
        
            
                
            
        

    
Chapter 1

Are you all right?

The unspoken question etched Kit’s face whenever Timothy
glanced at her. Her brow furrowed as she watched him from the other opposite
side of the wagon. She’d kept her distance since that night. He wanted her to berate
him. Her silence cut deeper than any of her sharp words.

Timothy sighed and shook his head.

He watched the brown-clad man riding a short distance
ahead. The man’s bandana streamed behind him. Yellow today. Yuzu stared at Daeric
Rhine’s back from her seat on the wagon. She held the shaggy mule’s reins tight.
The wagon jerked under Timothy’s hand, and Yuzu groaned. Walking over the exposed
rocks and roots looked better than riding on that hard seat.

How could I be all right? We buried my mother
three days back. He frowned. It is strange how only now
I can think of Evelyn using that word. Mother.

Snow fell from clouds that reminded Timothy of a ewe’s
belly. He pulled his wool cloak tighter. At least the trees cut the wind.
The road they followed skirted the evergreen forest. The ragged dirt ribbon divided
the pines from their bare sibling maples. The pines’ low skeleton arms thrusted
from their peeling trunks. High overhead, their green needles collected some of
the falling snow. Timothy peered into the dark recesses. He doubted any snow could
have made it through the tangled needles. The sight reminded him of a smaller grove
where he used to weather a storm when he was still a shepherd. Those days of watching
sheep and reading books felt distant. There was no going back sometimes. His mind
drifted over the past, over memories of Kyle and Aunt Mae. Of Kyle pushing him to
dance with girls during festivals. Of Aunt Mae’s stern lectures. I hope Kyle
is well. Will I ever know what happened to him? Timothy hoped Aunt Mae was well,
too.

Kit had changed everything. Despite it all, he felt grateful
for the first time he’d looked into Kit’s meadow eyes. He glanced at her now and
opened his mouth. She looked away.

He sighed.

Daeric guided his horse. "We should camp here for the
night." He gestured at a section of evergreens shorn of their lower branches.

"You don’t need to tell me twice." Yuzu snapped the reins
and turned the mule toward the clearing. Timothy trudged behind.

So much has happened. Kyle is likely married
to Henrietta by now. Cat is gone. It is funny how I miss that little lamb. I almost
died, and Evelyn is gone. He still felt weak whenever he pushed
himself. His chest burned for air faster than he remembered. He held up his hand.
A few round scars whitened patches of skin. If it wasn’t for Kit, he wouldn’t have
gotten sick. But if it wasn’t for Kit, I also wouldn’t be alive right now.

The clearing smelled of pine needles, and the ground
sprang against Timothy’s feet. Yuzu fell from the wagon and rubbed her bottom. "Sister,
you will take that hard seat tomorrow." She glanced around. "Timmy, where’s Sis?
She was right there a moment ago."

Daeric wheeled his horse. "Do not worry. I shall see
to her." He galloped off.

Yuzu planted her hands on her hips and frowned at Timothy.
Her black hair fluttered in the cold wind. "What is wrong with you?"

Timothy blinked. "What—"

"Do you want Daeric to steal her away from you?" Yuzu
stalked toward him. "Don’t tell me you can’t see how he looks at her."

Timothy leaned back and grasped at his shattered thoughts.
"I…I’m—"

"She’s worried about you. You haven’t talked since that
night. You are not the only one to lose…" Yuzu shook her head and took a deep breath.
"Daeric is going to swoop in if you wait too long."

"I am not worried about Daeric."

Yuzu punched him in the shoulder. "You should be. You—"

Timothy crossed his arms. "What about you? You spend
all day making ewe eyes at him."

"I need someone to practice on, and you haven’t been
exactly fun to be around with your moping."

"Moping? Kit killed my mother." Timothy rubbed his forehead.

"While she was saving you from her." Yuzu clenched her
hands. "Are you—"

Timothy held up a hand. "I’m not angry at Kit. She did
what she needed to do. I…I just need time to think."

Yuzu sighed. "If you are not mad at Kit, tell her. She
is worried about it."

Daeric galloped into the clearing with Kit riding sidesaddle
behind. She wore a grimace.

"You mustn’t wander like that." Daeric dismounted and
lifted Kit from the horse. "These woods are full of bandits." His hands lingered
on her hips after her feet were on the ground.

Yuzu elbowed Timothy and lifted an eyebrow.

"I was lost in my thoughts, Master Rhine," Kit said.
Her cheeks held a hint of red.

"It is good that a true man like me is around then."
Daeric included Yuzu in his smile.

"A real man knows what he values," Kit didn’t look at
Timothy, but he felt the barb.

Daeric flourished a bow. "You and Sunflower are priceless.
I will see you…home."

Yuzu glanced at Timothy and rolled her eyes. "And you
don’t see this as a problem, Timothy? Not even Allen would be that dumb." She shrugged
and raised her voice. "At least make yourself useful, and help us set up camp."

"While you do that," Daeric loosened the straps on his
stallion’s saddle, "I will secure the area."

Of course he will, Timothy
thought. He met Kit’s gaze and glanced away. He knew he couldn’t avoid Kit forever.
How can I face her after I broke down like that?

Darkness overtook the little camp soon after the tents
were up. Timothy huddled in a blanket next to the small fire. Snow drifted at the
edge of the firelight. Yuzu drowsed in her cloak and blanket beside him, and Kit
sat facing the night. Daeric hadn’t returned. Kit insisted he would have
followed them if she didn’t hire him as a guide. The hungry look the man aimed
at Kit suggested she was right. Could Daeric know she was a fox? Timothy didn’t
doubt that possibility. Far too many people wanted a fox for a trophy. No.
Daeric also looked at Yuzu in the same way. It was probably just Timothy’s
imagination. For all I know, Kit could have hired Daeric just to get back at
me for something. Either way, Timothy didn’t trust Daeric. He didn’t need Kit’s
nose to dislike the man. Daeric strutted worse than Trent had back at Honheim.

Honheim. So much changed in that town. He
watched Kit’s back. Her hood flexed as her fox ears moved under the fabric. Kit
turned her head and caught his gaze. We can’t avoid each other forever, Timothy
thought. He opened his mouth.

Daeric burst into the camp and kicked out the small fire,
plunging them into darkness. "We have trouble coming."

Yuzu jerked awake. "Wha—"

Daeric snatched the reins of the horse and the mule from
the tree. "We have to move. Knock down those tents. We can only hope we are far
enough off the road."

Kit stood. Her eyes gleamed in the darkness. "Do as he
says, Timothy."

Timothy’s eyes adjusted to the wane light. Kit stood
stiff, and her hood tented over her ears. "Men are coming."

"Don’t just stand there," Daeric said. "Get those tents
out of sight. We can only hope they won’t see the wagon. Hurry."

Yuzu stumbled toward the tents and kicked out their supports.
Daeric disappeared between the skeleton pines with the mule and horse in tow. Timothy
swallowed and knocked down the other tent.

"What is going on?" Yuzu’s eyes were wide.

Kit hissed and laid a hand on each of their shoulders.
"Men are coming. Hurry."

She pushed them into the trees and down to the ground.
The dead needles dug into Timothy’s hands. Several moments passed. Kit lay beside
him; her hand moved in small circles on his shoulder. Shouldn’t I be trying to
calm her?

Timothy heard boots crunching the snow. "Who would be
traveling at night?" he whispered.

Kit shook her head.

Lanterns cast yellow light between the pines. Men marched
in file. Their breastplates reflected the light. Halberds angled over slumping shoulders.
Their red-and-white-striped uniforms marked them as papal soldiers. The men gazed
into the night beyond their lanterns’ glow.

Kit’s hand squeezed.

The men marched past in a steady pace. Timothy counted
close to fifty soldiers. One man strode behind the columns. His black robes absorbed
the light from his lantern.

"Balwar?" Kit whispered.

The Jesuit trudged past, looking as tired as the soldiers.
The pines engulfed the light. Timothy remained where he was. Kit would let them
know when it was safe to move. What is Balwar doing here? Timothy thought.
The last time he’d seen the Jesuit, Cat had died saving them from the heretic Tahd.
Timothy frowned. Could Balwar be hunting Kit?

Kit stood, leaving a warm spot where her hand had rested
on his shoulder. Timothy and Yuzu followed.

"Who’s Balwar?" Yuzu wrapped her arms around herself
and shivered.

"A Jesuit." Kit tilted her head. "Daeric is coming."

Yuzu rubbed her arms.

Daeric emerged from the woods with the animals behind
him. "They are going to the garrison."

"Garrison?" Yuzu asked. She hopped from one foot to the
other.

"Would you stop hopping?" Kit said.

Yuzu met Kit’s gaze and continued bouncing on her toes.

"The Church keeps a garrison near Belafonte." Daeric
hung the mule’s and horse’s reins on a tree. "I guess they fear the memories of
this place."

Timothy looked at Kit. Her smooth face told him just
how anxious she felt. "Is it okay for us to stay here?" he asked.

Daeric moved toward the collapsed tents. "For them to
travel at night without scouts…we will be fine here for tonight." He began setting
the supports. "The tents will be warmer."

"Not with you." Yuzu bent to the second tent. "Why would
anyone risk traveling at night?"

"Who can say?" Daeric’s voice was distant.

Kit snatched Timothy’s arm. "He smells like he
anticipates something. Be careful," she whispered.

"I thought we weren’t speaking? Besides, bringing
him along was your idea." Timothy said.

"We are not speaking. I told you we didn’t have a
choice. We had to take him. He smells unlike anything I’ve encountered." She
frowned. "It is familiar and yet—never mind. We are not speaking."

He grabbed her hand. "We can’t keep avoiding each other."

"I would have never guessed that, considering we are
traveling together." Kit pulled her hand free. "Just be careful until I figure
out what Daeric is. He almost doesn’t smell human."

 "What he is? What do you mean he doesn’t smell
human?" Timothy asked. 

"I said almost. It could just be all the smoke from
Honheim messed up my nose. Well, since you look ready to talk, let’s talk." 
She snatched his hand and began pulling him toward the pines ringing the camp.

"Wait, Kit. You—"

"You are the being sheep-stubborn, and I am done
being patient with you." Kit dragged Timothy away from the camp and into the tangle
of bare branches.

As they walked deeper in to the shelter of the
pines, Kit’s stride shortened, and her shoulders slumped. Her hand felt clammy.
She stopped and let his hand fall. The trees were quiet. 

I should say something. She is waiting
for me. She probably thinks me weak after I broke down on her like that. What man
would cry like that? Timothy thought. She had to carry me out
of Honheim! How can she expect to rely on me?

She took a deep breath and lowered her hood, revealing
her slumped fox ears. A pale strip of moonlight caught her eyes. She didn’t look
at him."There is something I was wondering."

"Obviously." Timothy cursed his tongue.

Kit glared at him. "You are not making it any
easier." She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "Do you…hate me?"

Timothy blinked. That was not the question he was
expecting. "What? No! How could I?"

"I killed your mother."

Timothy froze. That is what she worried about? He
shook his head. "You saved my life. I…I rely on you." He turned away. "I rely on
you for everything. I am useless. Why did you choose me? I couldn’t even save my
own mother."

Kit walked around to face him. "So you don’t hate me?"

"How could I?"

Kit punched Timothy’s ribs hard enough to make him grunt.

"What was that for?"

"For your moping. For being an idiot. For making me worry
these last three days." Kit’s ears quivered. "For making me think you hated me for…for
what I did."

"I don’t—" Timothy said. Kit punched him again. "Would
you stop that?"

"At least your bony ribs no longer cut me. See? Salted
ham does well for adding meat and muscle." She jabbed a stiff finger in his chest
in time with her words. "What. Is. Bothering. You?"

Timothy looked away. "I…am not much of a man."

"This again? Do you need me to check?"

"I broke down on you. I…cried on you."

"And I killed your mother." Kit grabbed his coat. "How
do you think I felt when you cried on me?"

"Put upon?"

Kit tugged him close. "You are a muttonhead. I felt terrible.
Afraid. Guilty. And…" Her brow furrowed. She tightened her grip on his coat. "And
you need to stop being a woolbrain. I told you before when you moped about Trent—"

Timothy grimaced. "That was bad."

"I’m sorry." Kit’s ears drooped. "I have been terrible
to you, after all you’ve done for me."

Timothy felt awkward. She really is worried about
me. He laid a hand on her shoulder. "I don’t blame you for what happened."

Her shoulder quivered. "You say that."

"I mean it. She had both hands around the knife, remember?
She could have stabbed herself."

 "You better not be lying."

"Kit, do you think I would tolerate your abuse if I
hated you?"

She smiled. "Well, you do like that type of
attention."

Timothy rolled his eyes. 

"No more brooding." She shook a finger at him. 

‘"I’m not brooding. I am just worried. Worried about
what we will do when we get to Belafonte."

"I worry about Belafonte too. Don’t look at me like
that. Of course I worry. I don’t know what to expect. I fear all of this will
be for nothing. That I won’t remember anything when I get there. That there
won’t be anything to see or to remember." She patted his cheek and suddenly pinched
his cheek—hard. "We should have talked days ago." She brushed a lock of hair from
his forehead. "Get some sleep, manly man, and I don’t mean that sarcastically."

Timothy sighed. "A man who cries."

Kit grabbed his hair and pulled him close. Mischief gleamed
in her eyes, and her fangs caught the moonlight. "I told you to stop. Do you really
think that makes you less than a man? Does being one mean you have to think with
your chest hair?"

"I…don’t—"

"I can’t believe your moping is going to make me say
this."

"Wha—"

She pulled him so close their noses touched. "I felt
special when you came to me. Trusted. It takes a strong man to let himself feel
and to show it. You are finished with your moping now, aren’t you?"

"Kit…"

"Aren’t you?"

Timothy sighed. "Yes, Aunt Kit."

Kit released him and patted the top of his head. "Now
be a dear, and go to sleep."
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The wagon creaked beside Timothy. Daeric rode ahead,
scanning the forest. Kit insisted Timothy should walk. Never mind how she traded
place with Yuzu every few miles. Kit now strolled beside him. A layer of thin snow
blanketed the ground and covered the boot prints from the soldiers who had passed
the night before.

 Timothy pulled his coat collar tight. He had long
ago lost his sense of direction beneath the monotony of the trees. People
complained about pastures looking the same. At least rolling hills topped with
groves of trees had variety.

Pain yanked him from his thoughts. Kit smiled at him.
"Will you stop that?" Timothy rubbed his bottom. "We should be looking for more
soldiers."

"I am glad you are back to your old worrying self." Kit
adjusted her hood.

Yuzu chuckled behind her hand. "He does blush," she said.
"I don’t remember Allen doing that."

"Timothy is a special boy, Yuzu." Kit held up a finger
and patted Timothy’s back with her other hand. "This type makes for the most fun.
Some think you offer what you do not. Timmy would rather run away than do that."

"As if I could run away," Timothy said.

Yuzu frowned. "Allen and I were too young to worry about
that."

"How old were you?" Timothy asked.

Yuzu picked at the checkered blanket covering her legs.
"Allen died over five years ago."

Timothy scratched his stubble. "I…I’m sorry."

Yuzu shrugged and wiped an eye with the back of her hand.
"We grew up together. His family took me in when Da…" She shook her head. "Allen
and I were always together until the accident. I was at the market when it happened.
One of the houses fell into ours and…." She sighed. "I did odd jobs and had a small
room with a seamstress until she got sick. I found Hoss and Mira when I left. What
about you, Sis?"

Daeric twisted in his saddle. "My heart rends for your
tale, Moonflower. I, for one, am glad you were at the market that day."

Yuzu blinked. "Uh, thanks."

Daeric bobbed his head. "Please carry on. You are safe
with me on watch." He turned back to the road.

"Sis?" Yuzu asked.

"I’d rather not talk about it."

"I want to know all about my new sister," Yuzu said.
"Timmy, why don’t you tell me then?"

Kit frowned.

"I haven’t known Kit all that long." And yet it has
felt like much longer.

"And yet you are married?" Yuzu asked. "Was it arranged?"

Kit snagged Timothy’s arm. "It was love at first sight.
For him, not for me. He kind of grew on me, like a wart." She smiled. "I still wonder
if I should have him removed."

"Don’t let her fool you. She fell for my charm at the
outset," Timothy said. The banter felt nice.

"Oh yes, the smell of wool and musty books is just so
attractive." Kit sniffed.

Yuzu’s smile slipped. "I really miss them—Allen. Hoss. Mira. Colt. I…it is okay to move on, right, Sis?"

"We don’t have a choice, but the memories will always
hunt us." She rubbed Timothy’s back.

Evelyn’s face hovered in the back of Timothy’s mind.
Kit is right. Time forces us forward, and memory hunts us. He looked at Kit.
She grinned a fang at him and punched his arm. She knows that hunt well.

Yuzu nodded. "I think I understand why you want to visit
your home." She smacked her cheeks with both hands. "No more of this sad stuff.
So how can you tell which kind of man is which, Sis?"

Kit snatched Timothy’s chin and turned his head to the
girl perched on the wagon. He stumbled over something in the snow.

"Will you—" Timothy said.

"Do you see his trusting, innocent eyes? Eyes that haven’t
seen the wiles of a female," Kit said. "Notice the bewildered, irritated expression
and how he doesn’t try to fight me?"

"As if it would do any good," Timothy said. He stumbled
over another rock. "Now let go."

Kit released him and patted his head.

"Oh." Yuzu nodded. "I see now."

"But even this male will get used to our tricks. It just
means you have to be creative." Kit tapped his hot cheek with the back of her hand.

Timothy sighed and tuned them out. It was better when
Kit and I weren’t talking. Only he had missed her antics. Yuzu insisted on learning
Kit’s bad habits for some reason. For all her initial hesitation, Kit seemed to
enjoy having an adopted sister. What happened to women being demure? But then, Timothy
would not want Kit to be anything other than Kit.

Timothy shook his head and grinned despite himself. It
was hard to tell Yuzu was even a girl with how thin she was. She lacked Kit’s way
of walking. He slowed his steps to let the girls talk. Timothy swallowed. Kit
does have a nice walk. No one could mistake her gender. He could imagine her
tail swaying beneath her cloak and skirts. How will Yuzu react when she
discovers her adopted sister is a fox? Will that change their relationship?
Most people believed the Church’s teachings that foxes were demons, and Kit could
certainly act like a demon some days.

Timothy frowned at the thought. Now that isn’t fair.
If I spent my life being hunted, I’d push people away too. He often thought
he was the first person Kit truly trusted. He looked past the women and locked his
gaze on Daeric’s back. The real problem is if he finds out Kit is a fox.

Daeric suddenly turned his horse around. "I am going
to ride back. We seem to be safely behind the soldiers, but we need to be sure no
one is following us as we are them. We can’t trust anyone in these parts."

"We are being followed?" Yuzu shifted in the wagon to
look.

"No need to worry. It is merely caution. I will keep
you safe." Daeric bowed in his saddle. "I will not be too far. I will hear your
lovely voices should there be any danger. I would hear your lips across the oceans
and ride on the water should you need me."

