And would she hate him and would it kill him? but he was alpha, and alpha did not ask permission from their mates. He did not decide. But he struck anyway, piercing her skin so she screamed so loud the morning birds outside took to the air with much calling and scolding. Her hips rolled and her fyne honeypot clutched at him, forcing orgasm after orgasm from her and him both. Growler growled until it was over and Anna slumped against him. He pulled his teeth from her skin and licked at her, cleaning what scant blood there was. It was done. A scar there for everyone to see. They’d been running toward this for days now. Weeks. Months. It was done. And they would not celebrate. They would only fight for their right to have done it.

Anna lay still and Growler clutched her to him. Neither of them said a word. Growler watched the fire until it burned to nothing. He held a finally-sleeping Anna to his chest, and tried to imagine the best thing that could happen when he and Anna returned to the cosh.

Good thoughts came hard, but he dug in his bear heels and tried.

Divide. But with strength. Slay a Fatherborne. Cleave together. Divide. There had to be a way.

 


19 – “Just” Four Days

 

 

Anna awoke with a start, the afternoon light from outside the cave telling her that she’d slept for six or so hours. Growler was not there. Anna woke her body up, stretched and moved, feeling good, if unsettled, then set to the cave’s entrance. Where was Growler?

When she breached the cave and found not Growler, but Sir Dewey, set to watch her by Growler no doubt, like she was a toddler, she clenched her fists and sparked magic with her fingers, about to light up Sir Dewey like he was the toddler. He knew it was coming. He stood tall. Did not lift his chin. Just waited for it. But she remembered something Growler had said once. About Theresa and Sir Dewey. She thought for a moment. Yes. She could see it. She dropped her hand. “Theresa?” she asked softly.

Sir Dewey nodded once. “I love her.”

Anna gasped. He’d said love. Bond switches preferred eloquent shifters, thoughtful and intense shifters who spilled their heart with every word from their mouths. And that was the kind of males they got. These ladykillers with tongues like silk and velvet and sometimes sandpaper when you were in a sandpaper mood. But love? That was a word Anna did not even speak in her thoughts. Sir Dewey had said it aloud in the forest. If Antimony threw them all three out of the cosh because of their foolishness, they could cleave together, but what of Theresa? Did she have to leave also? What would that do to Mary Celeste? To Swan? And to Anna herself? It would destroy her to leave her sisters. To be part of the reason the very people she loved the most were hurting, and would hurt forevermore.

“Leave me,” she said simply. She could say naught else. He nodded and stalked away into the forest. “Where is he?” she called to his retreating shadow.

The answer came from far already, but the voice carried true. Anna was sure of the message, even if it made little sense. “He needs four days. He bid me to say that he is working for your future. He says for you to be ready for anything, and give him four days.” Sir Dewey’s bear crashed away through the trees.

His statement played through her mind, crushing her. There was no cosh left. Nowhere to go. Banishment looming. Four days. Anna would give Growler anything he asked, but where was he, and what was he doing and why couldn’t she see him for four days? What if he needed her? What if she needed him?

She did need him. She needed him with her, for all her nights.

Anna sat down on a tree root and watched the sun set through the trees, nowhere to go, nowhere was safe for her. Nowhere was home. But she would give him his four days. She would try.

 

***

 

 

Hours later, as evening fell and the tree frogs set the forest to sleep, Anna watched Growler from a tree set on the edge of a magical meadow of forget-me-nots. The flowers whispered to her but she could not hear them clearly. She was downwind from Growler, and far enough that he shouldn’t be able to scent her. She hoped. She’d ascryed for him, ashamed of it, but still needing to be close to him. She was high in a tree on the forest path before it yielded to flowers, on the inside so the trees would obscure her excellent vision.

Her cover meant she could not quite see what he was up to, what it was he needed four days for. What he hadn’t wanted her to be a part of, for some reason. He’d asked her not to peek but she had not been able to stop herself. A switchy curse, the intense curiosity, especially when it came to shifters.

Anna dropped onto the branch and leaned her head back against the trunk of the tree. She didn’t want to get a look at what Growler didn’t want her to see, but just being in the area, she got a sense of it. Had seen he and the other Bond shifters in the trees. Cutting, swinging, jumping. Displaying such fyne mastery of body that Anna heated at her center and wished for Growler next to her.

But there was much to think about. Muse about, even if she weren’t supposed to. Were they cutting down trees to build a new cosh? This did not seem like a good place. There was magic here, but it would not do for the cosh. It was singular magic. Strong and steady and streaming from one spot in the earth. The cosh liked chaotic magic that spread out and soaked in anywhere, a bit of Blood magic here, a bit of breath magic there. Rub them in like oil. The long and sharp cosh house would not prefer the kind of magic Anna could sense.

But no, shifters couldn’t build a cosh in four days, anyway, so that was definitely not what was going on here. Should she tell Growler about the magic? No. Her Growler was smart. She didn’t know what he was building, but it wasn’t the cosh. It was something else, and if she didn’t wonder too hard she wouldn’t have to feel too bad about disobeying him. She had no problem disobeying Growler when he told her to do something. He had no claim on her.

But oh bear, he did. He’d claimed her back in that cave and she hadn’t known what to think of it and she hadn’t dreamed of it and no answers had come to her in the night. Her hand stole to her neck and she felt there. The spot was tender, in a good way, and yes, it had scarred already in the shape of his bite. Her thighs clenched as she touched it, her body bucking slightly, mayhap telling her what it wanted. Yes, that bite mark made her think of that bite that flooded her mind with thoughts of his thick cock her hands on it her mouth on it pressing it inside her body.

Anna pulled her fingers away from the brand on her shoulder. Too much. She couldn’t think about it right now. But Sir Dewey’s eyes had not gone to the mark. Had Growler told him? Warned him it would be there? Why did that send a sweet thrill through her? How would Sir Dewey react to such a thing? With desire, mayhap, fangs sharpening to better bite his own love when next she came to him?

Anna stiffened, trying to force the thoughts of sex from her mind. She couldn’t do it. But she had to. There was no turning back now. Growler had decided for her. She was glad. And she would still disobey him, but now he had a right to think maybe she should say yes sometimes, too. Maybe. But they still had to make it through the next few days. Had to let life bring the consequences of their actions to them. When would it happen? How? How many of them would be turned out? Why did she not leave first, get it over with? Because she hoped by some fyne miracle, they would all be saved. That Antimony would change. That something would happen and she could have it all, the bear, her sisters, and the cosh, too.

