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This is a work of fantasy fiction. There are scenes of violence that could be upsetting to some readers.
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Dawn was breaking as I pulled on a clean hoodie. Gathering up my key ring, I opened the door to the stairs and listened intently before heading toward the outer door. Better safe than sorry, mother always said. And that statement was truer today than ever before my world collapsed, with mom's death. Hiding in the shadows was the only way I could stay ahead of the hunters, the ones who had decided to round up the young who lived without protection. Be they fae or shifter or some other type of other, the human hunters had decided that they were easy prey and gathered whoever they wanted and then sold them to other humans who wanted to experiment on them or worse. While those hunters loved to claim some big, tough shifter or were, they would enjoy something as simple as I am.

It seemed to be all quiet outside and I smiled. Living like I did being careful was essential. I looked like a teenage human with my hood up and no matter the weather I always had it up. Looking like one meant there were humans, good humans, who thought I should be in school instead of roaming the streets. I had started to spend the hours of school in my hidden home. I wasn't really a teenager, even if I looked like one. I was an adult by even human standards, but being small makes people see you as younger, while it can be a good thing; it was a pain in the neck most days. So I did what I needed to early in the am and then spent the hours a teen would be in school inside my hidden den. That six or so hours a day during the week was the time I used to make things. 

I could hear the birds starting up their ode to morning. With a smile I slowly opened the outer door, the one that actually attached to the building. It looked like a cellar door and at dawn no one was there to see me open it. The birds that I had been feeding had turned out to be the perfect early alarm for intruders. The song birds would be silent and the various corvids would be screeching if there was any danger. In the winter it was a bit trickier to get in and out without leaving tracks, but that is what my other form was for.

In the old days, when I was still a child, I had loved learning all about the native animals that lived along side us. Mother had encouraged me to learn to be quiet and still so that the small mammals and birds would let me near them. That was back when we lived in a house in the country. When morning was filled with mom's fresh muffins and night time was filled with stories and cuddles. It had been a wonderful time, one that was cut short cruelly. 

I shook off the memories, holding onto the sound of my mother's voice teaching me that old lesson. What had been a fun lesson then was a boon for me now. I could rely on the furry and feathered friends I had made all those years ago. They would call out to warn me and even helped me find food while I mourned. For the month after mom had died of the wasting sickness, the coyotes and their bigger cousins brought me meat and the raccoons brought me other things. The wild cats would come to my door and lie curled around me at night, keeping me warm. It gave me time to get past the first sadness and find my feet.

Being a child of the wild lands that actually existed just outside of the cities I knew all the best places for finding berries, nuts and fresh water to drink. By the time fall came around the little louse we lived in started to fall apart. Mother's magic held on for much longer than it should have. Usually a forest witch's magic faded when she died, but it was a testament to Mother's love that I was given time to come to grips with her loss and hopefully come into my own magic.

Flipping up my hood, I started jogging. The city sprawl had overgrown the place that I and mother had shared. It had been sold off to a developer and a condo complex was going up. The wetland that had been filled with dragonflies and frogs was now a parking lot. Jogging past it hurt every time and I had stopped going that way. Why humans needed to bury every natural thing under concrete I just didn't understand. 

I had to admit that not all humans were bad though. There was the baker who let me have the day olds for the low price of sweeping up the floors before she opened her shop and the farmer's market was a place that I could sell the honey and berry jams I made out of my gleanings in the spring and summer. The other people who ran booths tended to be kind and we would swap things, trading my honey or jam for their home grown vegetables and herbs and I spent a week learning how to effleurage the many flowers that my small friends brought me. I even learned how to make soap and lotions, though they weren't good enough yet to sell.

I made the lap around the arboretum, up and down the paths that meandered in and out of the heavy forest. It was as close to the forest that mother had told me about back when she was a child that I think could be found in the bounds of Barrie. Every day no matter the weather, I was up making this lap just after the sun crested the horizon. There were a few human runners, but most days I was alone and could just enjoy the sounds of nature waking up. The little fae would wave at me as I passed or fly along with me, gossiping about the things they had seen in the day before.

Or they had before the false priest had taken to hunting them down. Now they were afraid of humans. They would dart out of hiding to spend a little time with me, touching me like I was some kind of charm, a big one that would keep them safe. I wasn't sure I was up to what they needed. I am not my mother, my magic is not like hers, but I would do what I could. I didn't mind having a visitor or four in my home and if they felt safer inside with me then who was I to argue? 

The sun was over the trees when I jogged out of the park toward the cemetery. Finding a place to live when the house fell apart had been difficult; I didn't have my mother's power to make a home out of nothing. I had spent a few nights in the woods, but the humans who had lived there didn't like an Other taking over what they claimed as theirs. I had tried settling under the bridge over Kid's creek, the creek that ran through the park. It was quiet and far enough away from where the humans wandered that I should have been able to set up the spell mother had used. Sadly her magic was not mine. 

I finally found a place I could use. With a bit of glamour, that odd spell thing that she tried to teach me, the hidden door under the chapel in the Union cemetery became home. It wasn't as open and light as my childhood home, but it was safe. There was only one way to get in, one that I had booby trapped. The birds here had accepted me within a day and the other small lives started talking to me once they were sure I wasn't there to eat them. I was glad that I could hide my home, even if I couldn't use the glamour on my own self, It was odd that I couldn't, but then I am an odd cat after all.

The first time I shifted here had startled the small lives, but when I had just sat in a warm sunbeam with my tale curled about my feet neatly they slowly came out and spoke to me. I had been surprised myself when after mother's death I had woke up as a cat. Not a big wild cat like the Lynx cop or his cousins. No, I was simply a grey stripped moggie. Which had actually made staying warm easier that first winter.