"Yes, well, we will be fine," Kit said. "My husband is
protection enough."

Daeric weighed Timothy. "I will be at your side, Sunflower.
Just breathe my name," he said. "Keep straight on this road until I get back. I
need to see which forks we may need to take." The man rode off.

"I really dislike that man," Timothy muttered.

"I think you intimidate him, Timmy." Kit wrinkled her
nose. "He smells feral."

"Feral?" Timothy studied trees that looked identical
to the ones they passed an hour before. With the way the road curved, he felt
like they were traveling in a circle. 

"The word just came to me." Kit closed her cloak
against the wind.

"We would be better off without him."

"Oh, I don’t know. He does keep you on your toes. Now
if only I could figure out why he smells so odd." She chewed on her lower lip.
"He reminds me a little of this one man I knew. Daeric isn’t as bad as Trent
was, at least. But he does smell feral. Much like a hound."

"I don’t know about how men smell. Why should that
matter?" Yuzu asked.

Timothy felt irritation rise. "And how do you know how
to read men so well, Kit?" His voice held an edge.

Kit’s eyebrows disappeared into her red bangs. She stumbled
over a rock. "Now where is this coming from, Timothy?" she asked. "I know about
all types of idiot, and I do not like what you are getting at."

Timothy took a breath. "Sorry. I get irritable when
I am tired, and that man just—"

Kit’s gaze held a dangerous gleam. "You peeked with Trent,
but now you’ve opened the box, shepherd. Do you really want to know how well I’ve
known men?"

Timothy’s heart dropped into his stomach. Yuzu leaned
closer. The mule huffed and plodded.

Kit’s smile sliced. "My, this does bother you. Don’t
ask what you can’t handle."

His heart boiled in a stomach sloshing with jealousy.

"I can count on one hand if you absolutely must know,"
Kit said.

Timothy tripped.

"Sister!" Yuzu held a hand over her mouth.

Kit held up a closed hand. "You want to know, woolbrained
bookbug?"

The world lurched around Timothy. Would it really change
anything?

Yes. It would change how he viewed Kit.

Kit laid a hand on his knotted shoulder. "Look at my
hand," she whispered.

Slowly, painfully, Timothy looked at Kit’s fist.

What did he expect? One finger? Five? Would it be so
wrong if it was five? Timothy swayed. Kit would still be Kit, right? Yes and no.

The fist stayed closed.

"I told you before, idiot. Only you have seen all of
me," Kit whispered.

"I can’t hear what you are saying," Yuzu said.

"How many for you, dear sister, besides your Allen?"
Kit’s tone dripped sweet poison.

"Allen and I never…I…um…" Yuzu looked away.

Timothy felt dizzy. His shoulder muscles writhed. "Why
did you do that to me?" His voice sounded weak.

"Why did you have to suddenly turn into a brainless idiot?
Well, I wanted you to be jealous. I can’t have an unfeeling rock for a husband,
but if jealousy makes you lose all sense, I’d best keep it to a minimum. Besides,
would it make that much of a difference?" Kit asked.

Timothy’s heart still drummed. "Yes," he said without
thinking.

Kit opened her mouth and closed it again. Her brow
furrowed as she chewed on her bottom lip. Her hand slipped from his shoulder.

"I…well…" Kit said. "I guess it isn’t a problem then."

Timothy groaned inside. Kit’s right. I am an idiot.
But it would have made a difference. Why? Kit would still be Kit. Maybe it
is because I haven’t—

"What about you, Timmy?" Kit watched him from under her
bangs.

Should I be nice? "Well,
one day Kyle introduced me to this one girl…"

Kit crossed her arms as she walked.

"Esther. That was her name. She was a cute girl."

Kit frowned at him. "You are not convincing me."

"Are you so sure?"

"As a matter of fact, I am." She grabbed his arm and
pressed it into her chest. "Your blushes give you away."

Yuzu laughed.

"Fine. You got me, but you would look at me differently
if it was true, wouldn’t you?"

Kit tilted her head. "Look at you like this?" She tilted
her head the other way. "Or like this?" She squeezed his arm. "Men are supposed
to be experienced."

"Nice of you to remind me."

"Oh, it isn’t a bad thing at all. It makes you a rare
treasure." Kit smiled, and Timothy cleared his throat.

"I don’t know," Yuzu said. "I’d rather have someone who
knows what he is doing." She blushed.

The tangled branches suddenly opened to reveal a mountain.
They were close enough that he could see deep fissures cutting across the rough
stone. White mist hid the peak. Yuzu tugged the mule to a stop. Timothy and Kit
paused to gaze at the crags.

"That is where we are going?" Yuzu’s voice quivered.
"It looks…really high."

"You could always turn back," Kit said.

Yuzu craned her neck. "And go where? I…I don’t want to
be alone anymore."

"Kit’s home is someplace in these woods, near the base
of the mountain," Timothy said. "Where it is anyone’s guess. Least of all hers.
Unless you remember something, Kit."

Kit shook her head.

He didn’t blame her. The forest around them looked
much the same as when they first entered. There wasn’t any sort of landmark
that could trigger a memory. There were only the  pines packed tight around an
old road and darkness. Timothy could understand how people believed the forest
was haunted. The darkness and the stories of the foxes that carved a home in it
were enough to convince the Church to act. And yet, the paving stones that
peeked from the snow blanketing the ground suggested a prosperous past not that
long ago.  The footprints from the soldiers who had passed the night before
suggested that past prosperity would remain in the past. The Church still
remembered and watched. 

"Kit, do you think the Church is here because
someone is still around?" Timothy paused as an idea struck him. "This would be
an ideal place for the Protestants to hide. What better place than a place
where foxes—I mean out here."

Kit glanced at him. "Protestants? Who are they?"

"They are people who resist the Church," Timothy
said. "They have some disagreements with the Church’s teachings."

"I do too," Kit said.

Yuzu laid a hand on the side of the mule. "We had a
few in Honheim. The priest and city guard didn’t take to them preaching in the
streets. I didn’t see the fighting, but I heard they killed the priest that
confronted them."

"They were violent?" Timothy asked. "That is the
first I’ve heard."

Yuzu nodded. "I heard about fighting in other cities
too."

Kit chewed on her bottom lip while she listened. "Do
they hunt foxes?"

Yuzu frowned. "Why would they? Foxes are long gone."

"I think they are too busy to worry about foxes, one
way or the other." Timothy brushed  snowflakes from his cheek. 

"I guess we will find out.  This road has to lead somewhere."
Kit started walking. Yuzu shook the reins at the mule. He huffed and regarded her
with a dark eye before tugging the wagon into motion.

 They traveled for a time before the forest suddenly
ended. A wide swath of pasture opened to a gray sky. After spending so much
time among the trees, the familiar sight of open fields made Timothy smile. If
only it was grass instead of snow. Just a few sheep grazing would complete the
picture. A low stone wall lined the field. A rough homestead squatted
against the wall opposite of where Timothy stood. The road ran a few yard away
from the entrance. The cabin looked welcoming after his long trudge through
falling snow. 

"It is too quiet," Yuzu said. "It looks like no one
is home."

Yuzu is right. It is too still. No
smoke drifted from the chimney. Snow had drifted against the entrance. 

Kit crossed into the field, her gaze locked on the
cabin. 

Timothy followed. "Do you hear something?" 

Kit shook her head. Behind them, the creaking of the
wagon broke the silence. 

"Do you remember something?" Timothy asked. 

As they neared, Timothy realized the cabin had
deceived him. It was little more than a shell. The logs were black from fire,
and most of the roof was missing. Through the remnants of the window he could
see the entire back half of the structure was open to the elements.  He stopped
just outside the entrance. Kit ignored him and strode through the snow-drifted
entrance. She paused in the center of the room and stared at the darkened
fireplace. 

"I don’t like this, Sis," Yuzu said from her perch
on the wagon. "It reminds me to much of Honheim."

"Was this your house, Kit?" Timothy asked. 

She stood still for several moments before shaking
her head. "No. At least, I don’t think so." She shrugged. "Honestly, I don’t
know what to expect. I’m hoping something will trigger a memory I guess."

"Seems like a long journey just on the off chance to
trigger a memory though," Yuzu said. "But then, I remember the time I walked
down Baker’s Street and smelled Donbury’s special sweet bread. Are you looking
for something like that?"

Kit nodded. "I don’t remember much of my childhood."
She looked up at the shattered ceiling. "I had hoped something might help me
get in touch with it." She looked at Timothy and smiled. "I’ve dragged Timothy
all this way on a slim hope at best."

"I promised to come with you, remember," Timothy
said.

"You did. Although I never asked you why."

Timothy grinned. "You’re cute." Honestly, I am
still not sure why, but there’s no point thinking about it now. 

 "As her husband you had better think she is cute."
Yuzu’s giggle ruined her effort to sound stern.

Kit raised a finger. "Don’t think I am going to fall
over you out of gratitude. You’ve been nothing but a pain. A useful pain, but
still a pain."

Timothy shrugged. "Showing me a little gratitude
would be nice."

"I haven’t hurt you yet, have I? And I won’t show
you to type of gratitude you are looking for. Especially after your accusation
just a few moments ago." Kit brushed past him. "But I am grateful. Let’s get
going."

Only about one hundred yards separated the house
from the evergreen darkness. Timothy glanced back at the pasture as the woods
engulfed them once more."Do you want to go back to being a shepherd?" Kit
asked.

"Maybe. I miss the open space." He inhaled the scent
of the woods. "But it isn’t that bad out here."

"The woods scare me," Yuzu said. "Anything could be out
there." She looked into the dense canopy. "Or up there watching us. When do you
think Daeric will return?"

"There you are, Timmy. You have one helpless girl to
defend. I will be sure to defend you, of course." Kit’s chuckle sounded forced.
She leaned close to his ear. "I feel like someone is watching us since we
passed that big tree back there." She nodded at a large oak well behind them. "The
fur on my tail is standing up."

"Could it be just Daeric?"

Kit shook her head. "It’s not him. It could be the
reason why he hasn’t returned yet."

"You’re right. He normally isn’t gone this long. I
hadn’t been paying attention."

"Obviously. Don’t look around. If there is someone there,
we don’t want to let them know we know about them. Act natural."

"Thanks. I am glad someone is watching my back." Timothy’s
voice carried.

"Nice way to act natural, Timmy," Kit whispered.

"It is hard when you know something is going to happen.
Do you have any plans?"

She shook her head. "I…don’t know. I’ve never smelled
or felt anything like this. Daeric has always smelled strange, and this is stronger."

Timothy felt sweat run down his back. "You are not helping
my worry any."

"What are you two whispering about?" Yuzu asked.

"Yes, what are you whispering about?" a deep voice asked.

Two brown-clad men dropped from the branches overhead.
One more appeared from the woods behind them. Each wore a green bandana over his
wild hair. Matching scarves hid everything but their eyes.

"Pretty mice, Jan. And look at all their supplies." one
of the men in front said. He twirled his stoat boar spear and planted it into the
ground.

Kit growled, pulled her knife, and pushed Timothy against
the wagon wheel. Yuzu turned and rummaged in the wagon with one hand.


"Look
at her hair," the other man said.

 "The black looks good too, Krill."

"Stay on task, boys," the third man said. He sounded
older. "We have our mission."

"I’m not some soldier who follows orders, Gert." The
man called Krill straightened. The spear blurred in his hands and stopped on his
shoulder. "It looks like we have some spunky ones here."

Yuzu stood on the wagon with a thick oak branch held
in both hands. Kit pressed Timothy against the wheel. She held her knife protectively
in front of her.

Jan and Krill strolled toward them, seemingly unconcerned.
The third man, Gert, leaned on his spear and watched.

I won’t be helpless. Not again.
"Kit, I can—"

"Hush," Kit said. "They cannot have you."

Krill sauntered, wearing a grin. He casually jabbed at
Yuzu with the butt of his boar spear. Yuzu slipped around the thrust, twisted, and
swung her club.

Crack!

The man bellowed and staggered backward. He shook his
hand, his grin gone. Their casualness troubled Timothy. Either they underestimated
the girls, or they were that capable. Timothy’s heart thumped as he watched the
man called Jan. He stalked with dangerous grace, spear held ready. They are capable,
Timothy thought. Kit continued to press against him. The mule rolled its eyes
and stamped.

"Kit—"

She growled deep in her throat.

Krill advanced on Yuzu again. He stabbed at her with
the tip of his spear. She jumped from the seat of the wagon, rolled, and swept Krill’s
feet from under him.

Jan circled around Kit, wary. "I am not the idiot Krill
is, girl."

Kit crouched. "Stay behind me, Timothy."

Krill leapt to his feet, his eyes dangerous. Yuzu gripped
her bludgeon with two hands, fear smeared on her face.

The third man skirted the wagon. He clenched a worn pipe
in his teeth. He thrust a hand in front of Krill.

"Get out of the way, Gert," Krill said.

"We didn’t come to kill anyone," Gert said.

Yuzu glanced at Timothy, her eyes wide.

Jan feinted with the butt of his spear. The movement
pulled Timothy’s gaze away from Yuzu. Kit shifted but didn’t take the bait.

Yuzu yelled, pulling Timothy’s gaze back. Yuzu lay on
the trampled snow with Gert calmly tying her wrists. A blue-gray smoke ring rose
from his pipe. Krill stood a short distance away, grimacing.

Frustration welled in Timothy. He needed to do something.

"She’s mine, Gert," Krill said.

"You know how this works. We can’t have your hot head
going against our orders," Gert said.

"You old guys and your orders. Why should I care?"

"You can go at any time. I’m sure you can get along on
the outside."

Krill grimaced. "I’ll stay."

"I won’t say anything to the first commander then."

Kit’s sudden attack knocked Timothy to the ground. She
darted around Jan’s surprised jab. The man’s curse changed into a grunt as Kit’s
blade slashed down and bit into the man’s thigh. She danced back. Crimson stained
the first half of her blade. Timothy struggled to his feet.

"You stupid little—" Jan clutched his thigh.

Wild shouts echoed through the trees. It sounded like
a small army approached.

"Jan!" Gert pushed Yuzu ahead of him, toward the dense
undergrowth. "We better go."

Krill followed behind him, muttering.

Jan hesitated before shaking his head. "I will see you
again. You have a debt to pay." He limped backward, keeping his gaze on Kit as
he backed into the skeletal tangled and disappeared.

Kit growled.

Daeric galloped into view just moments after the men
disappeared. He shouted wordlessly. He leapt from his saddle before his horse skid
to a stop. One hand held his spear in a tight fist.

The sight struck Timothy as too similar to the men who
just left.

"I heard men. What happened? Are you hurt? Where’s Moonflower?"

"I am quite well. " Kit’s voice was calm. Her ears flicked
under her hood, however. "Three men attacked us. They took Yuzu…my sister."

Timothy rounded on her. "Why didn’t you let me help?
Why did you get in my way?"

Kit blinked. "You are not a fighter."

"I could have helped! If I had, Yuzu wouldn’t have been
taken!"

Kit took a step back.

"Who took her?" Daeric asked.

"I am not helpless, Kit."

Kit sighed. "You’re right, Timothy. I…I like protecting
you, how you…I’m sorry." She shook her head and glanced up. "I’ve apologized more
to you than anyone else. You should feel special." She turned to Daeric. "She was
taken by bandits."

"Did they cover their faces?" Daeric asked.

"They were bandits, weren’t they?"

Daeric frowned. "Those fools. I had hoped to run
across them before they found you. They couldn’t have gotten far."

"Who?" Timothy asked.

Daeric ignored him and swung back into his saddle. He
started back the way they came.

"They went into the trees, there." Timothy pointed.

"I know where they went," Daeric said. "This way."

Kit climbed into the wagon. "Get up here, Timothy,
before he leaves us behind. Be quiet. We don’t have time to argue."

He slipped into the seat beside her. Kit had to crack
the reins three times  before the mule began moving. Daeric rode well ahead of
them by the time Kit convinced the mule to follow at an awkward trot. The wagon
rumbled over the tracks it had made not long before. The mule’s loping trot bounced
the wagon over every rock in the path. Timothy’s teeth clicked. He lurched and wrapped
her arm around Kit’s waist just before he fell off the narrow seat. The wagon lurched
and rattled. Pots clanked loud enough to warn people of their coming for miles around.
Timothy kept silent after biting his tongue when one of the wheels bounced off a
large stone. Daeric led them down paths Timothy hadn’t noticed on their first time
through. Kit radiated anger like the sun radiated heat. Her back could give an oak
tree lessons in stiffness.

They clattered for what seemed miles before Daeric reined
to a stop. The mule dragged the wagon for several paces beyond him before Kit managed
to rein in the mule.

Timothy glanced around the road. Only a large boulder
with a few icicles told him they were in a different area.

"They had to act before I was ready." Daeric muttered.
He turned to Kit. "You don’t need to worry. I will protect you. You can trust
me."

"How do you know they are—" Timothy said.                                         

Daeric cut him off. "Stay here." He rode into the
trees.

Kit’s hood twitched. She nudged Timothy’s arm. She
heard something. This feels wrong. Timothy strained his ears but heard only
the rustling of limbs.

 "I don’t like this." Timothy said.

"We are going after them." Kit straightened her hood
and slid from the wagon. "Protect me." She grimaced.  "As if I am some flower
to put into his pocket." She started in the same direction Daeric went.

Timothy clambered from the wagon and hurried after
her. 

"Do you think the men are these Protestants of
yours?" Kit asked.

"I don’t know. Maybe. They weren’t Vatican soldiers.
Daeric talked as if he knew them or at least expected them."

They trudged through the woods, following the trail Daeric’s
horse had cut into the tangled winter undergrowth. Timothy’s heart pounded. Just
what would they do when they found Yuzu?

A stick cracked under his boot. He jumped forward,
running into Kit. She stumbled into a tree with a hiss.

"Watch it, shepherd. There’s no need to be so jumpy.
I will hear them if they tried to sneak on us."

"Oh. Yeah. I forgot."

It seemed like they crouched and weaved for hours. Most
of the leaves and plants may have been gone, but the skeletons of nettles and thorn
plants of all types grabbed at them. More than once Timothy had to stop and untangle
his cloak from a needy thorn bush. Of course Kit had no problems. She barely made
a sound as she walked. The nettles seemed to move out of her way. Timothy felt like
a ram charging through the forest.

Kit stopped and tugged Timothy to kneel beside her. He
opened his mouth. She laid a finger over his lips and pointed. A sprawling building
merged with the forest. Weathered logs rested on rough gray stone, and vines spidered
the walls. The entire structure looked to have been built around the aging sycamores.
Their white bark contrasted against the dark gray timber. Brown grasses peeked from
the snow on the roof. The building looked more like a hill of fallen stone and logs
than something made by people.