Anna crouched on a thick tree branch, watching Growler move through the trees so far away, from only the corner of her eye. The cosh didn’t exist anymore. Decisions were being made somewhere. But if she sought them out, she might be banished the moment Antimony set eyes on her. She could talk to Theresa or Mary Celeste in a puddle if she needed to, but would that be smart? They could be keeping their bellies to the ground, too, staying away from Antimony, but not if they used magic.

Antimony had been a temper in recent weeks. The whole shifter-hating thing of hers was worse than ever. She would not say why she felt so. Would not speak with any of them about it, like she was different. Set apart. The only reasons any of them had for her behavior were rumors that were so scandalous as to be regarded as lies. But, even if none of them knew why, the fact was, Antimony would never accept a shifter daring to claim a switch and would endlessly persecute any switch who let a shifter think he had that right.

Anna had really made a mess of that rule. No switch had ever allowed themselves to be claimed before… had she? A female whose name had been stricken from the Keeper’s book with magic, so that none of them knew what it had been. None of them could tease out her story, her history. And no shifter would speak of it, under a decree from Antimony, Anna and Swan thought. If the shifters even knew. Anna thought they did. The shifters were the timekeepers, the history recorders of the cosh. Switches did not keep history well. If some poor switch had allowed herself to be claimed a hundred years ago, then the name had been erased swiftly, mayhap none even knew anymore.

She would go down in history, now. Anna of thy bond element, year 1493, the year of her entrance to the cosh. She would be known as the first switch to be banned by the cosh-switch. Shameful. Growler, too, would lose his status. Would forevermore be known as the as the toughest alpha the cosh had ever known, who had lost it all because of a female. Anna would not entertain dramatic stories of what would happen after in her thoughts. Her mind shied away from that bleak existence.

The night waned on. Anna dozed lightly against the tree trunk, magic holding her in place on the branch, high above the path that led from where the cosh had stood to whatever Growler was building, no home at her front, no family at her back.

 

 

***




Anna woke. Magicks swarmed her, some tickling her nose. Her sister’s burnt umber magicks. Swan’s cool blue magicks. They had passed below her on their way to Growler, with one other. A male. Her sisters would not have noticed her if they weren’t expecting her, but the male was certain to have scented her in the treetop. If it was Sir Dewey, she thought he might keep her presence a secret from Growler, unless Growler asked him directly. She gazed that way, toward whatever Growler was building in the trees, counting the lot of them, clustered together. Growler stood with his back to her, his arms folded over his chest. Sir Dewey’s hand was just-so on the head of his walking stick, his profile to her. Anna giggled sleepily at the stick. A bear shifter with a walking stick. He said he’d taken it up in the Royal Navy after a grave injury, but she thought he sometimes produced it just so he could jut it out, but not too far, like he was playing a part of the proper Englishman with the chest so broad and the bear so big you never knew if you should run or apologize when you saw him scowl politely. Anna loved everything about Sir Dewey and thought she might die of happiness if Theresa could mate such a fyne male.

Growler, Sir Dewey, Theresa, Mary Celeste, Swan, and another shifter, a strong wolf who moved next to Swan. Bringing up the rear was the First Breath Switch with a dark panther stalking behind her left hip, ready to strike any who got too close to her. Anna frowned. This looked like a meeting she should be in on. Why would Growler do something, anything behind her back? She stared away from the meeting and refused to believe the thoughts that came into her head.

She mused in that way, staring at the trees for so long, that sounds of construction started up again, that switches and shifters might have passed underneath her. She hadn’t noticed.

Anna dropped to the forest floor and headed closer to Growler, to what he was building. He would forgive her. He always did. Ahead of her, in the clearing of purple flowers with one massive tree in the very center of it, Bond shifters worked quickly, on the ground and in the air. Something was coming into shape. A tall house, not a long house, a tiny cabin soaring over her head, big enough for two people to live in cozily, platformed into a notch in the branches of a mighty tree that sat with two others around that massive tree in the center, the one too big to build in because its notches reached so high.

So different than what she was used to, it was. And she wasn’t supposed to be seeing it. Ahead of her Growler hung from a rope with just one hand and swung from one tree to another, a massive board tucked under his other arm. He released the rope, then dug into the tree and socked the board where he wanted it, with an audible, slapping thunk. Anna jumped, and licked her lips. The hard male with the shorn hair and eyes like diamonds oozed sex as bulky athleticism and she couldn’t concentrate with him in front of her at. She swallowed hard and pulled her eyes away. Tried to keep them away. Failed.

From behind her, an owl hooted twice. Growler’s head jerked up, facing her way. She could see herself on the path from his view, almost. A tall female, hair wild, dress dirty and ripped, although she could mend and clean it with magic alone if she took the time, walking up the path in the forest, toward her shifter and his secret, her feet clothed in soft, dark boots. Their eyes locked. His face gave away nothing. Mayhap he would frown at her. Give her a stern look. Mayhap she would hand herself over for his use for less. She pulled herself together, forced her eyes off the biceps of her male, and spoke high in the air, so the wind would grab her words and carry them behind her, in the tone she reserved for only the worst offenses. “By the Bear, I’ve never heard an owl with an accent befitting a Rear-Admiral in His Majesty’s royal navy before.”

In front of her Growler snorted, hard and flat to the sky. Behind her a proper English owl choked. Anna shot magic behind her, missing on purpose, but warning him away. How dare he set to watch her, again! Unless Growler had set him to watch for anyone, not just her.

Anna shot a tiny ball of magic at Growler. She should hand him more, but of course she wouldn’t. But she was claimed now. He’d asked for four days she hadn’t given him one. Maypoled in the worst way, that was her, she had been since the first time he’d brought her a vampire head. Growler stood tall and crossed his arms over his chest, watching her, waiting to see what she would do.

She stopped moving. His complete and total acceptance undid her. He wasn’t going to warn her off, wasn’t going to scold her or lecture her. He wasn’t lying in wait like a viper ready to penetrate her with poison fangs when she said one wrong thing.

He’d claimed her though it meant everything and she’d come to find him when he hadn’t wanted her.

They were even. Ok. Time to trust him. She stopped still. Moved sideways. Found a dry spot under a tall evergreen. Made a nest. Faced the other way. Bedded down to relax. To sleep. To give him his four days, but not a moment more. She had nowhere to go, nothing to do, no one to comfort. So she would wait.

 


20 – Hell Has Come

 

 

Days passed for Anna until they ran together in her mind, night and day the same in the forest. Anna gazed up at the mid-morning sun from her position reclining on a branch in a tall tree, just above where she’d stepped off the path, resolved to give Growler what he asked for. He hadn’t stopped working once. Hadn’t slept at all. Barely stopped to eat or drink, although he had brought her water and meat three times. She wasn’t hungry. She was in waiting. There were more cozy wooden cabins rising. She’d spoken with Theresa only briefly, in a small crockery of water. Theresa had confided they  were also hiding out in the woods, avoiding conflict. None knew where Antimony was.