“Mistress Sophie! You are back safely.” Sitting by the hidden door of my home was one of the local nature spirits. Not the ones that came with the humans when they immigrated to this place, but one of the little mysteries. His name was Giimzi and he was like the sunshine of his name. With golden fur and big eyes that glowed with warmth he always managed to make me smile. Today he was cradling something in his arms and his eyes were almost swimming in tears. “Please Mistress, help Chilia. She got hit by one of the boys.”

I sighed and knelt down beside him, stretching out my hand. He gently placed what looked like one of the chickadees there were all over Barrie in my palm. She was on the small side for one of that breed of bird and it took a moment for her features to come into focus. The small birds that flocked about this area of course had their tiny fae counterparts. She lay quivering in my palm and I took a breath in. Leaning down, I softly blew across her feathers and my magic flowed over her. 

The day I became a cat I found I could heal. Not that I could do much for beings my own size or bigger. No, it was the small things, the birds, squirrels, chipmunks and their fae counterparts that I could heal. If they were brought to me soon enough I could give a boost to their natural healing and I believe that she had been brought to me soon enough.

“Alright, let’s get her inside before the groundskeeper comes in.” I carefully slid her into my pocket and worked open the door to my home. We were inside and the magic was back in place before old George was due to drive through the gates. 
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Chapter two
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Giimzi followed me down the stairs to the first of the rooms I had taken over. The church above was quiet and no one remembered the small set of rooms under the floor. I wasn't sure why they were here and why they had been forgotten, but they were perfect for me. I had managed to soundproof them and even odor proof them. Having the smells of my cooking head up into whatever service was being held above would have been a sure giveaway that someone had moved in down here.

Moving over to my work table I gently lay my patient down. In her natural form she was a beautiful thing. Her hair was a black cap of silk and her wings held the stripes seen on the wings of her bird counterpart. She was relaxed now and I had just turned back to her with a small cup of fresh water and an eye dropper when she opened her eyes. They were solid black and to many would have seemed off putting, but to me they were just eyes, ones that held a bit of fear until Giimzi reached out and held her hand. 

“Peace, my little friend. Mistress Sophie is friend to all feathered and furred in this human city.”

“Mistress Sophie? The cat who heals?” Her voice was that sweet piping tone of the calls I heard many mornings. She relaxed and then looked at the cup in my hand with longing. Magical healing took a lot out of a person, no matter the size.

I placed the cup down next to her and turned back to the cabinet on the wall. I had cups of many sizes there and pulled out an acorn cup for her to use. “Here this should be the right size for you. Drink as much as you need.” 

I snapped my fingers as I remembered which container held the mix of larvae and insect eggs I had set aside for my bird friends. A preservation spell that had been cast on it by another friend kept them fresh and I placed this by her side with a gesture to dig in. 

Over the past three years I had become the defacto healer for the small fae and creatures within blocks of my home. I didn't mind, as it was a way I could thank them for all the help they gave me. Though I will say I wish the raccoons would stop dropping off mice and cans of cat food at my door. I may take the form of a house cat, but I prefer my food to not have squeaked and well canned cat food isn't really something I like to think about. I saved the cans for when one of the feral cats needed food. Most of them seemed to think of me as a cross between a pounce member and a trusted human. When the days got too cold or hot, they would come by and beg a bit of food from me.

I watched her eat and chuckled at the amount she put away; the smaller the bird the bigger the appetite. Their metabolism was quite high and she needed the calories to both finish healing and to be able to fly. Giimzi darted around my workspace, looking into each and every jar and cabinet. He was endlessly fascinated by what I had inside my home.

“Mistress Sophie, when will you be making those blackberry tarts again?” I could hear the greedy tone in his voice. I usually lost at least four into his belly before I managed to get them cooled and packed to take to the farmers market.

“When blackberries are in season again, my friend; you know that. Right now there is not too much to be gleaned.”

“Why don't you do like the Crones do and buy them at the big market?” Chilia asked her head tilted in that way birds do.

“Because Mistress Sophie doesn't use the markets,” Giimzi answered.

I chuckled and sighed. “The berries in the grocery stores are expensive, little one. While I get some money from my jams, jellies and other foods, it isn't much. I have to be very careful on what I spend it on.”

The two chitchatted back and forth till the healing finally finished and Chilia spread her wings. She had been very lucky that the rock that had hit her was only a glancing blow. While she had been hurt, she hadn't been hurt beyond my ability to treat. There had been patients in the past that I could not help. We had buried them under the big oak in the Arboretum. It was as safe a place as I could get to and give them the rites they deserved.

After the water had been drunk and the bugs had been eaten, Chilia flapped over to the pile of cushions I had in the corner and settled down for a nap. It would be hours before I could open the doors to let her out and she, like most birds, knew when to save their energies. Giimzi had disappeared in the way of his people and my workroom grew quiet. I sighed and walked across the room toward my library.

Yes, I had a place I called a library. It had started out as a small space where I put the books that I managed to save of my mother's. Sitting on the reclaimed chair, I tapped on the touch light and curled up to think. The snow had melted with the January thaw, but I knew a storm would be blowing in before the end of the month. January and February were tricky months for me. There were no gleanings to be used to make new jars of jams and jellies and the hives were dormant for the winter. 

Of course I knew how to preserve food. Mother had showed me all the old ways to pickle, can or dry foods and I had a soup simmering in the kitchen of dried goods that I couldn't get just scavenging. The mice fae had been a big boon there. They had snuck into the dry goods stores back when I first lived on my own and brought me bags worth of beans and spices; even boxes of pasta and other dry goods that I stocked into my pantry. How they managed to carry them across town to where I lived I have no idea. Those bags were bigger than most mice I knew.
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