That roof would make good pasture for a few
sheep in spring. Timothy frowned and glanced at Kit. She caught
his gaze and pointed to the building. Yellow light cut through the windows. The
light wavered through the poor-quality glass. Darkness had descended quickly in
the dense forest. Kit tugged his cloak and pointed beyond the building. Timothy
squinted.

Off to the side, a stable crouched among the trees. Several
large shapes moved in the dark interior. A few whinnies reached Timothy’s ears.
Another shaped unfolded. A man rested on an old wine cask. He leaned against a rough
support beam. A small flash of orange revealed a pipe. The man took a long draw.

Timothy glanced back at Kit. Her eyes glowed in the wane
light. He wondered how much she could see. Each passing moment made it more difficult
for Timothy. This close, he could make barely make out her expression. Her ears
flicked under the fabric.

"Where would they keep her?" Timothy whispered.

"I saw windows over there." Kit’s breath tickled his
ear. "I might be able to hear her if we get closer."

"Do you hear Daeric?"

Kit’s hood rustled. "No. It is too quiet. I doubt the
peacock knows how to skulk, no matter what he says of being a hunter. Let’s go."

She snatched Timothy’s coat sleeve and led the way. Timothy
concentrated on not tripping.

They slipped around the building toward one of the fat
sycamores. Its roots spread like a hand clutching the earth. Another cloudy window,
overgrown by ivy, shed yellow light. The ivy’s broad leaves wilted in the cold.
Kit brushed the leaves aside with a bare hand to peek into the window.

"Kit, I think that—"

She waved him off. He sighed. If she thought fleas were
bad, sumac was going to be worse. It surprised him how much she didn’t know, considering
she was a fox. In the stories foxes were cunning, wise, and all-knowing. Kit was
certainly cunning and wise, at times. Not that Timothy would admit that to her.

 "Kit, those leaves are—"

"Shhh."

 "Th-there you are," a voice said from behind them.

Kit squeaked and fell back from the window to land among
the sumac. Timothy whirled. A young face grinned down at Kit from under a green
bandana. Red-brown hair framed his face. Greens and browns slashed his coat in a
way that made parts of him fade into the woods behind. He wore only a heavy knife
at his belt.

He held up his palms. "Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare
you. Daeric is expecting you."

"Daeric?" Kit asked. Sumac rustled. She stood and shook
leaves from her cloak.

The young man took a step back as Kit leveled her glare
on him. "I—I don’t want Daeric any madder. Name’s Tell." He turned away and glanced
over his shoulder. "Please, f-follow me."

Kit frowned at the boy’s back. "I didn’t hear him," she
whispered.

"I didn’t either," Timothy said. "He was right behind
me."

"I should have. No one should be able to sneak that quietly."

"You were distracted. What did you see?"

"Not much." She stared at Tell’s back. "I don’t like
this."

Tell turned. "Please hurry. The Second Commander is waiting."

"Second Commander? Daeric?" Timothy frowned. He could
barely make out the man as darkness settled.

"We had better follow him." Kit brushed at her skirts
and started after Tell. Timothy rushed up beside her.

"The boy smells like Daeric." Kit’s eyes glowed.

I don’t think I will ever get used to that,
Timothy
thought. "He has the same scent? I thought you said everyone had a different smell?"

"It’s not exactly the same, but he has the same odd scent
Daeric has. It reminds me of dog fur for some reason."

"Daeric is a hunter. Maybe it is that."

"Maybe. I don’t know."

Tell waited for them at the front of the lodge. Skeletal
vines webbed across the building. The man watching the stable still sat on the barrel
with his pipe. That must be Gert, Timothy thought. He swallowed. This
is bad. I don’t see how we can get out of this one. He looked at Kit. She tensed
beside him and chewed on her bottom lip.

"Figured the noise was them," Gert said around his pipe
stem. "Krill’s none too happy with the dark-haired girl, but Daeric’s worse. The
boys never listen to me, except you, Tell. Tre—the first commander is quite pleased
with you."

"I, uh…thanks. If only…Jan…noticed."

"You’re a good lad no matter what he says. Accepted or
no." Gert studied Timothy and Kit. "Can’t say I much like any of this anymore. We
are not a bad sort. Not really. But watch yourselves. The boys aren’t listening
to me anymore. Except for Tell."

"Not a bad sort except for kidnapping women," Kit said.

"Better than letting Krill kill her. We don’t normally
kidnap, but Krill and Jan haven’t been listening to me." Gert shrugged and took
his pipe from his teeth. He gestured at the door. "Best be on with it. Gonna be
snowing soon. My leg’s telling me."

Tell pushed the front door open.

Gert gestured at Kit with his pipe. "Just don’t cause
any more trouble. Jan’s fuming about you sticking him."

Kit bared her teeth at the man.

Timothy groaned. Don’t provoke them, Kit.

The door opened to a large room lined with stuffed heads
of boars, deer, and even a large cat of some type. Tell closed the door behind them,
remaining outside. A stone hearth dominated the far wall. Rough tables and chairs
scattered throughout the room made it look like an inn’s common room. Yuzu sat at
the end of a long table. She held a steaming cup, and a wolf skin wrapped her. When
she saw them, she jumped to her feet.

"Sis!"

"Sit," said the man with a bruised cheek. He stood against
the wall with his arms crossed.

Yuzu glanced at the man and withered.

"Be quiet, Krill." Daeric walked over and laid a hand
on Yuzu’s shoulder. "You are lucky She only gave you a bruise. I apologize again
for these ruffians, Moonflower. Their pranks are never gentle."

Yuzu looked at the cup she held and nodded.

Krill muttered something Timothy couldn’t make out. He
glanced at another man with a bandage wrapped around his leg.

That has to be Jan.

"There she is. My sunrise!" Daeric crossed the room.
He took Kit’s hand and flourished a bow.

"Something smells…good," Jan said.

"You were lucky, Jan." Daeric still held onto Kit’s hand.
"She would have done more than give you that nick."

Jan muttered something that made Daeric’s face
darken.

"You know your father won’t be happy about this,
Daeric." Krill, with his purple cheek, leaned on the fireplace with his arms
crossed. "He told us to give up on that plan."

"This time is different," Daeric said. "I found who
we were looking for."

Who they were looking for? What does he
mean by that? Timothy glanced at Kit. She shook her
head slowly.

"You said that last time too, brother." Jan watched
Kit and stroked his cheek.

"You know she is different. Just look at her."

"I just know she owes me for this cut. Krill is
right. Father won’t be happy to learn you are still playing."

Daeric shook his head. "It was his idea in the first
place."

Jan thrust a finger at Daeric. "He has only one
goal, and chasing after the past wasn’t part of it."

"I want the same thing. What better way to get our
revenge than to prove them all wrong? To prove we are not—"

The door slammed open, almost hitting Timothy. A tall
man entered, his face concealed by his cloak’s hood. The figure stopped and
surveyed the room, his gaze stopping on Timothy and Kit. Tell entered behind him
and closed the door.

"Father!" Jan and Daeric said together.

Daeric gestured. "These are our latest guests. We—"

"I told you before, that is not our concern anymore.
The past is past." 

"She is the one we were looking for. I know it."

"I said the past is past. It is time for all of us
to move on, son." The weight of the man’s words deflated Daeric. 

I didn’t think deflating Daeric was even
possible. 

The man gestured at Kit and Timothy. "Do whatever
you will with them, but no more of this. Jan, be sure Daeric does what is
needed. We can’t have his guests interfering."

"Yes, Father," Jan said. 

"We have only one business to tend to. The Vatican sent
an Inquisitor with the newest batch of reinforcements. We have their attention."


"Finally," Jan said. "It won’t be long, Koto. It won’t
be long." He glared at Tell.

Tell’s shoulders slumped.

"About time." Krill cracked his knuckles. "I was tired
of waiting."

"A patrol returns from the south. Take care of them.
I will give you more information later. We will keep to the plan." The man
glared at Daeric until he wilted. "I must meet our Inquisitor." The man turned and
left. Tell shut the door behind him.

Jan slapped the table and stood. "The Inquisitor is mine.
Let’s see how the Vatican likes one of their own burned at the stake."

Daeric looked at Kit, his usual bluster gone. "Don’t
worry. I won’t let them harm you. Father has lost sight of what we really need
to do."

"And what would that happen to be?" Kit asked.

"Why does it involve her?" Timothy asked.

"It doesn’t matter." Jan crossed the room. "Father
left that up to me."

"You won’t hurt any of them, Jan." 

Jan shrugged. "Who said I was going to hurt them. Didn’t
you hear Father? They don’t matter. We finally have an Inquisitor. An
Inquisitor! We can finally start repaying them for what they’ve done. First
this Inquisitor and then another." He grinned. "We all know the Church can’t
stand to lose. They will keep throwing them at us, but we will show them. So I
really don’t care about your playthings. But I will take care of them if they
interfere."

"They won’t," Daeric said. "They will be useful.
They don’t have any love for the Church either. Do you think I would bring them
here if they are not going to help us?"

 "As long as they earn their keep, I don’t care," Krill
said. "I still need to even my cheek and wrist with Oval Eyes."

Yuzu glared at the man.

"Save it for the Church’s men," Daeric said.

Krill waved his hand. "So you say. Do you think they
will really keep sending Inquisitors after we off this one?" 

Jan jostled Daeric and pushed past Timothy. "They
will. They had better. One Inquisitor isn’t enough. Not for Koto."

"I…I don’t think she—" Tell said.

Jan stormed up to the young man. "What do you know of
her, boy? Nothing!"

Tell shrunk back. "I don’t think she…would want anybody
hurt."

"And you can believe this after she burned? Not even
the blood of the Pope is worth her." Jan grabbed Tell’s collar.

Daeric laid a hand on Jan’s arm. "He can’t remember,
Jan. Let him go. We have our orders. Now let go."

Timothy frowned. Interesting. Kit tapped her lips
again as she watched the exchange.

Jan shoved Tell away, thrust open the door, and stalked
out. Daeric turned toward the door. "Tell, see to their needs. Whatever they want.
They can take Brian’s old room. Anything they want, fetch it. Gert went to
bring their wagon. He may need help unloading it.  Krill, the supplies they brought
are more than enough payment for a winter’s worth of lodging. Now let’s be about
our business."

Tell pushed the door closed behind Daeric. The air was
getting cold. "You heard the Second. I will—"

Kit rounded on the young man. "My sister and I need a
hot bath."

Timothy choked. "Seriously, Kit? Now? They are going
out to kill people!"

"We can’t stop that, can we? We can only focus on what
is right before us. Now hush, Timmy."

"Is Jan always that mean with you, Tell?" Yuzu asked.

Tell looked at his feet and nodded.

"That is terrible." Yuzu touched his arm. "A good man
like you shouldn’t have to deal with that."

"I’m not good."

"Gert said you were, and you look like a good man to
me."

Tell shrugged. "I’m not a man yet either."

"Kit," Timothy whispered. "We need to get out of here."

"I’ve always wanted a sister I could trust." Kit said
aloud. Beneath her breath Kit added, "Do you really think I am not thinking about
getting away, Timothy?"

"Do you have a copper wash tub, Tell?" Yuzu asked.

He nodded and looked up to meet Yuzu’s gaze before
quickly looking away again. "I will have to drag it into the back."

"Oh, that would be wonderful," Yuzu said. Tell blushed.

"Kit," Timothy said.

"Do you really think they just left this boy to watch
us? I knew Daeric would do something, but we walked right into it. I need time to
think. Daeric wants something from us. We are safe until he gets that something.
I think," Kit whispered into Timothy’s ear.

"I-I don’t know what the Second wants. I am not a boy.
Well, I am not a man yet, but I am too old to be a boy. I am almost ready to be
Accepted," Tell said.

Kit frowned. "You could hear me?"

Tell nodded.

Yuzu smiled at Tell. "You look like a man to me. It sounds
like a lot of trouble, Tell. But could you bring the tub inside and fill it for
us?" Timothy suppressed a groan at her tone of voice. Kit used the same singsong,
sultry tone on him.

"So you will both…" Tell trailed off. Yuzu flashed a
smile and nodded. Tell’s cheeks flared red. "I will…yes, right now. I will bring
it into the back if it isn’t already. I am sure you are c-cold."

"Thank you, Telly." Yuzu covered her mouth. "Sorry. I
didn’t mean to call you that."

"T-Telly is a nice name, uh, Yuzu. I will—" Tell turned
and smacked into the door. He stumbled back and avoided looking at them. "I will
get right on it. You are pretty." His eyes widened. He flung the door open and raced
into the cold.

Yuzu laughed. "That is fun!"

"He can’t be the only one watching us," Kit said. "I
hate to say, but he might be more worthless than a certain shepherd."

"So what are we going to do, Sister?" Yuzu asked. "Tell
said there is a back door. The front will be watched. Daeric will be sure to have
someone capable watch us." She sighed. "I wish we could take that bath. Do we really
have to go? Daeric said we are under his protection."

"I came out here to see my home, and that is what I am
going to do," Kit said. "If you want to stay here, be my guest. Do you really think
men who plan to attack the Inquisition are safe to be around?"

Yuzu frowned. "I guess not." She rubbed her temples.
"I am just so tired and cold I can’t think."

Timothy slumped into one of the chairs. His fingers drummed
the table. "We need our supplies. It is getting too cold to travel. And we don’t
even know exactly where the town is. We could freeze to death before we found it."

"Wait. So you don’t know where it is?" Yuzu asked.

"Nope. But we will find it," Kit said.

"I have a feeling Tell will help us," Yuzu said.

"We don’t need him involved." Kit scratched her arm.
"It will be cold going. My tail will keep you warm enough, shepherd."

Yuzu’s brow furrowed. "Tail? Are you going to sit on
him all night to keep him warm?" She shook her head. "I am not staying. I came this
far. I will see it through, Sister. I didn’t think adventures would be so cold,
though." She shifted the wolf pelt.

"I will sneak around from the back and get our supplies."
Kit said. "Whoever else is watching us will watch the front, where Tell isn’t working."

"I will go with you," Yuzu said.

"You and Timmy make too much noise. We need to sound
like we aren’t up to anything."

Yuzu set her empty cup on the table and crossed her arms
under the pelt. "If you run into Tell, please don’t hurt him. I don’t think he is
bad. When they brought me here, Tell stayed close to me. He made me tea and gave
me this fur."

"So you found a woolhead?" Kit asked.

Yuzu looked away. "Maybe. I am going with you. You
can’t carry everything."

Kit hesitated. "Fine. You can come to be my mule. I can’t
make any promises. This situation is my doing, and I need to correct it."

Timothy gaped.

 "I can admit wrongdoing, Timmy. I should have dealt
with Daeric weeks ago. I am going to need my ears free for this."

Timothy rubbed his forehead. He felt a headache coming
on. "She will find out sooner or later. Let’s be sure no one is watching first."
He stood and walked over to check the nearest window.

"I would hear them, Timmy."

He checked the next cloudy window. "Tell startled you."

Kit scratched her arms.

"What are you hiding, Sis? You two are acting strange."

"I don’t see anyone," Timothy said. I hope she doesn’t
scream. "Might as well show her. We should have shown her earlier."

"Show me what?" Yuzu asked.

"I will not let you endanger Timmy. Keep that in mind,"
Kit said.

"Why would I do that? What are you going to show me?"
Yuzu looked from Kit to Timothy and back. She took a deep breath.

Kit leaned in, baring fangs. "Don’t scream."

 "Don’t let her fool you. She is afraid of showing you,"
Timothy said.

"Humph. I really don’t have to show her."

"Kitsune Clarke, we don’t have the time for this."

Kit tapped her lips. "Kitsune Clarke. Kitsune Clark.
Sounds awkward." She grinned at him.

Timothy rolled his eyes.

"I want to know all about you," Yuzu said. "I wouldn’t
do anything to put either of you in danger. You are a sister and brother to me now.
I won’t scream." She straightened.

"I hope this plan doesn’t land us into a stew worse than
this." Timothy rubbed his head.

"As long as it is not your stew," Kit said. "Kitsune
Clarke." She giggled.

The door banged open, and all three jumped. Tell stumbled
into the room, panting. "Your bath is ready," he said between gasps.

"Th-that was fast, Telly," Yuzu said. "Thank you!"

"The tub was easy to move, and I have to keep hot water
ready at all times."

Timothy looked at Kit. "You took too long."

Kit crossed her arms. "Who insisted I show her? I was
perfectly fine going alone."

Yuzu crossed over to Tell. She leaned over and tilted
her head. Tell stood taller than her, despite bending and gasping for air. He met
Yuzu’s gaze and flushed as red as his hair. Yuzu laid a hand on his arm. "Thank
you again, Tell." Tell’s height made him seem older, but Timothy guessed Tell was
younger than Yuzu’s sixteen summers.

Kit punched Timothy’s arm. "Looks like it is up to me
again. Tell, could you keep my husband company? He has a dirty mind, and he is not
above peeking." She caught Yuzu’s gaze and nodded. Yuzu returned the nod.

"It will be private. Right, Telly? I don’t want anyone
peeking," Yuzu said.

Tell’s mouth hung open. He looked from Timothy to Kit.

I never knew people could blush that deep,
Timothy
thought. Tell’s face blended with his hair.

Tell collected himself. "Private. Yes. Gert is watching
the front like Daeric asked him. I am to watch the back." He held up his hands.
"Not that I will look in. We just want to keep you safe. I will stay here. I won’t
look—honest!"

"I believe you," Yuzu said. "Timothy has tried to peek
on me before, though. Keep an eye on him. Which room is it?"

Timothy frowned. Talk about throwing me under the
cart. I wonder if I have wheel tracks on my back.

Tell’s flushed face tilted to Timothy. I will play
my part as long as we can get out of here. He winked at Tell. "We should sneak
a peek. My wife has wonderfully round—"

The women glared at him.

If they keep accusing me, maybe I really
will look in on them.

"No. I promised," Tell said. "The bath is in the very
last room down the hall, next to the back door. It’s my room." Tell seemed to realize
what he had said. "No. I just thought…I wasn’t going to….I thought you wanted privacy."

Yuzu smiled. "You are thoughtful. That will do nicely."


"Come, Sister." Kit took Yuzu’s arm in hers. "Some secrets
are best shared between sisters and only sisters."

Yuzu hesitated. "What are you going to show me?" she
asked.

"You will see," Kit said. Together they crossed the large
room and entered the hall.

"Tell is cute, isn’t he?" Kit asked.

"His red hair is a lot like yours, sister." Yuzu said.
They passed out of ear shot.

Tell stared after them. "Yuzu is pretty. I never saw
eyes like hers." He jumped. He seemed to have forgotten Timothy. Timothy tried to
cover a smile. Poor boy is smitten. At least Yuzu isn’t like Kit.

"Can I ask you something?" Tell asked.

"What is it, Tell?"

"Do most girls smell that nice?"

"Smell nice?"

"Daeric and the others sometimes bring girls in. They
never smell nice like your…wife." His eyes suddenly widened. "I’m sorry. I don’t
mean that Daeric…that…I mean…"

Timothy reached up and laid a hand on the boy’s shoulder.
Tell stood a nearly a head taller than Timothy.  "It’s okay. I know what you mean.
Daeric offered to show us the way to Belafonte. That is why we are here."