Something crashed in the meadow. She craned around. Growler and a few of the other Bond shifters were working with a sort of frantic quickness now. Like something chased them. Their four days was up soon.

A request came to her. For magic? For support? From where? Nowhere special that she could tell. Far. But one of her sisters needed her. She would be stronger if she were closer.

Anna tipped herself out of the tree branch with a practiced ease. A Bond switch’s favorite place was often the trees, high in the boughs with the squirrels and the bees and the woodpeckers and the owls, and any animal that followed her up there out of curiosity or bond.

She hit the ground at a run and plunged headlong into the forest. In the direction she hoped was where the cosh had been. Follow the path, jog to the left at the big tree, run until you think about giving up, then jog to the right and listen for the river.

Yes, there was the widening in the water. Just downriver was the meadow where the cosh had been. Someone there needed her. Theresa...? Theresa and Swan. Oh no. And Mary Celeste. And others. Anna shot magic in front of her, as crying as well as she could, which was nothing like Swan could do with her lightning. But voices and faces came to her, from ahead. Swan and Antimony. Theresa and Mary Celeste. No shifters. switch business only. She was the only switch missing. Antimony said her name from within Anna’s magicks, “Anna,” her eyes burning. Theresa turned away, shaking with unspent rage and helplessness. Antimony was about to decree that Theresa agree to the banishment of Anna and Growler. Antimony did not need the First Bond Switch’s approval, but Fate would like it, would more easily bend to Antimony’s will and strip Anna of the strongest of her elemental magic, of her shifters and everything that made her.

Antimony’s position allowed her to force Theresa with magic. Theresa would have no hope of refusing. The system was broken. Fixed only in Antimony’s favor. And they were finally going to fight about it. Anna ran faster, eager to be in the middle of this battle. It was all about her, after all.

Anna found the battle easily. On the very center of where the cosh had stood. Right where Antimony’s room would have been, had she not exploded everything. Antimony stood toe to toe with Swan, magic crackling between the two of them, blue and pink twining together and wrestling to the death. Neither spoke with their mouths. Theresa stood behind Swan, lending her support, even as she couldn’t meet Antimony’s eyes. Anna needed to be fighting this fight, but it was Theresa’s place… Mary Celeste brought up the rear, not sure how they would fare.

Theresa saw Anna and relief flooded her features. Anna tried not to knock her over as she came in fast, still running, but Theresa was ready for her. She pulled Anna in front of her, facing her at Swan and Antimony. The other switches surrounded them loosely, none taking a side. Theresa clutched at Anna and hissed a dearth in her ear. “I desire it so, Anna,” she said. “But I cannot.”

Anna nodded and patted her sister, her eyes on Swan and Antimony. “Theresa, no shame. You were never meant to. This is my fight.”

“My fight, too,” Theresa said furtively. Mary Celeste nodded from behind her. Swan spoke, her voice hard. “My fight, too, Anna. You are not the only switch feeling the pinch of unfair rule.”

Antimony pulled back away from Swan’s stare, her pink magic swirling with her, curling in her hair, seeming to gather at the rocks braided there. She sneered at them all while backing up a hill in the meadow. “I shall banish the lot of you,” she called to them. “Fate can choose from hundreds of switches, from anywhere in the world. Each of you shall be proof of it.”

Anna nodded tightly and stepped up next to Swan, raising her hands at Antimony. “Do it then. Kick us all out. Fate loves a joke, but Fate favors the bold, and you never know for sure what Fate will do. As much as Fate promises it is on your side, that you will surely be the first of us to never die, to never lose yourself in the game, you are still the underling, the Queen on Fate’s play board. A powerful piece to be sure, but still only a piece, a player. Make your move, and let Fate make hers. I should like to see it.”

Antimony only stared, pursing her lips. Then she spoke curtly. “Your magic still glows orange on the heels of that pretty speech? Your words had naught to do with love and kittens. Your cosh sisters burn with shame at your breathiness.”

“Not I!” Mary Celeste yelled from behind Theresa, who was behind Anna. “Nor I,” Theresa said quietly. “You mock at your peril, Antimony. Anna is the true First Bond Switch, and Growler will figure a way to move this”: she raised her hand and flashed the knife slash ingrav on her palm, jabbing a finger at it. “...move this to from me to Anna.”

 

Antimony frowned, turning to eat up the meadow with her man’s boots and man’s pants. “Is that what the cur is up to at the center of the forest?” She frowned again, deeper and counted on her fingers for a moment then stared off into space, like she was trying to remember if she’d done something. Decreed someone to build a new cosh? With the deep dismay on her face, Anna thought that was probably what she hadn’t done and knew it. But with Growler out in the forest, marshaling the shifters to work, maybe she had thought she had.

Anna fixed a look on her face like she knew exactly about all of it. Antimony curled her palm away from them, rousing Anna like a slap in the face. She was about to scatter them all with magic. Anna shoved at her sisters and screamed at Swan. “Run!”

Antimony thrust her hand out and shot a growing pink ball of magic at the center of them, more lightning than energy, more fire than magic. But they were already on the move and were barely singed. Blood switches were so powerful, able to do magic they shouldn’t, and Antimony was more powerful than any.

“Lightning,” Anna cried to Swan, trusting it would be there, opening her arms for it. She lent the stroke everything she had. For Growler. For Theresa. For Sir Dewey. For every Bond switch who had ever had to live like this. And the other switches, too. She magnified Swan’s lightning a hundred times. A thousand times! It grew too large, out of her control, and she couldn’t let it strike all in one spot. The power in it would fry not only Antimony, but all of them. Everyone present. She grew it larger still and spread it out like a line, like the edge of a wooden spoon as big as the forest coming down between them and Antimony. The line of light on fire split them, burning a hole three feet wide and six feet deep into the forest floor, trees sizzling and exploding up and down the line. Anna was blown backward, and she let go of Swan’s magic with relief. It had grown too large for her. She had asked for too much. She landed on her ass in the weeds, a tree branch hooking into her dress and tearing it in another spot. Good thing she had not cleaned up, had forgotten to mend her dress, because here she was, filthy, on her back, and tearing her clothes again. Switch life.

Anna shot to her feet. Swan was climbing up from the ground, unhurt. Theresa and Mary Celeste, also. Antimony? She didn’t see her anywhere. Anna ran forward and jumped the span of the new gouge in the forest floor. The gash that her and Swan’s lightning had dug out of the earth looked to be miles long. There was Antimony. In the forest. Fetched up against a tree hard, her eyes open and staring and ire-full, and still she didn’t move from where she had fallen. Couldn’t believe it, mayhap? Believe it, cunthe.