"Why do you want to go there? I am not allowed there.
I can only hunt as far as the mire. Daeric and Jan and Gert, they just have me clean
and cook and…and be a maid!"

"Being a maid might be better than the alternative,"
Timothy said. "Do you really want to go out and kill people?" 

Tell flopped into a chair. His too big trousers draped
around the seat. "No. It’s just that I can do more. I can hunt." He shook his
shaggy head. "I shouldn’t say anything, but you seem nice. And…they won’t listen.
Could I talk to her sister? Your wife’s sister. Yuzu. She is really…." He swallowed.
"I am not man enough. I haven’t been Accepted yet. Not that there are many of us
left. Would she really talk with me if you asked her?"

Timothy tried to follow the boy’s thoughts. Is he
discontent or just trying to get information? No. The way he fidgets isn’t feigned.
Poor boy is in over his head if he likes Yuzu. Timothy grimaced. I sound
like some old man. I am not that much older than him. What, six years older?

"Yuzu? I am sure she will want to talk with you. She
seems to like you," he said.

"She likes me!" Tell burst from his chair.

Timothy leaned in. "Do you want to sneak a peek with
me?"

Tell shook his head. His red hair rustled against his
brown cap. "No. I made a promise. I won’t look. I…I won’t let you look either. I
promised."

Maybe we can use the boy to figure out what
Daeric wants with us.

"Sit down. I have some questions to ask." Timothy winced
at how harsh that sounded.

Tell sat. He didn’t seem to take offense. The young man
started rocking the chair on its back legs.

"What are Daeric and you doing out here?" Timothy asked.

Tell shrugged. "Daeric didn’t tell you about it?"

"No."

"I’m sure you know. Daeric wouldn’t have brought you
here if you didn’t. You are not a girl."

Timothy crossed his arms. "Well, you know Daeric. He
doesn’t always tell everyone what he is doing."

Tell nodded. "It makes Jan mad too. Daeric is only the
Second but acts like he’s the First. We don’t see Grandfather—I mean the First—often.
Jan and Krill want revenge. Da—I mean Jan especially."

"You don’t get along well."

Tell shrugged. "It’s okay. It’s my fault."

"What is your fault?"

Tell shook his head. "I don’t want to talk about it."

"Why do they want revenge?"

Tell shrugged. "They say the Church and the Inquisition
have done bad things. I—I don’t want to talk about it."

"So why do you stay out here?"

"The forest hides us. We attack and disappear." The chair
creaked as Tell rocked. "The Church thinks it’s Belafonte people getting revenge,
so they placed a camp here. So Daeric says. But that is just want he wants. Sometimes
we have new people join us during the summer. Few stay, though. Winter is hard here
if you aren’t good at hunting. We’ve been raiding them." He frowned. "Not me. Krill,
Jan, and Gert have been. I don’t get to do anything until I am Accepted. But now
they have more men than before we started raiding."

The door banged opened again, sending a gust of cold
air into the room. The chair dumped Tell backward to the floor. Gert brushed snow
from his coat. He still had his worn pipe between his teeth. Wispy blue-gray smoke
swirled around the man’s ruddy brown hair.

"I need you to take care of that wagon. It is darned
cold and past time I warmed myself," Gert said.

Tell scrambled to his feet and righted the chair. "Will
do, Gert."

"Daeric doesn’t bring many here." Gert limped to a pitcher
standing on a brick in the hearth. Tell frowned and hesitated. "What’s the matter,
lad?" Gert poured steaming wine into a battered mug. "The wagon won’t take care
of itself."

"I made a promise to…" Tell looked at his feet.

"Go on now. Jan will want some stew when he gets back,"
Gert said.

Still Tell hesitated.

"I won’t peek, Tell," Timothy said.

Tell looked up. "Promise?"

"I promise," Timothy said. "Kit would kill me with the
mood she’s in anyway."

Tell weighed Timothy. He nodded once. The young man snatched
a cloak from the wall pegs and disappeared outside in a gust of snow flurries.

"I don’t know what’s gotten into that fool boy. Maybe
I shouldn’t have praised him, but he hears little enough of that. And he is a good
lad." Gert squinted at Timothy. "Thinking of joining us?" He took a long pull from
the mug.

"Daeric is just going to show us to Belafonte. Then we
will be on our way." Timothy force himself to meet the older man’s gaze.

"Is he now? I wonder just what he is up to. He’s usually
more direct," Gert said. "Enemy of the Church, are you?"

"Uh, I…" Timothy glanced away. I hope that Kit is
as quiet as she can be. He had the feeling these men could hear a hare sneeze
a mile away.

"No way to deny it. If you don’t march with them out
here, you are their enemy. Can’t tell me you came out here to see a dead town."
Gert frowned into his mug and placed it on the nearby table. He replaced his pipe.

Timothy’s head throbbed. He needed to come up with some
type of story. Maybe they won’t watch us if we can make them think we are one
of them. "I got caught with a book the Church didn’t like."

Gert studied Timothy. The pipe flared red, and moments
passed. Timothy sweated under his coat. Finally, Gert nodded. "You have the look
of a book man. Inquisition’s been burning them with fury since that Luther made
his list, I hear. You look surprised."

"I—I’m sorry. I—I didn’t think the news—"

"Would make it this far out? It doesn’t much, but I get
out. I’ve been looking for a book written by Marco Polo. Heard of him? Think his
book was burned?"

Timothy sat in the chair Tell once occupied. Here
I am, trapped in the middle of some fight between bandits and a camp of Church soldiers
and speaking to a man about books. It makes perfect sense. He shook his head.
"Sorry. Can’t say I have."

"Ah well, pity that. What was your book?"

"Uh…one of Luther’s…"

Gert grinned around his pipe stem. "Yeah, I can see that
causing trouble. Add your women to that, and makes some sense why you are out here."

"Daeric hasn’t told me what my part is with the mission
yet."

"It’s not a mission as much as something that needs to
be done. The young lads like to call it a mission, though. Inquisition needs to
be knocked down several pegs. Foolish job, but I’ve got nothing else going on. Besides,
I can’t abandon my old friend." Gert shrugged. "So tell me. What did this Luther
write to cause such a muck?"




 




Chapter 2

Kit chewed on her bottom lip, casting side glances at
the slim, dark-haired girl beside her. The girl’s baggy trousers swished as she
moved, and her jaw-length hair bobbed. Equally dark eyes darted away whenever she
noticed Kit was looking. Yuzu clasped the wolf fur the boy gave her.

Kit scratched her arms. Why must fleas pester me at
a time like this? I shouldn’t have insisted on hiring Daeric. I should have let
him follow us and taken care of him. Like…like how I did Evelyn. She still felt
the woman’s fingers on her. She didn’t regret what she’d done, but it made her feel
different. If Timothy was in danger, she would do it again.

Instead of doing what needed to be done, Daeric’s scent
had gripped her. It didn’t addle her mind like her shepherd’s scent—the thought
of Timothy being her shepherd made her feel warm. I have to know why Daeric
smells as he does. The strange familiarity hounded her memories. Desire and
hope, with their sharp and evergreen incense, laced his scent. It was good Timothy
was a little dense. The woolbrain might just try something if he knew just how strong
Daeric’s desire was. Try. Her shepherd was meant to be a scribe at a desk, yet when
he forgot himself he could be a fox too. She remembered the comforting feel of his
hand when they escaped Fairhaven. She had never met anyone who could make her feel
normal. Her ears and tail didn’t matter to him. Whenever he looked at her, she felt
like he saw her instead of a demon or a fox.

Kit tripped on an uneven board. Yuzu grabbed her arm.
The girl’s smile quavered as much as Kit’s stomach did. Does Daeric know what
I am? She didn’t see how the man could know, but it always returned to her ears
and tail. She often wondered if it would have been easier to cut her tail off. Maybe
then everyone would have left her alone.

"I want you to know a little more about me since you
are showing me your secret. Whatever it happens to be," Yuzu said. "I’ve always
been a mother. I mean, I haven’t…" She took a deep breath. "I grew up as a weaver.
When Ma died I had to take care of my younger brother. Then—then both Da and Jessie
died in a fire. Da saved me and went back into our house for Jessie. He never came
back out. All I had was Allen." She studied Kit. "I—I never had an older sister
before. I want to be able to talk to you about these things. I can learn a lot from
you."

"Now isn’t really the time," Kit said. "We are in just
a little trouble."

"They haven’t really done anything threatening."

Kit stared at the girl. "They didn’t attack us with spears
and kidnap you."

"If they had wanted to really hurt us, they would have."

"Maybe." I wouldn’t have let them, Kit thought.

Red-orange light flickered from the last door in the
hall. Inside the sparely furnished room, a battered copper tub steamed. If only
I had the time. It felt like a waste to leave a perfectly good bath to go cold.
Kit smelled damp winter air wafting from the door to the right. The faint scent
of decay tugged at her nose. How did humans live without smelling such subtle things?
Maybe they could smell it but did not speak about it. Kit took a deep breath. She
was just wasting time.

"What is it you want to show me?" Yuzu asked. She wrung
her hands.

Kit strained her ears. Her hood muffled the sounds slightly,
but even that small amount may be important. She hadn’t told Timothy that Daeric
often caught her unaware. She thought it was because Timothy’s moping had distracted
her, but she also hadn’t heard Tell either. These hunters were good—too good. She
could hear Timothy speaking about something in the room down the hall. Otherwise,
it was quiet.

 Would Timothy come if Yuzu yelled or did something that
would that attract attention? Kit frowned. She hadn’t thought of that possibility.
She wished she’d thought this through better.  She wished she had thought the
entire journey through better. Just watch. I will go through all of this and
not remember anything.

 "Look, you don’t have to
show me. Let’s get the supplies and figure out a way to get Timothy and get away."
Yuzu had taken a step back while Kit dawdled.

Kit smoothed her face. There was nothing for it. She
was going to have to risk it.

"Once you know about me, there is no going back. Ever."
Kit couldn’t keep herself hidden forever. She was tired of hiding. She took a deep
breath. 

"I am a fox."

Yuzu blinked. "A fox? Do you mean…?"

Kit lowered her hood. The cold air felt good on her ears.
She smoothed the fur but forced herself not to scratch. Yuzu’s eyes followed Kit’s
hand. She gasped. Kit squashed a sigh. "I am a fox, as you can see."

"I have heard stories—you are not going to eat my eyes
now, are you?" Yuzu tensed.

"Eat your eyes? " Kit shook her head. That was a new
one. "Timothy still has his eyes, right?"

Yuzu relaxed a fraction. "Y-yes."

"Well, with that out of the way, you can drop this sister
nonsense." Kit felt a small stab of regret. Odd. "We can focus on getting
out of here."

Yuzu studied Kit. "I see why you want go to Belafonte.
The stories say fox people are from there."

The girl had spunk, even if she looked like she wanted
to run through the wall. "We need to get out of here first," Kit said.

"Can I touch them?" Yuzu asked. "Your ears."

"No. We don’t have time for—"

"How do I know they are real?"

"Does it matter? I might just eat your eyes after all,"
Kit said.

Yuzu hesitated and then grinned. "And I could yell and
ruin everything."

"Do that, and you will end up head first in the bath,"
Kit said.

"I am not so easy—"

"Fine! We are wasting time." Kit crossed her arms. "Just
get on with it."

Yuzu raised her hand and paused. Her hand trembled.

"Hurry, or I will do whatever it is you think foxes do."

Yuzu shook her head and touched Kit’s ear. Kit shivered
at the touch. She liked Timothy touching her ears, but this made her squirm.

"They are real!" Yuzu snatched her hand back. A flush
rose on her cheeks. "Wait. So all of the stories are true?"

"Enough of them. Are you done, or shall we wait for Daeric
to come and feel my ears up too?"

"I have a fox for a sister!" Yuzu smiled. "Which stories
are true? Have you seduced—"

Kit’s ears twitched. The sound of heavy boots reverberated
against the floorboards. Someone was approaching from common room. The sound
grew louder as they approached the hall. 

 Yuzu watched the ears with open curiosity. "They move!"

"Yes, they move. Someone is coming." The boots
stopped. Kit heard Timothy say something about an inferno. A deep voice
responded, and the boots clomped away from the hall’s entrance. Kit released a
breath she held. Why would he talk about fire? Probably some dusty book he
read.

Yuzu looked behind her shoulder.

"It’s okay. Timothy distracted them." 

"So you can hear everything he is saying?" Yuzu
asked.

"It’s muffled, but if I wanted to I could."

Yuzu’s eyes widened. "The stories are true then. You
can hear my heartbeat can’t you?"

"Some of the stories exaggerate. Not all of them." 

"Wait! Does Daeric know about you? Is that why he…?"
Yuzu’s eyes widened. "That is why he is after you!"

"I don’t—"

Yuzu snatched Kit’s hand and cradled it in both of hers.
Calluses scraped Kit’s skin. "I decided it doesn’t matter you have ears and a tail.
You do have a tail, right? Foxes have tails in the stories. You are my older sister.
I want to know all about you."

"I don’t like you," Kit said.

Yuzu laughed. "Do sisters have to like each other? Sisters
are sisters." She giggled and wrapped her arms around Kit. "I am lucky to have a
fox sister. Most girls have boring, normal sisters!"

Kit stiffened in the embrace. So much for being afraid.
She patted the girl’s thin back with an awkward hand.  "Okay. Let go. We need to
get out of here. Let go!"

Yuzu squeezed tight enough to shove air from Kit’s lungs.
The bony girl was strong! She pushed away, grinning. "We have time for a bath, don’t
we, Sis? I want to see your tail."

Kit felt whiplashed with how fast her sister’s mood changed.
Sis. The word was still awkward in Kit’s mind. She shook her head. She hated not
being able to plan. Her wits were muddled. She blamed it on being tired, and on
Timothy. He had to addle her brains by calling her full name and adding his family
name. Kit decided to add her sister to that list of reasons for feeling muddled.
At least she shows little interest toward my shepherd. The warm sister feelings
wouldn’t last long if she started encroaching on Kit’s territory, but a sister could
make for some fun flustering Timothy.

"I will show you eventually. Let’s go—and keep quiet."
Kit threw open the side door. Wind rushed past, grabbing Kit’s cloak. Snow swirled.
She envied the wolf fur Yuzu wore. Tail or no tail, winter was cold. A wool cloak
only did so much. The fool thing made her itch too. She rubbed her arms through
her shirt sleeves. Yuzu crouched and slipped out the door. Kit smelled the air and
listened. She caught the spicy scent of Yuzu and heard Timothy’s muffled voice from
the common room. She stepped into the night and closed the door behind her. Kit’s
ears stretched and swiveled. No one will sneak up on me again. It took a
moment for her eyes to adjust to the night. Snow glittered in the faint moonlight
that dabbled through the skeletal trees.

"I can’t see much of anything," Yuzu whispered.

"Follow me." Kit grabbed Yuzu’s hand and led the way.
They slipped through the sparse undergrowth engulfing the lodge. Her arms burned
and itched. Damned fleas. She tried to ignore it as much as she tried to
ignore Yuzu snapping every twig in the forest. She smelled nothing amiss. Orange
light mottled through the stubborn foliage spider webbing a window. She remembered
the fat tree with the strange white bark.

Yuzu tugged Kit’s hand and hissed.

Kit whirled around, almost throwing Yuzu to the ground.
Kit wasn’t going to let another person sneak up on her. She had her vixen pride.

The tangled skeleton forest waved.

"I hit my knee," Yuzu whispered.

Kit shook her head. Her heart hammered her chest hard
enough she thought Yuzu could hear it. The girl gazed about with wide eyes. Yuzu
probably couldn’t see anything beyond the light escaping the windows. To Kit’s eyes,
the night beyond looked gray and flat. The stable stood dark against the trees
beyond. Even her eyes couldn’t penetrate the darkness inside, but the sound of
the horses’ soft breathing calmed some of her nerves. They didn’t smell
agitated from the scent the wind carried. In front of the stable she could make
out the shape of their wagon. The wagon’s tongue rested in the dirt, and the
white tarp laid over the bed shone against the dark stable interior. It looked
as if the mule unhitched and then the wagon was forgotten. If she remembered
right, their travel packs would be just inside the wagon’s bed. It was too cold
for them to leave without supplies. Timothy would grumble to no end if she
didn’t get something. She scanned the area for motion, but everything remained
still. Kit grabbed Yuzu’s thin arm and pulled her over the gnarled roots. "We
are going to run to the wagon over there. Do you see it?" 

"The white blob? Your eyes are glowing, Sis. You can
see just as well at night as I can in the day can’t you?"

"Not as well as you think. Yes, that’s it. We are
going to run over there and get our supplies."

"I wouldn’t want to try to leave without blankets
and food," Yuzu said. "I don’t have a tail to keep me warm."

"I know where they are, so I will climb in. You
watch for movement. You will see that before anything else."

Yuzu nodded. 

They crouched at the side of the lodge, just below one
of the common-room windows. Kit could hear Timothy’s muffled voice.

"Dante wrote…"

Kit peered around the mossy stone foundation. Motion
by the stables caught her gaze, and she tensed. "What is it? Did you see
something?" Yuzu whispered. 

"…Paradise…" Timothy’s voice fluttered into her ears.

The moon peeked from the clouds. It’s silver light
slipped into the stable, revealing the mule tied just inside. 

Kit closed her eyes and breathed for a moment. She wanted
to take the wagon, but it would slow them too much. She hated leaving all those
supplies behind. She had a time finding apples and berries this time of year. She
had to keep her shepherd healthy after almost losing him at Honheim. He couldn’t
get sick again like that. He was still too thin. She didn’t want him to travel in
this cold, but they had to move. With luck, they would be able to get to Belafonte
before Daeric knew they were gone. The main road had to take them there. 

Her eyes snapped open. "It was nothing. Ready?"

Yuzu nodded in the wane light. 

Kit slipped around the corner of the lodge and dashed
on silent feet across the clearing. Yuzu followed close behind. Kit slammed her
back against the wagon’s wheel and slid to the ground. Her heart thumped. Yuzu fell
beside her, gasping. The fool girl wore an excited grin. 

 "Listen for anyone coming." Kit felt like a horsefly
was pestering her ears. They wouldn’t stop twitching.

Yuzu widened her eyes and watched the lodge. Yellow
lamplight lit the lodge’s windows.

Kit lifted part of the oiled canvas tarp covering the
wagon. She hoisted herself over the wagon’s edge until she balanced on her
stomach. Her feet kicked the air as she reached into the wagon with both hands.
 Using memory and touch more than sight, she found the three knapsacks. She stuffed
the first one with packets of hard bread, smoked meat, and a small pan. She slipped
the first knapsack out of the wagon. It thumped on the ground. She began to stuff
the second. After a few moments, the second sack thumped on the ground for Yuzu.
Kit squirmed deeper under the tarp as she blindly filled the last knapsack. There
was a box of tea somewhere here. The edge of the wagon dug into her stomach,
and her legs dangled.

Kit heard Yuzu hiss. Hands snatched Kit’s dangling legs
and heaved her into the wagon bed. She smacked her face on one of the lanterns.

 Yuzu peered over the wooden rail. "Tell’s coming
this way. We have to hide." Without waiting for Kit she snatched the edge of
the tarp and sank out of sight, pulling the tarp closed. 

Kit blinked in the sudden darkness. And you didn’t
think to pull me out of the wagon instead of pushing me into it? She checked
her teeth with her tongue. The lantern hurt!

Tell’s voice drifted to Kit’s ears. "Tell, do this. Tell,
do that."

Suddenly the wagon jolted as something shoved
against it. The motion bounced Kit’s  face off the metal lantern again. The
wheels creaked as the wagon rocked back and forth."It’s been awhile since I had
any fun." The tarp muffled Tells voice. The wagon jostled again. "And this is
balanced enough. They are all gone." 

A mule brayed.

"No. I don’t need you," Tell said. "I can—" Kit
heard him grunt and the wagon began to move. The wagon steadily gained speed. 

The motion combined with the darkness made Kit feel
disoriented. She shoved aside the various wrapped packages and lay flat. That
helps a little. I’ll just wait here until he is done moving the wagon and then
slip out. 

The wagon lurched at an unnatural angle. Wrapped
packages, pots, and other supplies sluiced over her. The uncomfortable vision of
teetering on the edge of a cliff flashed in Kit’s mind. 

Without warning, the wagon’s floorboards dropped away.
She floated in the air for a stomach-wrenching moment before crashing back to
the hard wood. Her teeth clicked off a curse. The wheels groaned and protested.
Supplies slid and skidded around her. A part of her mind wondered if a leaf
caught in a river felt like this as she struggled to find something to hold
onto. Rushing wind flapped the canvas. Boxes and bundles smashed into her.

Suddenly, the wagon fell away. The tarp tore from the
nails that had secured it.

Kit exploded from the wagon, landed hard on the ground,
and rolled. The tarp tangled around her, binding her arms and legs. Her head popped
out of the canvas just enough to see the forest whirl. She bounced off a stone and
tumbled helplessly as thistles and brambles snapped around her. A fat tree appeared
in her vision several times.

The fat tree approached far too fast.

The tarp snagged on something and squeezed. The canvas
rubbed her arms. A small part of her mind sighed in pleasure as the motion eased
her itching arms.

The world bucked, and air squeezed from Kit. She closed
her eyes.

Sorry, Timothy. It looks like this is it.

The tarp squeezed her until her eyes wanted to pop and
her lungs burned for air.

Then she stopped.

She opened one eye. The base of the fat tree loomed uncomfortably
close. She squirmed against the tight bonds of the canvas, forcing herself to take
short breaths until she was able to free her arm and push against the tattered fabric.
She wormed her way free from the canvas tarp and kicked it away. Snow clung to the
maple branches that spun high above her. She closed her eyes against the still spinning
world and waited for her stomach to come down from the hill.

Her pounding heart slowed. She sat back for a moment
against her would-be murderer and let the world stop spinning. Far to her right
a log spring house squatted against another hill. A trail curved from its weathered
door and up a steep hill. A path of destruction cut up the hill close to that trail.
Saplings pointed down the hill. Two wheel ruts sliced through the leaves and snow
coating the ground. Clods of earth and uprooted plants pointed toward the small
spring house. The path barely missed several unforgiving trees and boulders.

The wagon lay shattered a short distance from the springhouse,
its wheels tilted at odd angles. Tell walked along the wreckage, gathering the paper-wrapped
supplies. He lugged an armload to the springhouse and dropped them into a pile.
He whistled a tuneless song.

Why do men cause me so much trouble?

Kit groaned. She felt as if she had hit every tree in
the forest. Her cheek hurt from hitting the lantern. She noticed the knapsack close
by. The lantern reflected moonlight from the open flap. She touched her cheek and
winced. She would have a bruise in the morning. Her body complained as she stood.
She limped over to the lantern.

"I should leave you here to rust," she muttered at it.
Instead, she stuffed the metal demon back into the knapsack and drew the flaps closed.
She hoisted the knapsack over her shoulder. Her head still spun. She may have
been hurt, but at least her hands and forearms had stopped itching. Maybe I shook
all the fleas off. She slunk through the trees toward the base of the hill.

"I wonder if Yuzu would want to try a ride like that,"
Tell said to himself. He looked up the churned path. "She looks like one who
likes to have fun."

"She’ll take a ride like that only if she wants to break
her neck," Kit muttered. She started up the hill, using the trees to shield her
from Tell. Her breath was coming in gasps by the time she topped the rise, and her
thigh had knotted. She saw the lodge a fair distance away.

At the top of the hill, Gert looked down the devastation.
Kit crouched behind a tree. The man’s pipe lit the pale night with color. Kit tightened
her grip on the knapsack and the lantern stuffed in it.

"Fool boy. I’ve told him twice now not to do that. He’s
going to break his head."

Timothy appeared. "What happened?"

Gert turned. "I told you to stay inside."

Kit saw her chance. She burst from the undergrowth and
charged Gert. She swung the heavy knapsack with both hands. A satisfying metallic
clink sent the man’s pipe flying and him crumpling to the ground.

She swung the pack over her shoulder and winced as the
lantern smacked into her. "Fool lantern," Kit muttered.

"You look like you rolled down a hill and hit every tree
on the way down." Timothy pulled a leaf from her hair. His breath frosted the air.

Kit rubbed her thigh. It felt like a bruise was
beginning to form. "Not every tree. Just most."

Timothy glanced at the hill. A twig burst. Kit twisted
and crouched.

"That looks like fun." Yuzu stepped from behind a tree.
Blankets weighted one shoulder, and her knapsack pulled at the other. She glanced
at an unconscious Gert. "Remind me not to make you angry, Sis."

Timothy shivered. "We should get moving. If we get on
the road, we can get some distance."

"Which way is the road, Sister?" Yuzu said.

"I—I don’t know."

"But you grew up around here, right?" Yuzu asked.

"I said I don’t know." Kit scratched up her sleeves and
allowed herself to feel miserable for a moment.

Timothy pointed east. "The road was over there. I suspect
it will take us to Belafonte, but Daeric will come looking for us."

Kit looked at Gert. The man didn’t stir. Her fingers
found her belt knife, miraculously still in its sheath. "We need to take care of
him before we go."

Timothy grabbed her arm. "No, Kit. You can’t."

"We wouldn’t be in the mess if I had with Daeric. And
with Tahd. With Treblin."

"That’s not you, Kit. You aren’t a killer."

"I killed your mother." Kit swallowed and set her jaw.

"He hasn’t tried to hurt us. E-Evelyn was trying to kill
me."

"And you think they will not?" Kit’s hand tightened on
the knife’s grip. "Daeric wants me. He has to know what I am. What else could it
be? It is always back to my tail and ears. People always want me because I am a
fox. I am done with it."

"I don’t care about your ears and tail, Sis. I just want
to pet them," Yuzu said.

"Kit, if Daeric wanted to hurt us, he would have tried
already. He has something else in mind."

Kit shook her head. "Not even this place is safe. I had
hoped home would be safe. After Grammie died…nowhere is safe for me. I don’t belong
anywhere."

Timothy laid a hand on her shoulder. "Y-you belong w-with
me."

Oh, Timmy. She
laughed. She shoved the knife into its sheath and patted his hand. "As long as you
don’t treat me like one of your sheep, shepherd." She wiped her eyes with the back
of her hand. I will regret this, but Timothy is right. I am not a killer.

Kit pulled up her sleeves. The cold air felt good against
her skin. Red blotches covered the backs of her hands and ran almost to her elbows.
She thrust her arms at Timothy. "Look at them! This is your fault, Shepherd of the
Fleas. Look what your fleas have done to me."

"I can’t see them, but I tried to warn you. It’s not
fleas," Timothy said."It’s sumac."

"We should get moving. I don’t like Daeric enough to
stay here. Tell is cute, though," Yuzu said.

"She’s right, Timmy. If you spend more time talking me
up, we will be caught."

Timothy rolled his eyes. "Lead the way then."

Yuzu trudged into the woods, and Kit followed. Timothy
matched his pace to Kit’s. She glanced at him. Thanks for being you, Timmy. Although,
I won’t ever tell you that. If she had been prepared to kill Trent or Tahd,
she would have never met him. But I am different now. I was about to kill Gert.
Her stomach felt sour. Anything to protect my woolhead. She wasn’t sure
about the existence of God, not after what she’d seen from those who claimed to
belong to him. But she would risk anything for the idiot who walked next to her.
She felt her cheeks heat. I can’t have him know that. Not with his fragile pride.
He’d make a nuisance of himself. She smiled. I never thought a kind fool
like him would muddle me so much.

"It’s all your fault, sheepbrain."

"What did I do now?" Timothy asked. "Shouldn’t we be
quiet, considering we are trying to get away from people who hunt Inquisitors?"

Yuzu cleared her throat.

"If Tell’s noise didn’t draw them," Kit said, "they are
some distance away. Besides, I am listening." Now I am, anyway. To her ears,
they cracked and crunched loud enough to be heard for miles. "You should have told
me about that plant." She plucked a burr from her left ear.

"I tried. I stuffed some oats in a pocket for you before
we left." Timothy whispered. His foot snapped a stick. He winced. "We can make something
to help with the itch." He muttered about how much noise they were making and fumbled
with a low tree branch, only to have it slap him in the face. Kit shook her head
and smiled. As worthless as her shepherd was, he always tried to consider her needs.
She wondered if seeing a village she barely remembered was worth all of this.
All that she put Timothy through. Her smile faded. She hadn’t shared her doubts
about the journey with him. After her grandmother died, even a small chance of
remembering her roots seemed worth it. Not to mention it would have been an
adventure.  

Some adventure it turned out to be. I
spent all my time being hounded. She watched Timothy
tangle himself in a patch of brambles. At least I found someone who accepts
me for me just as Grammie did. But what will I do after all of this? What will I
do when I don’t have to run anymore?

We haven’t escaped, she
thought. Not yet. Even if they left the forest, Daeric would find them. She
knew that to her tail. She was finished with being hunted, with running. She was
going to have to kill again, just as she did Evelyn. None of it would end if she
didn’t. She was going to have to kill all of them. Maybe then she could finally
show her tail to the sun without worrying.
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Balwar Tren squished through the muddy snow. Fatigue
gripped him after the long march. The men had grumbled about marching through the
other night, but the risk of their camp being attacked by heretics was too great.
At least now they had a solid palisade around them. It wasn’t a city wall, but it
was better than nothing. He wished his men had been assigned swords or spears instead
of halberds. Halberds were almost useless in this dense forest. The pole arms were
excellent for holding city streets and breaking up riots, but here, the weapons
tangled in brambles and caught on tree limbs.

Anything could lurk in these woods.

Balwar walked among the men as they filed into one of
the many empty barracks. On his right walked Lieutenant Dalton. On Balwar’s left
stalked Captain Tredere. The captain watched the soldiers file past with a grimace.
Balwar’s men outnumbered the threadbare garrison Tredere commanded by a wide margin.
The Captain’s red-and-gray-streaked hair stuck out from under a cap that covered
him to his ears. He wore a faded and stained brown shirt with matching trousers.
He looked far different from the polished commanders Balwar spoke with at the Vatican.
Despite the march, Dalton’s dirty uniform looked resplendent next to the captain.

"My reports are uncertain about how many heretics we
face. Do you have any numbers, Captain?" Balwar clenched his jaw to keep from yawning.
Dalton scratched his graying beard.

Tredere gazed at Balwar and then at Dalton. The captain’s
wind-burned forehead furrowed.

Balwar suppressed a sigh. These military men are all
so touchy about rank, Balwar thought. But then I guess we are too. He
produced a piece of paper from his robes. "I was ordered to act as an advisor. Command
of the men transfers to you, Captain." Until otherwise, anyway.

The man frowned at the paper but didn’t bother to take
it. "Sending an Inquisitor shows the See’s opinion of my command."

Dalton yawned hard enough to crack his jaw.

The captain’s blue eyes locked on to the lieutenant.
Dalton shrugged and met the man’s gaze.

"You may retire," Tredere said.

Dalton sagged. "Thanks, sir. I feared much longer I’d
have to have someone carry me." He grinned. "My wife had to do that once. She needed
only one arm too."

Tredere raised an eyebrow.

Dalton straightened and snapped a salute. "Oh yes, sir.
Thank you, sir." He turned on a heel and marched away.

Tredere began to walk. "We will need to work on discipline."

Balwar tucked the vellum back into his robes. He forced
himself to ignore the open space. Cities are much better than this. His breath
misted in the cold air. A thin layer of trampled snow blanketed the space between
the wooden barracks. "The Vatican is concerned about who these heretics are." Balwar
tucked his hands into his robes. "There have been too many of late."

"Like Tahd Valador?" The captain paused and placed his
hand behind his back.

Balwar cleared his throat. "Yes, well. That was internal
business."

"Surprised I’ve heard of the Hunter’s corruption out
here? We may be on the edges of the world, but we are not completely cut off. We’ve
heard about Luther and the Protestant heretics." Tredere tilted his head. "And you
think our problem involves them."

"Maybe. We don’t—"

"It involves demons, Inquisitor Tren."

"Men are the worst demons now."

Tredere nodded. "So I know, but do you know the history
of this place?"

"All Inquisitors do. So you think this is the work of
demons and not Protestants." Balwar touched the steel comfort of the pistols strapped
to his forearms.

Tredere angled toward the hewn log barracks with a stone
foundation. "Are the Protestants cruel men? Are they as focused on rooting out heretics
as we are?"

"Some. Some are mistaken men who need to return to the
Mother Church." Balwar frowned. "How could heretics root themselves out?"

Tredere stroked his chin. "So they don’t hunt demons.
Foxes, wolves, and the like?"

Balwar shook his head. "Why do you ask?"

The captain paused before the building’s door. "We have
to know our enemy. Demon or man." The man scanned the trees beyond the low palisade
that circled the camp. "This is their ground. Not ours—whatever the Church says.
Forgive me. I don’t mean to blaspheme. I am just an old soldier. The boys also know
the stories, Inquisitor. The way these heretics would strike us makes them think
of those stories. Kill and disappear. The heretics always know where to hit us."

"So they use only small groups to attack. The forest
acts like a city." Balwar stroked his crucifix. "We need to look where they are
not. Do you have maps?"

Balwar followed the captain to his cabin. The building
sat a little away from the barracks. It was a smaller but a little less roughhewn
than the rest of the camp. The plumed soldiers flanking the entrance held their
halberds at the same angle. They resembled breathing statues.

The interior of the cabin, despite being sparse, was
disarrayed. Maps scattered across the table that dominated the room. Lanterns rested
among the jumble. A simple cot stood off to the side. A small stone hearth on the
opposite wall gave a little warmth. The captain crossed to the table, yanked a map
from the pile, and unrolled it.

"Show me where the scouts were attacked," Balwar said.

The captain muttered something and jabbed a finger into
the vellum. "Here."

"What areas did the scouts cover?" Balwar asked.

The captain emptied a leather bag on the map. Pebbles
scattered. The man arranged them around the location of the camp. Balwar studied
the map and stroked his chin. He noted how the captain fingered the dagger at his
waist.

Strange that I feel threatened by the man,
Balwar
thought. They were allies. No. He was just on edge. Cities were better than these
forests. Anything could happen out here.

Balwar tried to think of the map as a series of streets.
Streets that wound every which way. The pebbles seemed to form a pattern.

"Where were the most recent attacks?’

Tredere touched three pebbles. "Here, here, and here.
This is the most recent." The man’s hand returned to his dagger.

"No pattern." Balwar resisted the urge to flick one of
his pistols into his hand. Threat radiated from the captain. Balwar frowned. Could
it be because the Vatican sent me? Commanders were touchy about their authority.
Likely because I am an Inquisitor. I will have to watch him. There is always
more danger from allies than enemies. He gazed at the pebbles scattering the
map. Instinct told Balwar something was wrong. Something was missing. Three areas
on the map were free of the variegated stones: the areas labeled as Belafonte, the
camp, and one other area.

"Send scouts here." Balwar tapped the third empty area.


Tredere’s eye twitched.

"Is there something wrong, Captain?"

"Nothing, Father," Tredere said. The muscle in his jaw
flexed. "I will send a small, fast group today."

"Send fifteen men. I want no surprises," Balwar said.

The captain’s hand gripped the dagger’s hilt. "Who is
the advisor, and who is the commander?" His voice iced the cabin’s air.

Balwar held the man’s gaze. We are on the same side.
I have to remember that. He forced himself to look away. Guillermo always
said I was overly proud. "You’re right. Forgive me. I grow angry with how heretics
slander the Church."

"I will send three. Your advice is appreciated, Inquisitor
Tren. Dismissed."

Balwar clenched his fists beneath his robes. He turned
and stalked from the cabin. His jaw clenched. Foolish military men. He stalked
across the cold field.

"You look like you want to chew rocks, Balwar. They are
softer than our rations, at least." Lieutenant Dalton joined Balwar. "Taste better
too. So you had a run-in with the captain, eh?"

"Disobeying his orders already?" Balwar had come to like
the man from Fairhaven in the short weeks they had traveled together.

Dalton yawned. "The fellows here are beaten down. They
don’t even want to stir up trouble."

"I think they’ve seen enough trouble. Besides, I am an
Inquisitor."

"Bah, you are not the bad sort. I thought all of you
were once, but you are not at all like that one Inquisitor I met. Besides, the boys
need to have a little fun or else they’ve won already." Dalton waved his hand at
the palisade.

"We are going to have to watch the captain and his men.
He threatened me."

Dalton whistled. "The man has a pair to do that to one
of your kind."

"I thought you just said I wasn’t the bad sort."

"Any idea why?"

"You know soldiers better than I do. Your kind is touchy."

"True there. Makes the pranks more fun, though." Dalton’s
expression turned serious. "I will watch the captain and his men. My guess is his
men will run at the first sign of trouble until I stiffen their backs. They remind
me of a friend of mine, the whole lot of them. I won’t have them endangering our
boys. Some of them owe me money." He gestured at Balwar’s crucifix. "Your papers
and rank let you take command. Why not do it?"

Balwar shook his head. "I’m not a soldier. I don’t know
the first thing about command."

"You think I do?"

"I just want to get this mission done so we can go home."

Dalton clapped him on the back. "Now that’s what I want
to hear. Have a ladylove waiting too, eh?"

"I’m a Jesuit. I took a vow of celibacy."

Dalton winked. "I’m sure she wants to see you too. You
don’t have to worry. I won’t tell anyone the Inquisitor is a regular man under that
robe. Seems to me God wanted every man to find a good woman. Just takes us time
to find her and to stop being boneheaded about it when we do." He smiled. "Let’s
be sure we get our boneheads home to our ladies."