“Sir Dewey,” Theresa cried from behind her, and Anna whirled. Theresa was staring down the line of missing dirt and trees, and even Anna could see where it merged with the path that went straight toward the center of the forest. The gouge in the earth would run right through the center of what Growler and the others had been crafting.

Anna didn’t respond. She only tucked her elbows in and ran. Magic could not help her get there any faster, and she might need it when she got there. To heal the ones who could not shift, if any had been hurt. The thought tore at her, and she ran faster.

Her sisters followed.

 

 


21 – Resynynt

 

 

The switches came into the meadow at the center of the forest at a run, Anna first, Swan second, Theresa and Mary Celeste, next, the rest of the cosh switches and some most shifters behind them, minus Antimony. They skidded to a stop one after another and stared out over the meadow of blue flowers, trying to make sense of what they were seeing.

The lightning gouge in the forest ran directly through the meadow of forget-me-nots. The dirt within had been… liquefied, cooked maybe, and dropped below the level of the rest of the earth, what was visible was a thick brown loam. The lightning had traveled directly through the center of the trees, spanning the proud tree that had been directly in the center of what the shifters had been building. Destroying it.

The meadow itself was littered with branches and leaves and shards of wood as if something had been destroyed as surely as the cosh. Anna searched the meadow with her eyes, to find her bear. The tree in the center drew her attention. The biggest tree in the forest, all knew. It had been struck by the wall of lightning, and the top had been blasted right off of it. A massive, living stump, soaring thirty feet high, still stood, proud and jagged and, brimming with magic the color of a campfire. Anna stared, transfixed, unable to pull her focus elsewhere.

“There’s Growler,” someone whispered from behind her. “And Sir Dewey,” someone else said. The frantic pace of the shifters had only increased. Growler was swinging across the expanse from structure to structure, dropping reams of rope for Sir Dewey to secure. Other shifters were beyond them, at other places around the grand stump, grabbing more rope, stringing it in some determined fashion.

Anna marked three... houses? Cabins? lifted high into the air. Circular, cozy, big enough for two, as she’d seen earlier. They were in a triangle shape, the smoldering stump set directly in the center of that triangle. Below these three tree houses was a round house, set lower to the ground, and encircling the decimated but obviously powerful tree stump.

Anna knew on instinct that was the low round house was the shifter’s common room, with areas for privacy for each shifter. Growler was a master craftsman, and the dark wood shone in the dappled sunlight. He was a genius. Her fyne male had built a house just for Bond element. Only for her and Theresa and Mary Celeste, and their shifters. And Theresa would run it fairly. Or not at all. Bond sisters did not need rules to not hurt each other.

Hope lifted her, squirting magic from the ends of her rather ordinary hair. Hair that Growler loved to run between his fingers. She searched the three little houses in the air with her eyes, scanning their perches on tree limbs and partial platforms. Which would be hers and Growlers’? Which would have a bed inside big enough for the both of them, carved from wood Growler had worked with his own two hands? One that would truly renew her.

Anna realized what the shifters were doing with the ropes. They were stringing rope bridges. Looking for some sort of, design, of completion, of …. finalization. How would Growler know when it was reached? Like he always did, she guessed. He said it was so and it was.

The shifters were hanging their ropes, calling to each other, a grunt here, an encouragement there. A popping noise belched from the open circle in the middle of the giant tree stump. Mary Celeste cried out in surprise. Anna’s eyes were drawn to the magicks drifting up from the stump, her magicks, with some Swan mixed in, some blue escaping, only the orange staying to twine around the wood.

Growler’s eyes were also drawn to the spot where the magic rose. He swung on his rope, putting himself at the open edge of the stump, frowning down at the hole as orange campfire light drew shadows on his face. Anna didn’t know if it was magic, or actual fire. Growler reached deep into the hole, holding on to the side with his other hand.

Anna ran for him. He should not touch it, whatever it was. But her foolhardy bear already was shoulder deep in whatever was going on inside that stump. His lip curled. He cried out, more of an exclamation than a declaration of pain. She ran faster. “Growler, no!” Shifters moved in with her. Switches hung back. If it wasn’t vampires, they didn’t get excited.

She smelled something burning. Fur. Growler was partially shifting, just that one arm, she saw the fur stop at his neck. Neat trick and one she had never seen before. There was something inside that stump he wanted with all his being. Something he was willing to burn for. She put on a burst of speed, burning that he was burning, and just as she was about to jump for it, he pulled his arm out, shifting it to human again, healing it, his big fingers curled around something that rubbed black soot onto his clear flesh, his jaw clenched. He dropped to the ground easily, barely having to bend his knees on landing.

Anna stopped in her tracks and stared at Growler, only a few feet away. Shifters watched from perches in trees and on rope bridges above them. “Vampire!” A shifter yelled from way in the back. Growler lifted his nose, his hands still wrapped around whatever he had pulled out of the stump, his energy controlled. “Not close. Phazed out already,” he said.

Anna did not care about the vampire. It was not close or she would be after it already, unable to stop herself. She cared about what was in Growler’s hand. But then slick hate grabbed her around the mid-section, letting go just as quickly. Vampire again, but only for a second. “Vampire. Closer that time!” a dark jungle cat called from the farthest tree in the copse.

“Checking on us,” Growler said, his eyes on Anna, his hands working whatever he had between them, whatever he had fished from the tree stump. Anna thought she saw a charred point, like a knifepoint peeking out. She walked slowly toward him, her curiosity piqued till she couldn’t contain it. A witches eye for a bauble, Theresa would call their tendency to chase shiny things, new things, pretty things, or curiosities. Our sickness, Swan would say. They all had it. Something new or pretty or girly could distract them, and at that moment, Anna could not tear her eyes from Growler’s hands. What did he have in there? Why had he burnt himself to get it? Was it for her? Would she like it? Did she need it?

Growler nodded at the gouge the lightning had taken out of the ground. “Vant wishes to know what that lightning was.” His voice held open admiration, as if he knew it had something to do with her. He’d felt her magic in it. Smelled it, tasted it, probably would bathe in it if he could. The male was nothing if not loyal and single-minded.

“Vant shall have to queue up, if he wants answers,” Anna said, feeling bold with magic. “Mayhap I’ll have a few to hand over to him, alongside the sharp edge of my knife.”