 




Chapter 3

Timothy slumped on an oak, wishing his legs would
stop cramping. For three days they’d trudged through the forest, stopping for
rest only when legs refused to work. Kit had insisted they keep moving. She had
kept them roughly parallel to the road and just out of sight. 

Kit swayed next to him. Her exposed ears drooped.
Exhaustion left dark bags under her eyes, and her lips cracked from the cold. 

So far they hadn’t seen Daeric or the Vatican’s
soldiers. Timothy hoped the soldiers would keep Daeric too busy to search for
them. What can they hope to accomplish? There are only a few of them against
the entire Church. They have to know that the Church will just keep sending
more soldiers and Inquisitors.

He massaged his calf and listened to the large, wet
snowflakes fall around them. A knot in his shoulder ached from the weight of
his knapsack. Kit had managed to shove the entire wagon into it.

Beside him, Yuzu sat in the snow. Her head bobbed as
she dozed. 

Kit turned and took a few steps. She stopped and
glanced over her shoulder. "Let’s go."

Yuzu shook her head and groaned.

"I agree with Yuzu. We have to stop to rest," Timothy
said.

"Oh, I thought we were still walking." Kit brushed snow
from her hair. "My mistake." Her ears twitched.

"We can’t keep going. The little sleep we are getting
isn’t enough. What will we do if Daeric is waiting at Belafonte, and we are ready
to fall over?"

Yuzu yawned and blinked sleepily. "He’s right, Sis."
She rubbed her arms under her wolf pelt. "So cold."

Kit scratched under her sleeves. "What choice do we have?
I am not even sure if we are going the right way."

"You shouldn’t scratch." Timothy straightened and shifted
the infernal knapsack.

"Someone should have told me about that plant sooner."

"That someone did. A certain someone wouldn’t listen."

Kit muttered something.

"And what lesson did you learn?" Timothy asked.

Kit grimaced. "I should listen to my husband more."

"What was that? I couldn’t hear you." Timothy cupped
an ear and leaned toward her.

Kit froze, and her ears stood on end. Timothy’s smile
withered, and his heart lurched.

"Did they find us?" Yuzu whispered. She stood up, trying
to look everywhere at once.

Kit shook her head. Her ears flicked west and then north.
Timothy held his breath and tried to listen for any hint. He swallowed. Yuzu
stumbled to her feet and pull the wolf pelt tight.

"We have to move. We are too close to the road," Kit
whispered. "Quietly." She moved in a half crouch deeper into the woods. Timothy
felt his headache thump in time with his heart as he followed. Yuzu skulked on his
heels.

Kit weaved through the undergrowth, picking paths around
fallen branches. The rustle of leaves muffled by snow made Timothy grit his teeth.
Yuzu brushed against him. The forest floor angled upward, and Kit led them on a
deer trail. Timothy saw several prints in the snow. Those look fresh. Maybe that
is what Kit heard. If there are deer nearby, Daeric can’t be—

A rock slipped from under his boot. Timothy landed hard
on his shoulder—hard enough to break the cord binding the heavy lantern to his pack.
The lantern rolled and clanked on rocks buried under the snow. The metallic peal
echoed through the frigid silence.

Yuzu stared down the hill with wide eyes. Kit stalked
down the slope. She offered Timothy her hand.

"Kit, I’m—" He heard it then. Snapping twigs and rustling
leaves coming toward them from below. Fast.

"I don’t know what I ever did to that lantern." Kit hoisted
Timothy to his feet. "They know where we are. Move it!"

Kit shoved him up the slope. Once back on the deer trail,
Kit set a faster pace. His shoulder ached, and exhaustion dragged his legs. Kit
has to be more tired than I am. She’s been on constant alert since we fled. Yuzu
labored behind him. They worked their way up and around the hill. Timothy couldn’t
hear anything beyond his breathing. Kit remained intent on the path forward, and
her ears darted to and fro. Timothy glanced behind.

Yuzu was gone.

He grabbed Kit’s cloak and pulled her short. She twisted.
"What?"

"Yuzu….gone." He closed his eyes against his burning
lungs and thumping heart.

"She’s been nothing but trouble." She turned back to
the trail and hesitated. "We have to keep going." She took a step forward, but Timothy
held on.

"Kit."

She whirled. "That girl is more annoying than that fool
lantern. I—"

"We can’t leave her. I won’t leave her."

"What’s she to you, Timmy? Is there something I don’t
know?"

"She’s your adopted sister, Kit."

"I didn’t adopt her. She adopted me."

"Does it matter? She knows what you are. Did she run
or yell when she saw your ears? No. She accepted you, same as I did."

Kit crossed her arms and frowned. Finally her arms dropped,
and she sighed. "You are right. Yuzu—" Kit leapt forward and threw Timothy aside.
He stumbled into a wide oak tree and twisted around.

A shape appeared from the trees.

Tell raised his palms. His eyebrows disappeared underneath
his bandana. "W….wait…"

Yuzu peaked around him. "Don’t, Sis. He came to help."

Kit held her knife in her fist. Tell’s wide eyes latched
onto it.

Her ears! Timothy
tackled her.

"Get off. What are you—"

He tugged her hood over her ears.

Kit smashed her forehead into his nose. "Are you an idiot?
What if I’d stabbed you?" She sheathed the knife. "Do you want me that badly?"

Yuzu sighed and looked down on them with her hands on
her hips. "They are like this all the time."

Tell fidgeted. "D-Daeric has your trail. We should—"

"Why should we trust you?" Kit pushed Timothy aside and
scrambled to her feet.

Timothy let out a breath. It looks like Tell didn’t
notice Kit’s ears. Maybe Yuzu has him too flustered.

Yuzu grabbed Tell’s arm. "He came to help me. Right?"
The boy blushed. She smiled up at him.

Timothy rolled his eyes. Poor guy is going to have
to learn how to handle women better.

Tell bobbed his head. "I—I don’t want anything to happen
to you, Yuzy."

Kit pursed her lips and curled her nose. She shook her
head and glanced away.

"They are my family, but—but they are wrong. You didn’t
do anything so I—I decided to help you get away. I—"

"Do you know where to go?" Yuzu asked. "You are right,
Sis. Men do like to talk."

Tell nodded. "Belafonte is—is—"

"I won’t make the same mistake again. I am done with
this." Kit’s voice grew louder.

"Kit. Don’t." Timothy rubbed his forehead.

Tell paled. "I hear them. I don’t understand how—" Worry
edged his whisper.

Timothy swallowed. "Do you hear anything, Kit?"

Her hood rustled. "No, and I would if they were there.
He will lead us into a trap." She reached for her knife.

"Perhaps you should listen more closely."

Timothy whirled. Daeric stepped into the falling snow.
He held his stoat boar spear.

"I—I didn’t bring him, Yuzu. I wouldn’t do that to you,"
Tell said.

Timothy tensed.

Daeric’s hands tightened on his spear. "I tried to be
nice. I gave you a choice." He shook his head and walked toward them. "I am not
that type of man. But you refuse to see reason."

"You’re right." Kit bared her fangs. "I should have killed
you back at that inn."

Timothy fumbled for his belt knife. Must it always
come down to fighting? I can’t fight.

Suddenly, Daeric twirled his spear in a arc. The
iron point whistled, and the flat side smashed into the side of Timothy’s head.
His knife flew from his hand and disappeared into the snow. Black pain engulfed
his senses, and he collapsed onto the snow. .His ears buzzed from the hit.
Slowly, the buzzing became the sound of curses and yelling. He flipped onto his
back and tested his jaw. 

A few feet away, Daeric advanced on Kit. His
twirling spear forced Kit backward one step at a time toward until her back was
pinned against a tree. She deflected his thrusts with her belt knife. 

"Stop this, Daeric," Tell shouted and waved his long
hunting knife. "You don’t have to do this."

Daeric’s spear stopped with its butt end angled at
Tell. "Jan won’t be happy to hear you helped them escape. I was going to
recommend you be Accepted, but I can’t trust you enough now."

"What you are doing is wrong," Tell said.

Daeric shrugged. "From where I stand, you are
wrong." He shook his head. "I just don’t see how you could betray your own
blood, Tell. I am disappointed in you."

Tell wilted under Daeric’s words. "But it’s not
right. Kit doesn’t want to be with you, and those soldiers didn’t do anything."

"You will understand when you are older. Last
warning. Stand aside."

Yuzu walked up beside Tell, holding a thick branch
in both hands. "I won’t let you talk to him that way. Tell is right."

Timothy grabbed a nearby bough and stood.

Daeric sighed theatrically. "I tried to reason. Now
I have to play the stern uncle."

 He whirled the spear against his side to brace it
and twisted, driving the butt in an arc toward Tell. Tell ducked under it at
the last moment, and the spear slammed into Yuzu’s makeshift club with a
resounding crack. The force of the impact shattered the thick branch and sent
Yuzu crashing to the ground. 

Daeric planted his heel and allowed the momentum of
the swing to turn his body. Kit lunged at him just as he finished his pivot.
The sharp steel spearhead aimed straight at her.

Timothy took a wobbly step toward Kit.

Tell appeared and deflected the thrust downward with
his knife. Kit slipped around him and sliced the air with her knife, forcing
Daeric back a step. 

Daeric flipped the spear upward, catching Tell in
the chin. Tell’s head jerked backward and he toppled to the ground. 

Timothy took a another wobbly step toward Kit and
raised his stick. Daeric regarded him with slanted eyes. He shifted his hands
on the spear shaft. Blackness edged Timothy’s vision, and his ears rang. But he
kept moving toward. His hands sweated against the rough bark of his weapon. I
have to help. I have—

Daeric’s spear thrust forward, and Timothy’s vision burst
into multicolored darkness.




 




Chapter 4

"Three men are dead because of that man." Balwar brushed
a low-hanging limb out of his way. Rage seethed in his chest. That morning, they
had come across the remains of the patrol Tredere sent against Balwar’s suggestion.

"You need to take control of the camp." Dalton marched
with his halberd on his shoulder. About thirty soldiers fanned into the forest around
them. Balwar refused to be surprised.

"Would his soldiers listen to me?"

Dalton shrugged. "They will come around. You have the
authority. Besides, the boys are afraid of you, Inquisitor." Some of the men nearby
chuckled.

Dalton certainly isn’t helping my mystique.
But it is nice to be treated as a man instead of an Inquisitor. "I am not
much of a leader."

"And what are we doing out here? Tredere looked like
he was going to bust you when we marched out with almost all the men." Dalton laughed.

"I—"

"What do you think, Andrew?" Dalton asked the man marching
in front.

"Tredere is a puffed-up coward. Don’t see him marching
out here."

"Mark?" Dalton asked.

"He just sits like he’s at home. The sooner we get done,
the better."

Balwar fingered his crucifix. "And if men die on my order?"

Dalton shrugged. "It’s in God’s hands, right?"

"Sir, the scout," Mark said.

A uniformed man rushed forward. Andrew and Mark stepped
aside. The scout saluted. "There is a building ahead. There doesn’t appear to be
anyone near."

Dalton slapped Balwar’s back. "Not bad for a guess. What’s
the order?"

Balwar staggered. How did he ever make lieutenant?
He hesitated.

"I hear a ‘You have your orders, Lieutenant.’" Dalton
smiled.

"You have your orders, Lieutenant."

Dalton turned and barked orders, calling each man by
name. Being an Inquisitor is different from being a soldier, Balwar thought.
Men bustled around him. I’d rather be chasing a witch than commanding men. After
he and Guillermo had brought Tahd Valador to the Vatican, the Holy See had
given them only a day to rest. Guillermo, at least, was heading home. Not even Spain
was free from the Protestants. It would be better than out in the end of nowhere.
But the fact the Holy See sent me out here shows how deeply the Pope is concerned
about Luther—if they are even involved with what is going on out here.

Moments later the scout returned again. "The building
is surrounded."

Dalton looked at Balwar.

Balwar gestured. "Let’s see our heretics."

They followed the scout. What I wouldn’t give to be
in a city again. Buildings are predictable. This is not. A strange building
appeared from the forest. Snow and remnants of plants pushed the flat roof. Ivy
knotted the stone and log walls. Rough glass—the type common to slums in Rome—emitted
yellow light. A stable stood to one side. The stable and lodge looked more like
hills than buildings.

Dalton stroked his graying chin. "Boys will get hurt
and maybe die in the next few minutes." He looked at Balwar.

Balwar stiffened his shoulders. "Send them in." The last
three words hung in the air. Charging into a building or taking down a heretic didn’t
give Balwar pause. But ordering other men into danger is something else entirely.

Dalton frowned. "I’ve always wanted to be a hero. Might
as well give it another try." He shifted his halberd and raised his voice. "Let’s
do this, boys." He marched forward.

The men descended on the building. They smashed windows
and scrambled inside. Dalton and five men attacked the door. Shouts and crashes
split the forest’s silence. Balwar crossed his arms in his sleeves, his hidden pistols
ready. He frowned at how the men rushed into the building. That’s a good way
to catch a knife in the chest.

Suddenly, screams and the clash of metal erupted from
somewhere inside the building. Balwar waved down the men by the stables and crossed
into the ruined entrance. Tables and chairs scattered across a space that looked
like some of the cozy inns Balwar had visited. Stuffed heads of animals lined the
walls and gazed out from above a large hearth. Several soldiers scanned the room
and watched the shattered windows.

Dalton’s voice came from the hall. "Don’t chase them.
Once they get into the woods you won’t find them. This is their land, and they
know it better than you do."

Balwar entered the hall. Several men tended to the wounded.
Sounds of objects being smashed in the adjoining rooms mingled with groans.

"Bring me anything that gives us a clue what they want."
Dalton leaned against a wall. Snow fluttered through a broken door. "Or anything
that would pay off the money you boys owe me." Men laughed.

Dalton looked at Balwar as he approached. "Two escaped.
The boys got one of them." He gestured to a room with a copper tub. A bloodied man
wearing a bandana lay slumped against the tub. "Andrew and a few others will have
war wounds to show off to their ladies."

"Just three?" Balwar asked. The building would turn a
good profit in a city with all its rooms. It had looked far smaller from the
outside.

Dalton nodded. "By the looks of it, unless one of the
boys finds someone hiding, not many lived here."

Balwar frowned. "So few to cause so much trouble."

"Wouldn’t take many men to ambush a few scouts or patrols."
Dalton stroked his beard. "Feels shady to me. For the Vatican to send us here quite
a few had to die."

"They didn’t tell me."

"And Tredere’s boys tell me he would send them out alone
on patrols." Dalton shook his head. "Even in the militia we never did that to a
man, even just down the street. After seeing this, I think we have a rat."

Mark approached and saluted. "We found this." He handed
Dalton a square piece of animal hide.

"Any valuables found?" Balwar asked.

Mark nodded.

"Split them among the soldiers. They deserve it," Balwar
said.

Mark grinned and saluted. The men nearby also smiled
and moved off.

Balwar joined Dalton. "What does it say?"

"For not being much of a leader, you know how to be good
to the boys." Dalton glanced at Balwar. "Careful. They might forget you are an Inquisitor."

"What does it say?"

"We have a snake in the grass." He handed Balwar the
strip of hide.

Balwar blinked. Odd saying. He took the hide and
read the ink scrawled across it. The note outlined where the patrols were being
sent with single words attack or avoid scrawled beside the locations.
A small map pointed out patrol routes.

"Who knows the patrol routes?" Balwar asked.

Dalton shrugged. "The captain and the patrols. He doesn’t
seem to tell anyone until they are sent out."

Balwar frowned. "We need to see if these patrols were
attacked and who survived."

"I will look into it." Dalton waved a hand in the air.
"After this, our heretics will be out for revenge. I have an idea that could let
us all go home sooner rather than later, if you are interested."

"Tell me while we march. I want a detachment to stay
here in case someone returns. We need to get back to camp before our…snake slips
away."
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Kit leaned against an oak. She was careful to avoid that
sumac plant growing up the other side. Timothy rested his head on her lap, his legs
and wrists bound. Kit’s feet were free, but her hands were tied in front of her.
She ran her hand through his hair. She could feel a knot rising on his skull. She
hoped he would wake soon. She worried those hazel eyes would not open. Daeric had
hit him hard. At least the bleeding had stopped. Numbness crept up her aching legs.
Timothy would have bruises after being dragged along the ground.

Daeric knew too well that she would not leave her shepherd.
The memory of Daeric standing over Timothy with the point of his spear held just
above Timothy’s throat stoked her rage. She embraced it, warming herself with it.

I will kill that man.

Daeric sat by the fire, his spear in easy reach. "I hadn’t
wanted to come to this. I did give you time. But you are more precious than you
know."

"When you sleep, you will die."

Daeric laughed. "Jan was right. I am a fool to try to
get you to fall for me."

"You are a fool." Jan emerged from the darkness. Behind
him a pipe ember illuminated Gert’s face.

Daeric opened his mouth, but Jan cut him off. "Somehow
the soldiers found us while you were mucking about here. Gert and me barely got
out. Krill didn’t. You’ve played too many games. We need to focus on our revenge.
Not this." Jan jabbed his spear at Kit. "Krill is dead. There are few of us left.
Father will not be happy when he hears of this. "

Daeric stood. His face remained calm. He ignored the
spear and approached Kit. She snarled at him. If he touches Timothy…she thought.
He grabbed her ear and tugged. Pain made her eyes water. "I haven’t been mucking
about or playing games. I found our Eve, Jan. Eve."

Eve?

Jan’s eyes widened, and Gert whistled. 

Kit gritted her teeth and forced herself not to hit the
man. Not yet. Daeric’s mask of civility had disappeared. He would only take it
out on Timothy.

"I had hoped to have her willingly join us. To become
our wife and mother." Daeric’s fingers tightened on her ears. "But in that I was
a fool."

It is always the same. I am not a breeding
cow.

Jan stared. The tip of his spear dipped. "She has one
doesn’t she? A tail. Koto was…"

Daeric bent and grabbed Timothy’s coat. Kit snatched
Daeric’s wrist with her bound hands. "Wait! If you want to see my tail, I will show
you."

Daeric released Timothy and straightened. Kit eased Timothy
to the ground. He groaned. She patted him and stood. She lifted her hands.
"It would be easier if my hands were free."

"There are three of us and one of her," Jan said. "She’s
just a woman, even if she is a fox."

Kit held her hands up. Daeric yanked his knife and cut
the ropes. He stepped back and sheathed the knife, but he looked wary. You’d
better be, Kit thought as she worked at her skirt’s latches. She tugged the
fabric off and spread it over Timothy. Her leggings offered little warmth against
the cold air, but Timothy needed the warmth more. She lifted her cloak and stretched
her tail.

Jan whistled a lewd tone. His gaze ran the length of
her, from white tuft to ears. Kit let her cloak fall and crossed her arms. "Satisfied?"

"Koto." Wonder filled the Jan’s voice.

"That is all well and good," Gert tapped his pipe and
sat next to the fire, "but what are we going to do about the lodge? We circled
back, and they left too many men for us to force our way back in. I’d like my books
back."