Growler quirked his lips, and revealed in one motion what was in his hands, right as she said the word knife, like he’d known exactly what her words would be. Anna gasped at the sight of it. A small dagger, so small it was almost a knife, much like the one she had carved for herself from wood, her old faithful knife that had killed many a vampire. But this one had not been carved. It looked to have been poured and molded from molten wood, like nothing she had ever seen, the smooth surfaces pulsing with her magic, but molded into her bear’s claw divots. She reached for the wooden dagger. He handed it over easily.

Power thrummed up her arm as soon as she touched it. Resynynt. The word flashed through her mind, then faded away as the power flooded her entire body, making her able to feel the beat of her blood through her very veins. A pleasant sensation. She grasped the knife hard, Growler’s paw divots molding into a smaller pattern that fit her fingers perfectly. Magic filled her to the very top, and her senses went alive.

Phazing. She could feel the Vampire Vant phaze through the very air of the forest, rushing like dust motes on a tornado’s wind, past trees and boulders and clouds heading the other way. He rushed at her. Curious. Yes he was. Curious like the bat in the sky, the dark rat he would like to be. Her thoughts hardened. Vant would pay for that curiosity with her knife to his throat, her new and deadly resynynt that sparkled with her magicks and burned with her shifter’s love.

Anna went to meet the vampire.

 


22 – The Vampire Vant

 

Growler spun in place. Anna had sprung away like a light-footed deer, disappearing into the forest before most realized she’d moved. Orange magic had been propelling her faster almost than he could track. She was stronger than he had ever seen her. He knew at once where she was going. There was a vampire nearby, but not close enough that Growler could scent him. But that had been the look of Undoing on her face. Growler had seen it countless times before.

She ran into the forest, and he followed, shifting into his big bear first, picking up her scent the second he hit her back trail, following it, determined to gain on her.

From behind him, Growler heard a switch yell, “Anna no, you must wait for us!” But Growler was already moving away from the call, toward his Anna, who had found the blood fiend somewhere ahead of them.

Growler slowed, sensing the weight of this kill. It had to be Anna’s kill. If Growler stepped in, Fate would not reward her. He pulled up short, as he saw Anna and Vant facing off around a tree in the forest ahead of him. Growler shifted quickly and quietly to human and hid himself, not knowing why, still able to see them. He eyed the vampire who was eyeing his Anna, clearly assessing her. Vant. White stripe from forehead to nape of neck. If Anna could slay the Fatherborne, it would only lend power to what he and Theresa were trying to pull off. A cooperative coup d’état. Make Anna First. Give her the authority to do what none had done before: challenge the cosh-switch. Mayhap even beat her. Growler could hope. She was bold enough, his Anna. If she failed, he would carry her somewhere soft and sweet and tend to her until she was ready to try again. There was no option but eventual victory.

The caped vampire spoke, his voice mildly hostile. “Anna, something’s different about you, since the last time we… fought. Did you let the shifters cut your hair again? With their maypoles, mayhap?” The vampire laughed a sickly laugh, like Anna’s needs, the desires her body had come with, were wrong and bad and Anna should hide her face. “So many maypoles,” Vant said, shaking his head.

Anna didn’t blink, didn’t react, only regarded the vampire with deadly intent, her new weapon fresh from the forge at the ready. Fyne witch. So strong this day.

Vant tried again. “Where is your male, Anna?” He dropped his voice. “Oh, should I whisper? Might Antimony be about?”

Vant knew Growler was there, was close. Growler could scent Vant and Vant could scent Growler. Vant poked Anna for a soft spot. She gave none.

Vant’s voice turned cold and harsh as if he could order Anna to say something. “What does the bear build at the center of the forest? Why can I not see it, only feel it?” He pointed at the ground, his voice twisting desperate. “Who made that lightning, dividing the forest as surely as the river does? Who is fighting who amongst your sisters with such power?”

Anna’s expression changed. Softened. She smiled. “Facts with such great impart are for coshtwined only to know. I shall tell you if you so will it. Then I shall slay you, so you shall tell no other.”

The vampire didn’t laugh. Growler didn’t either. Anna’s smile went predatory and she spoke quickly, so Vant didn’t have time to tell her he did not will it. “My bear builds our new home. Our coven.” She looked surprised at the word, but did not stop pushing her words out. “I was the cause of that lightning. I with my sister Swan. We fight Antimony. We challenge her.”

She lifted her dagger. Resynynt, Growler’s bear whispered. She lifted the resynynt to draw attention to it, which only drew attention to her fierceness and her beauty, making her look like a warrior worthy of funneling power directly from the Gods. Growler was transfixed, wanting to see it.

“Now for the slaying,” Anna said calmly, as she went for the vampire, orange magic pushing her like a cushion. The vampire could not even run, his body freezing under the magicks her resynynt spilled as she met him. She sliced him energetically, not letting him speak one more question.

Vant degraded quickly, a Fatherborne nearly as old as Zver, leaving almost nothing to smolder with black magic. Slayed by Anna, just as she’d promised. She stood tall for a moment, her head bowed over the kill, breathing it in, the ease of it, the stillness after, then she whirled, throwing her arms wide. “Growler, come to me.”

He stepped out from behind the tree and beheld his Anna in all her magical glory, glowing brightly, fierce pride spilling from her shoulders. “I slayed a Fatherborne,” she whispered as he stared. “With your knife.” She held it on her palm to show it to him. He nodded, watching it shift from her finger imprints to his. His mark would stay, no matter how much the weapon was hers and hers alone. It would stay like the bite mark he’d put on the body that belonged only to her, and yet she shared it with him fully.

“Your knife,” he growled, inclining his head.

Shifters and switches ran up from behind them, a few sniffing the air. “What Fatherborne did you slay?” Theresa asked from atop Sir Dewey’s bear’s back, her voice delighted, excited, aroused.

“Vant,” Anna said, quietly, full of wonder that it had been so easy, mayhap. Her head was bent and she was toeing what bits of him were left.

Swan and Mary Celeste and the others arrived. They’d heard. A few whispered quietly.

“How?” Swan asked.

 

“With this,” Anna said, holding the resynynt up for all to see, raising her head, meeting their eyes. “It knows me. Loves me I believe, in the manner that Growler does.” She would thank Sir Dewey later for giving her the strength to say such a word, even though her lips trembled slightly as she resisted the urge to look around for Antimony.

Swan gasped. Some of the switches peered into the forest, seeing who was listening. Anna crossed her arms and nodded but Growler didn’t let her have her moment. His manner was urgent, his face guarded.

 

***

 

Growler had to get Anna back to the… what had Anna called it? To the coven. He moved close to grab her and run. But Anna met him, folding into his arms, pressing her body against his. In front of everyone. It stopped him for a moment. It had never happened before. He liked it.

She gazed up at him. “Growler made the weapon and the weapon made mine magic strong enough to kill Vant.”