Timothy muttered something. Kit glared at Daeric before
returning to Timothy. She sat and resettled Timothy on her thighs. Jan continued
to stare at her, and Daeric joined Gert at the fire. He cut a chunk from the rabbit
Daeric was roasting. Kit’s stomach growled.

"Eve is only part of our mission, remember?" Daeric gestured
with the meat. 

"Your mission," Jan said. "Father didn’t want us to
waste any more time on it, but seeing her makes me change my mind."

"Sit down, Jan," Daeric said.  "We still need to make
sure the Church never comes here again."

Jan tore his gaze away and joined the men. He will
be first, Kit thought. Daeric will be last.

"Sorry. S-sorry, Kit," Timothy muttered. Kit stroked
his hair. He bounces from being a puppy when I want a wolf and a wolf when I
want a puppy. Each time he ends up hurt. She needed to straighten that out of
him. She wrapped her exposed tail around him. Daeric and Jan watched the movement
from where they sat. Their eyes made her feel naked. She was tired of men always
after her. She was tired of being captured. How many times had it been? Ridiculous
is a good number.

Daeric chewed. "Once we kill the Inquisitor—"

"They will send more," Gert said.

Daeric frowned.

"It’s time I said it." Gert gestured with his pipe. "They
won’t stop coming, no matter how many we kill."

"It doesn’t matter." Daeric sliced off another chunk.
"We can’t let them have their way."

"Why didn’t I see it before? Her hair is the same color,"
Jan muttered.

"They have already." Gert used a thumb to stuff his pipe.
"There are only three of us left. What happened to Tell?"

"Even you, Gert? I thought you understood what we were
trying to do."

Timothy’s eyelids fluttered. Kit stroked his forehead.

Gert relit his pipe with a stick from the fire. "Revenge
can fill a man."

"But we found her! After we make the Church fear—"

"I’ve got some age on both of you. So does the first
commander, but he won’t listen to me anymore. I remember. The Church won’t stop
until those like us are no longer threats." Gert puffed his pipe. "Better we stop
being threats."

Jan narrowed his eyes. "After they burned Koto? Never."

Gert shrugged.

"We have something to fight for now," Daeric said.

"Kit?" Timothy’s eyes fluttered open. Kit felt relief
when his gaze found her. She had heard head wounds could make people different.
Those eyes were her Timothy—a little glazed, but aware. Kit saw her reflection in
their hazel depths.  She laid a finger across her lips and hugged him with her tail.
His eyes tightened with worry. He always worried too much about her. He needed to
worry more about himself. He lands into trouble more than anyone else I know!

"Shhh. I’m here." Kit teased Timothy’s hair between her
fingers. She met Jan’s gaze. The man hadn’t stopped ogling her since Daeric had
forced her to reveal her tail.

"What happened?" Timothy touched his face and groaned.

"You decided to be a hero again."

"Remind me to stop doing that."

Jan fingered the hilt of his knife. "We just need the
fox, right?"

Daeric glared at the man. "Sunflower will do whatever
we say as long as we don’t hurt her husband. Isn’t that right?"

Kit unclenched her fist before Timothy gained a bald
spot. Timothy’s bound hands brushed against her tail, making her shiver. Not
now.

His eyes widened. "Your tail!" He shot out of her lap.
"Ugh." He held his forehead.

Daeric pulled at the shredded carcass over the fire.
"Don’t get any more heroic ideas. We only need you to keep Sunflower behaving. That
doesn’t mean you have to be whole."

Timothy turned slowly and handed Kit her skirts. "Put
these back on."

Kit laid a hand on his shoulder in warning. I need
you to be a puppy right now. She fumbled with the heavy fabric. I am not
following your orders. I am just tired of being cold.

Daeric shrugged. "Go ahead. We can’t have you getting
sick." He frowned at Jan. "Besides, you need to get your eyes back into your head."

Jan pivoted and opened his mouth.

Gert jerked and darted to his feet. "Your bickering must
have stuffed your ears. Someone—"

Shouts rustled the trees. Tell leapt into the clearing
and tore across it. He disappeared into the trees on the other side. Uniformed soldiers
crashed behind. Jan and Daeric lurched to their feet just as the halberd armed men
closed the distance. Shadows danced wild in the anxious firelight. Grunts, yells,
and men flooded the small area, forcing Daeric, Jan, and Gert to dash into the trees.

Yuzu knelt beside Kit. "We have to go, Sis."

"Timothy’s feet are bound." Kit coiled her tail under
her skirts and raised her hood.

"I don’t have a knife," Yuzu said.

"You and Tell led them here?" Timothy asked. Pain edged
his voice.

I never thought I’d come to know someone
well enough to notice a change in his voice like that, Kit
thought.

Yuzu nodded. "We found a group of them while we
followed you. I had hoped we could slip away while everyone was distracted, but
it doesn’t look like it now." 

"Fan out," a strong voice resonated. "Don’t go running
around like you did. You boys are lucky he didn’t lead you into a true ambush."

More soldiers filled the clearing. A dozen eyes watched
Kit. She held her hands out to her sides. Yuzu held hers above her shoulders, and
Timothy sat frozen. Blades pointed at them from all sides.

"Nice job," Kit said. "We traded three captors for three
dozen."

The half circle parted to allow a familiar graying man
through. "What do we—Timothy! What are you doing out here?"

Timothy looked up and blinked. "Kyle? That is Kyle, or
am I seeing things, Kit?"

Kyle beamed. "Who else would this ugly mug belong to?
Two women now?" He waved at the soldiers. "It’s okay, boys. I know them." The men
raised their blades and stepped back. Kyle knelt beside Timothy. "By the looks of
your face, they didn’t care much for the arrangement. Just what are you doing
out here?" He cut the ropes binding Timothy’s wrists and ankles.

"Being kidnapped and dragged through the forest,"
Timothy said.

Kit felt her shoulders loosen. Yuzu studied Kyle. "It’s
okay," Kit told Yuzu. "Kyle is a friend. What are you doing out here, Master Kyle?"

A Jesuit walked up. "Lieutenant Dalton, who—you were
the ones with the lamb."

Kit recognized the Jesuit. It was the same man who
arrested Tahd. Who else is going to show up? 

Timothy rubbed his wrists. "It’s a long story, Kyle.
I thought I wouldn’t see you again."

"I’ve known this one for a long time, Balwar. This is
Timothy, his wife, and…."

"Yuzu, Kit’s sister."

Kyle squinted. "Black hair. Red hair. Brown eyes. Green
eyes. Yep, blood sisters all right."

Yuzu glared.

"Adopted sister, Master Kyle. We were traveling when
those men kidnapped us." Kit adjusted her hood. That Jesuit may have let us go
before, but we don’t have Cat with us this time.

"What do you know about those men?" Balwar asked.

Kyle helped Timothy to his feet and offered a hand to
Kit. Kit smoothed her skirts and checked the latch. I can’t have my tail flashing
anyone. As long as Kyle doesn’t let what he knows slip.

"Their leader goes by the name Daeric Rhine. The others
are called Jan and Gert," Kit said.

"And what about the man we followed?"

Kit glanced at Yuzu. The girl wrung her hands. She
is taken with Tell. Kit shrugged. "Only those three caused problems for us.
I don’t know if they had anyone else with them or not."

Balwar looked at Kyle. Kyle nodded and clapped Timothy
on the back. "You never were a fighter. Well, you don’t have to worry now. They
don’t look it, but these boys are a good lot. Better than Fairhaven’s militia."
He winked and jerked a thumb at the Jesuit. "He’s an Inquisitor, but not a bad one.
He even has a lady—"

"We’ve already met before," Balwar said.

"Oh. Well, then—"

A soldier stopped and saluted. "Sorry, sir. They got
away."

"These woods are worse than slums for having hide-holes,"
Balwar said. "Gather the men, Dalton, and let’s get back to camp."

"Lieutenant Dalton?" Timothy asked.

Kyle rolled his eyes. "Henrietta’s idea. I’ll tell you
once we are warm."




 




Chapter 5

"Yeah, she told me to get a real job. You know me, Timothy.
I never could do much. So I joined after you and your wife left." Kyle sat across
from Timothy, Kit, and Yuzu.

Timothy sipped a mug of warm, weak tea. Kit sat on the
bench beside him. Her hand rested on his thigh, and she kept glancing at him. His
head ached, and a bruise complained on his cheek. Yuzu stared out of the
window, chin in hand. The meal hall buzzed with conversations. Uniformed soldiers
hunched and gestured over large, steaming bowls.

"It is all your fault, you know," Kyle said.

"What did I do?" Timothy asked.

"What haven’t you done?" Kit squeezed Timothy’s thigh.

"Because of you I had to ring Henrietta. And here you
are with two!" Kyle gestured at Yuzu.

Kit’s fingers dug, and Timothy winced. "He is mine only.
My sister has nothing to do with him."

"I hope Tell is fine," Yuzu said.

"He’s that lad we chased?"

Yuzu nodded in her chin. "He helped me find Sis and Timmy."

"As you can see, Master Kyle, my poor sister has fallen
for the boy." Kit grinned at Timothy and squeezed. "Timmy is mine." Timothy squirmed
on the hard bench.

Kyle stroked his chin. "You certainly look closer now.
The men are already jealous of you."

"Is it true what they say of reds?" a voice called.

"I like the dark-haired one. Those eyes of hers…"

Kyle twisted. "Behave yourselves. These two are not to
be bothered." He leaned toward Kit. "Whatever you are doing under the table to make
poor Timmy squirm…"

Kit blushed and removed her hand.

Timothy wanted to rub his thigh. "So what happened with
Treblin?"

Kyle laughed. "Now that was a pickle. I said I wanted
to be a hero, remember?"

Kit yawned.

Timothy smiled. "Being a hero isn’t that great," he said.
Kit snorted.

"You’re right there! Cost me my freedom, it did—and I
don’t mean Henrietta. Don’t look at me that way, Mistress Clarke. I am happily knotted.
I am!"

"Be glad you are not caught between a fox’s paws," Timothy
said. He swallowed and looked around. No one paid attention to them.

"Better than being caught between my teeth." Kit showed
her fangs.

"Well, my heroic charge wasn’t—"

"What is it about men and failing at heroics?" Kit elbowed
Yuzu.

Yuzu shook her head. "You know more about men than me,
sis. Allen and Tell are all I know."

Kit frowned. "Are you implying something? Timothy already
knows how many—"

Timothy cleared his throat. "I’d like you to meet my
friend Kyle, who I worried about for months and would like to speak with."

"Oh, dear me, Master Kyle," Kit said in a honeyed voice.
"Please pardon my interruption, husband." She laid her head on Timothy’s shoulder
and feigned rapt attention. Timothy gritted his teeth as Kit pinched his leg and
twisted.

Kyle leaned forward and gestured at Yuzu. "So she knows
about Kit?"

Yuzu gazed at Kyle. "That my sister is a fox? Yes."

Timothy choked on his tea. "Not so loud."

Yuzu shrugged. "No one is paying attention. They are
just ogling." She twittered a hand. A distant table erupted into laughter. A young
man—not old enough to shave regularly—blushed and ducked under the back slaps.

"I will have to watch the boys. Finding your wife is…one
of them…could be trouble. Balwar’s a good man, but he still has a job to do," Kyle
said. "Anyway, my heroics ended with me getting caught and tossed in prison."

"They threw you in prison." Timothy sat down the tea
before he choked on it again. Kit shifted against his shoulder.

Kyle nodded and leaned back in his chair. "Deep, dark
one too. Didn’t know they had cells beneath the ones we used. Cold down there, but
I only had to stay a day."

"What happened?" Yuzu asked. She half turned away from
the window.

"Henrietta busted me out."

Kit shifted against Timothy. It felt like she was laughing.

"She came down there with a lantern in one hand, dragging
two of Treblin’s men behind her. You’d never think a little woman like her could
drag two full-grown men with one arm."

Timothy looked at Kit’s head. A few locks of red hair
peeked from under the hood. "Doesn’t surprise me. I’ll have to tell you about the
time Kit carried me out of a burning town."

"Sounds like you make a good hero too. I knew you would!"
Kyle grinned. "Well, Henrietta was as fired up as an overloaded musket. After getting
me out of the cell and blinding me with that lantern—it was dark down there—she
walloped me worse than Treblin’s boys. Then she hugged the stuffing out of me before
walloping me more." Kyle laughed. "I don’t know what I’d do without that old girl.
Not that she isn’t still a looker. Ripe. Not old."

"I won’t tell her you called her a dried prune, Master
Kyle," Kit said.

Kyle groaned. "That means she will tell Henrietta everything
I said."

"Sounds like I would like this Henrietta," Yuzu said.
"I might be able to learn more from her than Sis."

Kit jerked, and Yuzu winced. She reached under the table,
grimacing. Kit settled against Timothy’s shoulder. And you say you don’t want
Yuzu as a sister, Timothy thought.

"Anyway, Henrietta dragged me out, all the while saying,
‘I know you wouldn’t have gotten into real trouble. Tell me what happened.’" Kyle
looked at Kit. "Henrietta’s persuasive, you understand, especially when she’s swinging
a chair at you."

"I think I would like her." Sleep tinted Kit’s voice.
Yuzu yawned.

Timothy could feel the warmth of the room and the exhaustion
of the past several days creeping on him as well. "Women tend to all be that way."

"Wives especially," Kyle said. "I told her. About your
wife. Ears and all."

Yuzu dozed in her hand, and Timothy yawned. Can’t
fall asleep yet. He took a sip of cool tea. "What did she say?"

Kyle hesitated. "That Treblin needed to be turned over
to…." He leaned in. "The Inquisition. She wants to see your ears for herself."

"I want to meet her. A chair would do little good against
me," Kit said.

Kyle whistled. "Now that would be a tough bet. My Henrietta
has age—experience—over your wife. Maybe I could bet on both to break even."

"I’m not sure either of us would survive that confrontation."
Timothy yelped as stiff fingers jabbed into his thigh. That spot would be tender
for days. As if getting slapped by a spear wasn’t uncomfortable enough.

"A wise husband would say his wife would win," Kit mumbled.

Yuzu’s head bobbed in her hand as she dozed.

"What did she do?" Timothy moved Kit’s hand and rubbed
his thigh. She snatched his wrist.

"Exactly as she said. She dragged me to the priest, talked
him into setting a runner to the nearest Inquisitor, and brought the man down with
a gaggle of soldiers. The Church takes this stuff seriously. We wouldn’t be all
the way out here otherwise. So the Inquisitor asked around, and in a few days Treblin
was in the stocks, and I had the Inquisitor asking me if I wanted to join up."

"And Henrietta made you," Timothy said.

"Right so, and she dragged me down to the priest to be
married the same day. ‘I am no longer waiting,’ she said. She had something to do
with my fancy title too. That much I am sure."

"There is more than one way to get married, I guess,"
Timothy said. Kit patted his hand under the table.

"Have you had enough time to catch up, Lieutenant?" Balwar
stopped at the end of the table with hands clasped behind his black robes. This
heavy, silver crucifix gleamed against the fabric.

Kit shifted. Timothy suspected she was staring at the
Jesuit from under her hood.

Kyle shrugged. "Time for business then. You know about
these bandits troubling us, Timothy. Well, me and Balwar have a plan, since we can’t
pin them down."

"A lot of effort for just a handful of…bandits," Timothy
said.

"Heresy is a serious matter," Balwar said. "Demons, even
rumors of demons, are even more serious. Guillermo and I weren’t the only ones hunting
Valador." He smoothed his robes. "Why are these men after your wife?"

Kyle shared a look with Timothy. "It’s not very often
you see a redhead," Kyle said.

Balwar frowned. "Rumors were Valador had an…affection
for fox-demons. He hunted both of you. Now you were found in the hands of heretics
near a known nest of fox-demons."

Kit tensed under her cloak. Several of the men watched
from their tables. Timothy felt a bead of sweat run between his shoulder blades.
He swallowed.

"Timothy grew up with nuns. He wouldn’t meddle with heretics
except to cause them trouble," Kyle said. "I vouch for him."

Thank you, Kyle, Timothy
thought. Kit let out a long breath.

"We—we were on our way to Kit’s home when Daeric found
us," Timothy said. "We…hired him to helps us find our way through these woods, but
he instead took us…captive." That is close enough to the full truth. "I don’t
know why he wants us."

Balwar rubbed his crucifix. "When we found you with Valador,
a lamb died protecting you from him."

"Cat was her name," Timothy said.

"I remember her. Strange name for a lamb." Kyle scratched
his beard. "I’ve never known a lamb to protect anyone. She was a strange one."

"They don’t." Timothy blinked his hot eyes.

"I cannot ignore a sign from God like that. Then or now."
Balwar shook his head. "You were meant to help me again."

"Does it matter why?" Kyle shrugged. "With my plan, we
can draw them in and…" He clapped his hands. Yuzu jumped awake. Kit didn’t move.

Kit really needs to practice at fake sleeping
more. "Sorry." Kyle held up a hand at Yuzu’s drowsy glare.

"You still haven’t told me your plan." Balwar asked.

"A party." Kyle grinned.

Timothy couldn’t help but laugh. Kyle hasn’t changed.
Yuzu yawned, and Balwar frowned.

Kyle held his hands up. "Hear me out. We have a spy,
right? We know they are after Timothy and Kit for…whatever reason. We can use them
as bait and the celebration to make us look vulnerable. Only we are not. We can
hide our best boys and get them."

Balwar stroked his crucifix. "Why would anyone risk coming
here? It would be foolish."

Kyle opened his mouth and closed it. He frowned. "The
boys could use a little fun. Their morale is low."

Balwar shook his head. "This Daeric must be a complete
fool if you are that convinced. Perhaps we will catch our spy." He smiled. "The
fact it will upset the captain is reason enough to do this."

Balwar must really dislike this captain,
Timothy thought.

"What will make me upset? Are you planning on taking
in more refugees without notifying me?" A stern-faced man walked up. Red hair stuck
out from his black cap. "Everyone, dismissed." His voice cracked the room. The room
filled with the sounds of boots as men left. In just a few moments they were left
alone.

"Dalton and I have a plan," Balwar said.

"Why are you discussing it with them." The man
gestured at Kit and Timothy. "And not me." 

Kit stirred, sat up, and yawned into her hand. A few
locks of hair slipped from her hood and onto her face. The captain paused and stared.
I’ve seen the same look on Jan. Timothy frowned. Yuzu drowsed again.

"I was going to let you know after I spent time with
my old friend, Captain." Kyle held up a finger. "As I was saying, I worked out a
way to bring our bandits to us."

Balwar watched the captain, who returned the stare. Timothy
had seen less tension between a lamb and a butcher.

"I’ll do it," Kit said. "I owe you for your help, Master
Kyle."

"Are you…" Timothy closed his mouth at Kit’s look.

"I am not sure if I am in a big rush to get back to Henrietta,
but it would beat marching around in this snow."

"You will do what?" The captain crossed his arms.