“She’s Bond,” a Blood switch whispered from near a wild tree. “Our shifters might make ordinary weapons for the rest of them, no stronger than what we make for ourselves.”

Anna didn’t seem to hear. She reached up and grabbed Growler’s right ear, pulling him down to kiss her. He did, spilling tenderness all over her, in that way she needed, in that way that seemed to belong to only her and him. Growler blocked it all out, all of it but the kiss his Anna shared with him first and the rest of them second.

Anna jerked at the cloth at her shoulder as their mouths pressed sweetly together. Swan gasped and one of the Blood switches made an uh-oh sound. “The bear has bitten her! See her shoulder!” Growler didn’t know who said it, but he had not one more minute for kisses if he was to fix Anna’s future, to raise her to a level Fate could only go along with, pulled like dandelion seed on the wind, no choice in the matter.

He picked her up. “Swan, Theresa, Sir Dewey, Mary Celeste. Now. It has to be now.” He shifted into his bear, gigged Anna up onto his back, with a practiced cock of his hip. She grabbed on. Didn’t argue. Just prepared herself for the ride.

Growler ignored the shocked looks of the other switches. Out of all of them, only Sir Dewey had already known that he had claimed Anna. Sir Dewey had nodded once when Growler had growled it, then said simply. “The battle draws near, and it is worthy. How may Sir Dewey assist in thine plan, alpha bear of Bond element?”

Growler had used Sir Dewey and the other relentlessly. No Bond shifters had slept in four days. They would sleep when the Great Bear bounced them in his paws. Would that it was not that very day. He ran back to the center of the forest, back where they had started, his Anna on his back.

There was something that must be done, and it would determine everything.

 

 


23 – A New Cosh Switch

 

 

Anna grasped Growler hard with her knees as they ran for the coven. Coven. Fatherborne. She’d killed a Fatherborne. Everything could be changed. She almost believed it. Growler almost had her convinced.

They arrived back at the center of the forest in moments, ahead of Antimony who was coming fast as a hawk, wings folded into body for speed, for free fall and disaster. Anna could feel her come through the vibrations her magic sent through Anna’s resynynt. Her new and fyne weapon she would sleep with, bathe with for all days. It must never leave her side.

Anna slid off of Growler’s back, and took her first good and lingering look at the Bond coven the shifters had built. Her new home.

Three turrets for three switches. All three built from wood, dotted with windows and covered with sturdy roofs, triangled around the stump, held up by strong soaring limbs. The rounded common area circled the stump lower than the turrets. Rope bridges spanned the spaces between it all like perfect spider web paths. Anna ran and grabbed onto a rope ladder under the turret with the cozy little home at the top that she just knew would be hers and Growler’s. She climbed up, her resynynt stashed between her breasts in her weapons pouch.

She poked her head in the hole in the floor, then pulled herself up into the room in the afternoon sun that streamed through the window. Just as she’d thought. A bed built by Growler’s two hands, a mattress probably magicked into being by one of her sisters. A fyne stand and drawer for her treasures. A place to spill her magicks. She walked to the other side and gasped. A cradle. Growler climbed into the room behind her, his woodsy scent reaching her.

She faced him, her face questioning. He nodded. He wanted it. The bear knew she wanted it, too. Babies. So many babies. She shook her head. Maybe not so many babies. Growler’s maypole was fyne, and she needed to enjoy it, not let it strike her dumb. Dickbound, Swan would tease. To her core, Anna was, and she did not fight it.

Theresa came up the ladder, her voice frantic. “Anna!” she cried.

Sir Dewey followed her up the ladder, with Swan and Mary Celeste, too. The room could not hold them all. “Antimony comes,” Swan said. “I feel her.”

Anna felt her too. Close.

“We do it now,” Theresa said, as she shooed the males away from Anna. Sir Dewey dropped into the hole in the floor, grinning as he caught a ladder rung with one hand to keep himself from plunging to the ground. Anna so wanted Theresa to end up with that gentle show-off.

“Share your plan,” she said to all. “That I may help.”

“The quickest of ceremonies we have planned,” Theresa said. Her and Mary Celeste stripped Anna of her simple dress and underclothes with their magic, leaving her naked and wild. Sir Dewey covered his eyes, disappeared himself all the way down the ladder so his alpha did not disappear him.

Growler growled his appreciation of Anna’s naked form, making Theresa blush wildly and Anna raise her arms, the better to show off her average, normal breasts, not very big, not really small, the ones that Growler could never get enough of.

Theresa and Mary Celeste pulled magicks from Swan, bonding all together, then used it to clothe Anna in campfire orange magic shaped as a delicate, pinched dress that flowed wide at the ankle with Anna’s slightest movement, a sweet ribbon of baby blue twisting around the waist and hem.

Anna realized then what they had planned, as her sisters readied their magic and Mary Celeste whispered to Theresa, something about the magic first and the bond second or the other way around? Anna stared hard at Growler. “You seek to make me First. Does First even exist in this coven? This is not the cosh.”

“No,” Growler agreed, “But it could be our cosh. You can challenge Antimony. We will leave it up to Fate. Naught else will do.”

Anna raised the resynynt. “This weapon gives me power equal to Antimony’s. I shall challenge her. If I can beat her I can unseat her. Throw her out. Who is next in line for cosh-switch?” None knew if such was actually possible, but they all hoped.

“The First Breath Switch was next in the cosh, she would be next in line,” Growler said. Anna’s eyes glowed. That hard witch would stand as Anna stood, for the right to take her dark panther to her bed at night. Growler nodded over the quick tempo and chanting and sparkle of magicks the sisters whipped up near Anna’s feet. “Mayhap that pretty weapon shall give you the power to fight her, but not the authority. We must do this.”

So right he was, as always.

Magicks shot up her dress, orange and blue and clothed in whispers of more magicks. The magical energy came up the ladder, crept in the windows, all blue and purple and green and even a tiny thread of pink. Her sisters. They wouldn’t fit in this little room, but they lent their support all the same. Anna would need to perform magic to complete the ceremony, big magic and her sisters could funnel magic she’d lent them back to her. It felt good, the magicks, surrounding her, though they made Growler nervous, made him growl from her left. He hated when any but Bond magic touched her.

Antimony arrived far out in the meadow with a whisper, but all heard it, even from inside. They hurried. The magicks covered Anna, light, powdery, but demanding, covering her face and hair and nose and body until Growler hooked a claw into it and growled, “Enough!” pulling it away from her.

Anna opened her eyes, looking down at herself. Her very skin was lit from within somehow with her orange glow. Her dress was a rainbow of pulsing colors threading cheerily through orange campfire magic, cupping her curves and hiding her body from all.

Anna walked slowly near the hole in the floor, the ladder that would take her to the forest floor, her magic dress flowing around her ankles like heavy silk. She lowered herself down the ladder without comment, the magicks swirling on her skin, her sisters coming from above, the Bond shifters flanking them when they reached the ground, other shifters and switches behind them. As a group they went to meet Antimony, Anna with her left hand curled and closed at her side.

She strode through the forget-me-not meadow quickly, away from the coven her Growler had built for her, campfire magic swirling around her feet and out to the side and behind her, being caught in the flowers, hanging up and collecting between leaves, although the dress did not grow shorter, did not appear to lose any magic.

Antimony met Anna in the field of forget-me-nots, her pants and Anna’s dress whipping in the afternoon wind on the mountaintop, the loose fabrics and magicks rippling audibly. The season was changing and it did not matter.

Antimony stopped, eyeing Anna’s dress. “Leave it to Bond to have a ceremony without the cosh-switch,” she snarled.

Anna did not acknowledge the jab. It was time for her magic. She had to perform a “feat of magic befitting a Bond switch, with sufficient power to convince all present that she belong.” And she did not know what it would be. Anna could not stall, to do so would look badly to Fate, and so she raised her arms to the open sky, where the orange of the setting sun had just begun to gather on the horizon of the trees. Orange. It flooded her. She raised her arms and demanded that her magicks deliver something they could not possibly. Growler and Anna, together, mated, acknowledged, and allowed. That was all she wanted, all this fight was about.

She burned like a campfire, her magic spreading through the meadow, shooting out of her like a volcano, doubling back and dousing her and everyone in the field, including Antimony.

And yet it did naught.

Orange magic flooded the field, centered on Anna, devouring each person present for just a moment, then fading and dropping to the ground. With no changes. Antimony glared around at the switches and shifters behind Anna, then down her own body. No orange magic was left near her. Only her own pink, thick energy. Antimony grinned at Anna, her eyes wild. “Was that a hug, mayhap? A pre-decree hug from someone who doesn’t much matter, soon shall not matter at all?”

Anna did not say a word. Dropped her arms. Heard Growler growl from behind her. Always there, her big bear. It would have to be enough for her all the days of her life. Anna had sparked magic indiscriminately, having no idea what would be big enough, grand enough to convince Fate to work in Anna’s favor. She’d trusted instead. And now what?

Theresa gasped. Anna turned, one big step, to see if mayhap her magic had wrought something after all. One step behind her, to the left, was Growler. Behind him, thirteen switches, women strikingly different from each other, but all united in a warrior fierceness and by the magicks that leaked from their fingertips, gathered around their soft boots. The switches were toward the front, just behind them were the shifters of each element, watching the scene darkly, waiting to protect someone, praying some vampires showed up. The shifters generally only tolerated the, “sister theatre,” as Sir Dewey called it, but none spoke against it. It was how switches were and all recognized that. To ask them to be other than they were was to murder their spirit, and to do so would make them weak. Useless.

All of that was normal. Thirteen switches. Thirty five or so males. Strong. Fierce. All of them. But some glowed strangely, differently than normal.

Anna marked Theresa and Sir Dewey first, noting what was going on between the two of them. Bond switches were all supposed to glow the same color. Orange. The same shade of orange, a ordinary shade with a bit of red mixed in, a shade that would feel at home on an All-Hallows Eve pumpkin. But lately, Anna’s magic had been turning a brighter orange, the cheery and warm orange of a campfire at night, one you were snuggled up close to, cooking bits of meat and vegetable sweet bread over it on the sharp end of a stick while your sisters giggled and spoke softly around you. She hadn’t noticed it in others.

But now, Theresa’s red-orange had changed, deepened to a burnt-umber color the exact shade of Sir Dewey’s bear’s fur. Anna gasped when she realized that Sir Dewey pulsed and glowed the exact same burnt-umber color as Theresa did. Anna’s eyes shot to Growler. Did his orange match hers? Was it a color they had made together? It did. It was.

Anna’s spell had revealed the love matches in the cosh, the ones no one dared speak of, the ones no one had even suspected. Out of thirteen switches before her, ten of them glowed, while the last three did not. Not in love?

Swan’s powder blue color matched the glow of the alpha wolf of Belief. He looked at her. She looked back at him, then took a tentative step to him. He raised his hand. Took hers. They held hands, there, in the meadow, for Antimony and all to see.

Sir Dewey nodded once, sharply. “Good move, old chap,” he said, then moved close to Theresa, right up behind her, pressing his front against her back and grasping her hips lightly, like only a lover would do.

The First Breath Switch jutted her chin. Her dark panther shifted to human, his glow strong in both forms, matching hers exactly. It was a dark, rich green, like a sprig of mint freshly picked from the garden. Anna reeled from switch after switch having already handed over her heart. They were the majority. Not the minority as she had always believed. Antimony had strangled their natures. Evolved or natural, it was the nature of the cosh, and it was time for change.

She whirled back to Antimony, hands raised, ready for anything, her resynynt held loosely in her left hand, which burned. She switched hands, seeing then that the ingrav burned on her palm, pulsing hotly, being burned there in front of her, for all to see, confirming her as the rightful First Bond Switch and now she would challenge Antimony.

More magic, I need more. She called it up from the wellspring of her core, where she normally beat it back, contained it, when she didn’t need this deeper and darker stuff to save her own skin and help her sisters kill vampires.

Antimony was glowing. A pink, her normal pink, which was different than the other Blood switches, and threaded through with black, a twisting and limitless black that almost matched the black of vampire magicks. Anna whipped her head back so she could see the switches behind her again. Three still did not glow at all, in fact were looking curiously at the others as if trying to figure out what in the hell was going on. Both Blood switches and one Bone switch were the ones not glowing.

Anna faced front again, scowling, magic fizzling in her palms. She faced off with Antimony, bitterness in her heart at the indignity of it all. The utter bullshit Antimony had always spouted. “Your glow,” Anna said strongly, her voice bouncing off the trees all around and the sunset to the west. “The black. Whatever could it mean?”

Antimony cut off more words with a glare, throwing her hand to the sky, pink magic shooting out in all directions and disappearing. Anna threw her own hands up, ready, magic spraying everywhere. But no, Antimony had only called the Keeper’s book to her. It flew from somewhere, into her hand, glowing pink with her magic.

This was the book that Antimony would have used to decree their banishment. The book Antimony had written her name in all those years before. Anna of the Forest, admitted to the cosh. Anna stood tall, shoulders back, magic at the ready, waiting for Antimony’s next move. Anna no longer feared banishment because she would not go. Power pulsed through her, telling her Antimony no longer held sway over her future.

Antimony, the cosh-switch who could be a god or an angel, stood wild in front of her, her face unreadable. Orange magicks swirled in Anna’s hands but no spell of defense or offense filled her thoughts. Antimony’s face crumpled and she flung the Keeper’s book into the flowers between them.  “You want it, you take it, Anna. I’ll be back in ten years to see what’s left of it.”

When Antimony’s pink magic released the book, Anna’s eyes went wide, her legs weakening at the new color of the book. The keeper’s book did not order Fate, only indicated Fate’s choices. The color the book glowed meant one thing. The book glowed with the elemental color of the switch that was the cosh-switch, so declared by Fate, so recognized by everyone, shifter and switch alike. It had come in glowing pink as it had always been. Antimony was the cosh-switch, and had been for all days the cosh had existed.

But now, lying quietly in the flowers, the cover flipped open, the vellum pages dirty and in need of a magical cleaning and keeping, the book glowed a different color.

The book glowed orange.

Anna was the new cosh-switch.

She had been declared so by Fate. There had been no fight and there was no one to stop. The struggle was gone, evaporated like morning mist. She, Anna, sweet, strong, maypoled Anna who had never been able to fix anything for anyone in her life was now the cosh-switch and could fix all. One swoop. It was already done, because all knew where she stood. Mating was now allowed. Claiming considered natural. No one would decide for anyone else on that matter again.

Antimony stared at the book, then stared at Anna, a tired realization in her eyes. Could she feel the power stripped from her? What did it feel like? To Anna, the power leaving Antimony and flowing into Anna felt sublime, like a hot pond dip on a cold morning. Ahhh. She leaned her head back and let it flow.

Antimony’s face tightened and she revealed nothing. Without a noise, she disappeared, phazing like a vampire into pink light, all trace of black gone, beaten back. The last remaining twirls of her pink magic invoked hate in Anna like a vampire did. Which to Anna meant one thing. Antimony was no longer part of their cosh, no longer gifted special power in the pursuit of the vampire, and Fate had wanted Anna to know.

Antimony would still kill vampires, even if the members of the cosh never saw her again. But she was no longer as strong.

Thoughts whirled. Anna let them be, turned away from them. Fate would bring what it brought, they would do what was in front of them to do.

Antimony was gone. Scattered to the four winds in that manner the vampires alone could do, they had all thought. But now Anna knew better. Would Antimony be a fight for another time? Anna would be ready but would not seek it. She had Theresa to worry for her and Growler to lead for her. Anna would be strong in the way leaders had to be, pecking at everything, but mastering only one thing. Killing vampires. Which she could not do without her shifters. None of them could. She lifted her hand and pulled the Keeper’s book into it with magic, feeling stronger than she had ever been, a woman of 42, starting her life over, again. Anna’s resynynt weighted lightly between her breasts. Comforting.

Anna tucked the Keeper’s book under her arm and turned decisively, her eyes traveling over the coshtwined, the shifters and switches who had lived in the cosh with her, who would be with her while they figured out what the cosh looked like now, who backed her and flanked her. They were all there. But now they were only fourteen. The cosh was short one Blood switch. Fate would bring one to them, wild and bold and luscious on the outside, savage on the inside, even when doubts crowded. Blood switches were dark and shuttered and even Bond switches had trouble breaching their walls, but Anna looked forward to Fate pulling the woman to them, whoever she was. A cosh that was not full was a weak cosh. Especially if it were light a Blood switch, especially if the hole that needed to be filled was of the strongest Blood switch who had ever existed.

Anna lifted her chin to her mate, her Growler, tears welling in her throat but not her eyes. It was over with nary a blow. She hadn’t fought, and still she felt like an iron weight had been lifted from her, then smashed back down ten times heavier. The switches and shifters, her friends and sisters, all stood there, the acceptance of her leadership written on their faces.

Antimony was an unknown. Vant was dead. The cosh was in change which brought turmoil. And yet it was all very good.

She saw the road ahead clearly, at least the next ten years, until Antimony’s promised return. Anna raised her hands over her head as a cheer went up from her shifters and her sisters, a quiet but righteous cheer, like they could not quite believe what had happened. Like they accepted Anna’s leadership, but feared the future without Antimony’s strength to protect them. Anna felt the fear also, but let it flow through and around her. Things were different in all ways, and if mating one male made a switch weaker in one way, Anna had no doubt it made her stronger in another. Balance was all they ever had, could ever depend on. Switch and shifter. No better balance existed anywhere in the universe.

Anna touched the mark from her bear on her shoulder, and her body burst into a brighter campfire glow, amplified by her dress of magicks. The color built and built in the orange of the setting sun and their magicks. Growler grabbed her around the waist before it died, pulled her in close for a kiss on the edge of the meadow, so close to the coven he had built for her, his own glow converging with hers and blinding them in their tender moment.

When her mate finally released her, Anna recovered for only a moment before she faced her sisters and the cosh shifters, arms spread wide this time.

“Find your children,” she decreed in a voice she had never before used. “Start your bonfires. Build your elemental houses, shape your covens in the manner of your elements. Spill your magicks across your floors. We celebrate until the covens are built. Then we celebrate again.”

Her words were pulled by the breeze, but all heard them. Sisters and shifters hugged and whispered and drifted away, leaving her a moment with her Growler.

Anna turned to Growler, waiting until everyone was too far away to see her face. Some things were for him alone to see. Her rock. The very earth she walked on, he supported her so. “Everything, Growler, you managed all of it.”

Growler growled. Anna pouted. He growled again, his face hard. Her mark and core pulsed hotly. So staffbound, she was, maypoled forevermore. She dropped her eyes. Because now she could call herself what she really was. In love. And because her male loved her back, he knew she knew she had been the one to manage it and he wouldn’t make her say it.

Her tears spilled. He wiped them away, his entire body glowing orange, his eyes promising he would always fight side by side with her, that he would always be there, no matter what came. That she was strong enough to lead, strong enough to win.

She believed him. Because it was him.

 

 

 

<<<<<<<<<<< End >>>>>>>>>

 

See Book 1 in the switch of Fate Series here.

 


Notes from Lisa XOXOXO

 

Wow, what a fun one! I really really like Anna and Growler and hope to write more of their story someday. Right now I am working exclusively on One True Mate while Grace writes Book 3 of Switch of Fate (SOF).

I had written this and released it for free, but after Grace and I finished SOF2, I decided this book needed to be edited and expanded, and so I removed a lot of thys and thines and doths and added about 16,000 words and that’s what you just read.

Grace and I are just going there, writing this series the way we want to write it. We’re having a lot of fun with it and hope you are too. <3 <3 <3
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