"It is better than searching those woods," Balwar said.

"The boys have been feeling down lately," Kyle said.
"I wanted to hold a celebration to cheer them and honor the boys we’ve lost."

The captain frowned. "It’s nonsense. We need to be out
searching for our enemies and not—"

"I formally authorize it." Balwar spoke the words slowly.
Kyle nodded with a serious expression as if the Inquisitor had said something momentous.
Timothy shared a look with Kit.

"You authorize it? Who are you to authorize anything?"
The captain stalked to the Jesuit and stared down at him.

Balwar held his ground. "One of my orders was to take
over command if I deemed it necessary. I didn’t want to do so; we are allies. But
in this I must insist. I still have the written order if you need to review it."

The captain quivered, and a muscle in his jaw clenched.
The man’s fist tensed. Balwar didn’t move. He held the man’s gaze. A few
moments passed before the captain pivoted and stalked away without a word. The door
slammed behind him.

Balwar frowned at the closed door across the room. "I
didn’t join the Inquisition to lead soldiers."

"You are doing a fine job. We will smoke out our spy.
At the least, it will help the boys." Kyle stood and stretched. "I’ll show you to
your barracks. Well, it’s a storage shed, but Henrietta wouldn’t mind it. At least
I don’t think she would."

"Be sure to post guards," Balwar rubbed his crucifix.
He turned and left.

"See? He’s not a bad guy. Never thought an Inquisitor
would be reluctant to order people around. Thought they’d all enjoy doing that,
considering." Kyle clapped his hands, jerking Yuzu awake again. He chuckled, earning
a sleepy glare from her. "There are beds waiting, as long you don’t make too much
noise." He winked.

Timothy rolled his eyes and stood. Kit and Yuzu followed.
The three of them yawned.

"Let’s go. But I’m not going to carry you," Kyle said.

"Timmy owes me a carry." Kit tapped Timothy’s shoulder.
"But he likes to grab."

Kyle laughed. "I would too if I was him. Let’s go. I
still have work to do. Don’t look at me like that, Timothy. I do work. Sometimes."

Kyle led them to a squat cabin. Two uniformed men held
halberds and tried to ignore the cold. They saluted as Kyle took the low wooden
stairs. Timothy shivered in his coat. Yuzu and Kit misted the air with their yawns.
Wind whistled, and snow fluttered from the cabin’s roof. Kyle leaned close to Timothy.
"Those boys are Tredere’s. The captain’s. I will see about getting them replaced."

"You don’t trust him?"

"We have someone pulling strings and getting people killed."
Kyle’s eyes narrowed. "My money is on the captain."

"What makes you think that?"

"Things don’t add up otherwise, but we will see. I’ve
been wrong before. Not often, but enough."

"I never thought you’d be good at this type of stuff."
Timothy tucked his cold hands into his armpits.

"I’m a hero, remember?" Kyle threw open the door. A fire
burned in a rough hearth inside.

"Warmth!" Kit and Yuzu said in unison. They charged into
the cabin. Timothy had to turn sideways to avoid being bowled over. Kyle stepped
aside at the last moment.

"Wait! There are only two beds." Yuzu said from inside.

"They are called cots," Kit said.

Timothy glanced at Kyle, who winked. Timothy groaned
and felt the beginnings of a headache throbbing behind his eyes. "Thanks,
Kyle."

He slapped Timothy’s back. "Any time. You are braver
than me. Henrietta would never go for your arrangement. Don’t worry. I won’t tell
your aunt." Kyle smirked and waved at the soldiers. "Let’s give my friend some privacy.
Oh, don’t fret. I am a lieutenant, remember? You are just following orders." The
two soldiers reluctantly followed him.

Timothy sighed and rubbed his forehead. He entered the
cabin and closed the door behind him. 









Chapter 6

The fires of Honheim reached for him. Timothy ran. Debris
swirled in the hot wind, choking him.

I have to find Kit.

He darted down alleys that waved with heat. He cried
Kit’s name, but the sounds of the fire ate his shout. He lurched down a tattered
street. A large building cracked and fell toward him. Fast. Too fast to get out
of the way. The bricks crashed into him.

Timothy snapped awake. His cheek burned with the fire
of his dreams.

"I am too tired to carry you, woolhead." Kit shook her
hand. She coughed. "Get up. Hurry. Our cabin is just a little on fire."

Smoke filled the air, and flames lapped at the walls.
Timothy coughed. His eyes watered. He scrambled out of the cot and raced with Kit
toward the open door. They ran a short distance before they collapsed onto the snow.
Kit sat down beside him, gasping. Her cloak spread around her.

"Wh-what about Yuzu?" he asked.

"She’s not fool enough to sleep through a fire—or fool
enough to stay and try to wake a log."

Soldiers rushed everywhere. Many were in their small
clothes. Timothy still wore his coat and boots. He remembered walking in and falling
into the nearest cot. Around them, four cabins burned. Muffled yells came from the
nearest cabin. Men battered at a burning door with a log. Flames burst from the
windows. Soldiers threw buckets, helmets, and handfuls of snow and water at the
fire.

Yuzu appeared and knelt. She stared at the fire. Red-orange
light painted her face. Her eyes were wide. "It’s Honheim again."

Kit threw snow at her. "It’s not Honheim. Do you hear
me? It’s not Honheim."

Yuzu blinked several times. She slapped both of her cheeks.
"You’re right. We need to help." She jumped to her feet and ran toward one of the
cabins.

Kit climbed to her feet and offered Timothy her hand.
"I hear Kyle over there."

Timothy accepted her help. "What do you think happened?"
The men ramming the door finally broke through and rushed inside. Moments later
each soldier dragged another man. Only one of the soot-darkened men stirred.

"Daeric. Who else would it be?"

"It could’ve been an accident."

Kit leveled a stare.

He held up his hands. "I know. I know. But it is a bit
of a risk. What if you…"

"He knows fire wouldn’t do me in, but it could drive
us into the woods. Are we going to talk or help?"

Timothy followed Kit toward the largest barracks. Men
worked against the fire, but they seemed to make little leeway. Kyle stood between
two lines of men who were passing helmets, pots, and buckets of snow and water
to one another.

"Faster, boys. It beats patrolling in the cold, doesn’t
it?"

"What happened, Kyle?" Timothy asked.

"What can we do to help?" Kit glanced at Timothy.

"Throw balls of snow at it. About all we can do." Kyle
wiped his forehead on his sleeve. "You know, this hero stuff is a lot of work."

A soldier slid in the mud, caught himself, and saluted.
The man wore his breeches and not another stitch. "The other fires are starting
to burn out. We have—"

The cabin Kit and Timothy had left crashed in on itself.

"We also found this," the soldier continued. He held
out a twisted, melted slab of metal that resembled a lock. "We found this on a chain
on the outside of the east building’s door. It…it kept the men inside."

Kyle took the metal and frowned. "Get Balwar—the Inquisitor."
The man saluted, pivoted, and ran. Timothy felt glad he had slept in his coat and
boots.

"And get some clothes before you freeze!" Kyle shouted
after. He bounced the lump in his hand. "The boys will need some fun after this."

No matter what happens, we still have to
live. Timothy looked at Kit. Her hood shifted.

The fire slumped as the men’s work took its toll. The
line of men parted to allow Balwar and Captain Tredere through. The Jesuit’s brow
wrinkled, and a frown edged his face. "What is this about a lock, Dalton?"

"Send men out to see if we can catch whomever started
the fires," Tredere said.

Kyle ignored the captain and handed the lump of metal
to Balwar. "The boys said this lock was on the outside of the east barracks. It
kept the lads inside."

Captain Tredere frowned over Balwar’s shoulder. "That
is the lock from the storage building. It’s the only building we have to keep secure."

"And who has the keys, Captain?" Balwar looked up.

"Get the steward," Captain Tredere bellowed. "Bring him
here."

Timothy shared a look with Kit.

Two of the nearby soldiers darted off in opposite directions.

Tredere rounded on Kit and Timothy. "And how do we know
these people weren’t involved?"

Kyle stepped in front of them. "I personally vouch for
them."

Balwar studied the captain.

One of the soldiers returned and saluted. "Captain. Sir,
the steward. He was in the building that was locked. He….didn’t make it." The soldier
produced a key. "This was found on him."

"I want these people under arrest." Tredere jabbed a
finger at Timothy and Kit.

"Ignore that order," Balwar said. Tredere stiffened.
"Dalton, pick a group of men to search for the key. If we find the key, we find
the culprit." He turned toward Timothy and Kit. "For the time being it would be
best if you remain under guard, not under arrest. Dalton, we will continue with
the plan. I think the men could use a distraction after this." Balwar met Tredere’s
glare. "Don’t you agree, Captain?"

"We need to find our traitor." Tredere left no doubts
as to who he thought the traitor was with the way he looked at the Inquisitor.

"If he is smart, he is long gone. Who else had a key?"
Balwar said.

"I do," Tredere said.

Balwar tilted his head.

"I do not like what you are implying, Inquisitor. Do
you think I would harm my own men?"

Balwar shrugged. "My guess is someone stole it."

Kyle touched Timothy’s shoulder. "We had better get you
out of sight. I think we have more people involved than your Daeric and his group."




 




Chapter 7

"I don’t like Kyle’s plan," Kit said for the fourth
time. She sat on the low cot beside Yuzu. 

"And do you have other ideas?" Timothy asked.
"Kyle’s planning worked well back in Fairhaven." He returned to pacing. The
small shed Kyle stuffed them had three paces of space between the cots that
lined the walls. Three days ago he had led them to the storage shed on Balwar’s
orders. Kyle claimed the Jesuit was worried about incidents with the soldiers
after the fires swept the camp. Timothy had no doubts that something was going
to happen. 

Yuzu stretched a cat’s cradle between her fingers.
"So this Kyle saved you before, Sis?"

"He helped." Kit rubbed her temples. 

"Have you remembered anything?" Yuzu asked.

Kit hesitated. "Nothing important."

"Have you figured out why Daeric smells strange?" Timothy
asked.

Kit gave him a grateful look. 

I figured her memories were bothering
her. Just what has she remembered? What will happen when we finally see the
town? He knew she would tell him when she was ready and
not before.

Yuzu’s cat’s cradle tangled. "I was wanting to ask
you about that. So everyone has a different scent?"

Kit nodded. "Everyone does. Daeric, Tell, and the
rest have a similar scent. I still can’t figure out exactly what it is, but it
is familiar." She chewed her bottom lip. "If I can figure out what it is…"

"What do I smell like?" Yuzu asked. 

 "Like old cheese."

"That isn’t funny, Sister." 

"It is true."

Yuzu shook her head. 

They sat in silence for a time. Each turning toward
their own thoughts. Timothy watched Kit, but he couldn’t read her thoughts from
her expressions. Her exposed fox ears twitched but didn’t provide any of their
usual hints. Yuzu fiddled with her game. Her brow furrowed and she kept
glancing at Kit. Timothy often caught Yuzu with that expression while she
watched Kit. Good luck trying to solve her puzzle. I’ve made little
progress. 

Finally, Kit broke the silence. "I can’t help but
think how this would be different if we hadn’t stopped Big Al’s inn."

"We did learn which way to go," Timothy said. 

"And we ended up captured again."

"Daeric wasn’t a good choice,  but I couldn’t have
known." Yuzu looped the yarn and set it to the side. 

"Oh, yes. Daeric proved to be such an excellent guide."

Yuzu looked down and kicked her feet.

"You said he would have followed us anyway," Timothy
said. "And you agreed to bring him."

Kit rubbed her eyes. "He scent addled my brain. I
wanted to know why he smelled familiar. It was a mistake." She looked up. "But
there is nothing to do for it now. We can only deal with what is ahead of this,
and that is Kyle’s plan."

 "How long is Kyle going to keep us here?" Timothy asked.

"He said until they are prepared, but you wearing a hole
in the floor won’t make it any faster," Kit said. "Now sit down."

Timothy sat. There was little point in stirring the stew
more.

 The door banged open. The sudden sunlight made
Timothy squint. 

"Are you ready to join the party?" Kyle asked.

"I am not sure about this idea." Yuzu held a hand
over her eyes. "If I was Daeric I wouldn’t come."

"It’s not entirely a pretense." Kyle sounded hurt by
Yuzu’s comment. "The men need some time off."

 "I smell pork," Kit said.

Timothy’s stomach grumbled as he noticed the scent.

"That’s because we are making pork," Kyle said. "The
boys caught a good-sized boar this morning."

"So we are ready?" Yuzu asked.

Kit pulled her hood over her ears. Kyle watched the movement.
"I don’t think I would ever get used to that. Or her tail."

"I haven’t either." The comment earned Timothy a kick
in his shin.

"Balwar will want to speak with you before we begin."
Kyle scratched his beard. "I have enough boys out of the ale barrels for our plan
to work, but you will need to be careful. Good lads act foolish if they are upset
and have a belly full of booze." Kyle grinned. "This should be fun. If things go
wrong, you might be able to save your ladylove again like we did at Fairhaven. It’s
like old times."

Yuzu looked at Kit. "I thought you said you had to save
him."

Kit shrugged. "It doesn’t matter who saves whom. But
Timmy owes me several times over. That’s all I’ll say."

"Women tell themselves stories, don’t they?" Kyle asked.
"Balwar’s waiting."

"At least our stories are true," Yuzu said.

Timothy kept his silence and followed Kyle into the frigid
wind. Freedom. He felt his shoulders unknot. Even fighting Daeric again
is better than spending another day cooped up with Kit and Yuzu.

Burned-out skeletons of buildings marred the camp. Soldiers
bustled about without looking at the shells. Many carried squat barrels. Others
lugged roughhewn benches, tables, and chairs. The smell of meat pulled them in the
same direction Kyle strolled.

"You are drooling," Timothy whispered to Kit.

"Am not." She wiped her chin. Her red hair stuck out
from her hood. Timothy liked her hair longer. The jaw-length hair was nice, but
shoulder-length made her look more feminine even when only a few locks stuck out
from her hood. She put a hand over her forehead. "I feel so faint from hunger! The
smell is just torture!"

"Never mind the bread you ate just a little while ago,"
Timothy said.

"She shared it with me," Yuzu said. "I wonder if we will
see Tell." She smiled. "I want to see if I can make him faint."

"Women cannot live on bread alone," Kit said. "Pork is
a different matter."

Timothy winced. "I don’t think that is how the saying—"

"Hush." Kit buried an elbow into his ribs.

Men piled stacks of firewood and set up the benches and
tables around an open space between the barracks and the palisade. Several of
the stacks were already burning, throwing orange heat across the snow. The bonfires
were far enough from the palisade and remaining buildings that they wouldn’t pose
a threat even if the wind kicked up. Off to one side, five men readied musical instruments.
Timothy wondered how many men Kyle had held back. Three boars turned on spits on
Timothy’s left. Soldiers gathered to watch. A collection of barrels huddled close
to the cooking fires. Men, singing off-key, tapped the barrels’ bung holes and held
mugs under the ale stream. Here and there men tossed dice or played a strange game
with a black-and-white-checkered board. A row of tables dominated one section of
the grounds. The tables and benches faced the charred ruins of a barracks. Mugs
and battered wooden plates lined the tables, but not one of the soldiers nearby
disturbed the set.

Kyle stopped and watched the preparations.

"What are those tables?" Timothy jerked a thumb toward
the empty area.

"It’s a way for the boys to remember those who can’t
be here." Kyle shrugged. "We used to do it for a guy who would retire or stick himself
by accident." He laughed. "I wonder if they set out a place for me back home."

Timothy noticed men slathering the boars with something
from buckets they carried. "Kyle, don’t tell me…."

He glanced where Timothy looked. "Oh, course it is. It
wouldn’t be a party without it."

"Without what?" Kit and Yuzu asked in unison.

"The boss’s sauce."

"You still haven’t figure out a better name?" Timothy
asked.

"Sauce?" Kit asked.

"What’s wrong with the name? It has a nice ring. Boss’s
sauce."

"What is it?" Yuzu asked.

"Heaven in a bucket."

"More like hell on your tongue," Timothy said.

"Bah, it’s good. Don’t let him tell you otherwise."

"If you have a leather tongue."

"I think I will try it," Kit said.

"Trust me. You don’t want to. He put it in our stew once—"

"Now that was stew sauce, Timothy. I have perfected the
recipe. Now it’s the perfect blend of heat and sweet. It wasn’t easy for me to smuggle
the ingredients with me, I will have you know. But well worth it."

Balwar crossed the field. "Is everything in order, Dalton?"

"It is. The boys have their orders. I will have to make
it up to them, though."

"They are more than welcome to drink until they black
out afterward." Balwar met Kit’s gaze. "All you have to do is be visible. We will
take care of them if they show up."

"They will." Kit lifted her chin.

"The lieutenant will give you a signal to go toward the
east gate."

Kyle held both hands to the top of his head. "This is
the signal."

"Rabbit ears?" Yuzu asked.

"Fox ears. I’m supposed to be drunk, remember?"

Timothy shared a look with Kit. You’d better not accidentally
tell anyone, Kyle.

Balwar cleared his throat. "If things go wrong, run back
here. We will have enough men somewhat sober to take care of things. No plan works
after the first shot is fired. So count on being back here."

"Except my plans. Right, Timothy?"

Timothy smiled. Strangely, Kyle’s plans do mostly
work.

"I won’t let them get my sister. Not this time," Yuzu
said.

Balwar tucked his hands into his robes. "Have you found
out anything else about our missing key?"

Kyle shook his head. "Not a thing. Also, the captain
is nowhere to be found."

Balwar frowned.

"He is probably just pouting—I mean working—in his cabin."

"Maybe. I think I will take a look. Remember what you
are to do," Balwar said.

"Remember, you have to address the boys first," Kyle
said.

Balwar sighed.

"You know what to do, Timothy," Kyle said. "Go have some
fun. From what you’ve told me, it sounds like you could use a party."

"Wait, Kyle. You didn’t plan this for us, did you?" Timothy
asked.

Kyle grinned. "Just have fun. I won’t let anything happen
to you." He winked and walked away, shoving the Jesuit ahead of him.

Music and laughter fluttered with the flurries falling
from the gray sky. All the bonfires burned, throwing enough heat to push the cold
down to cool even where they stood.

"Daeric had better come," Timothy said.

"He will," Kit said.

"No drinking." His voice sounded sterner than he meant
it to sound.

Kit glared at him for a moment before putting on an innocent
expression. "Only a little, Daddy? Ale and pork—pretty please? It’s not like I have
a big, bad man after me." Kit’s voice boiled under the singsong, childish tone.

Timothy groaned. "Sorry. This just has me worried. I—"

Yuzu crossed her arms and leveled a glare similar to
Kit’s.

Kit seized Timothy’s coat collar and pulled him nose
to nose. "I said I won’t have you treating me like a child again, didn’t I? That
you would regret it. Didn’t I?"

"I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…my nerves dance like a yearling.
I don’t want to see you get hurt."

"This plan has me just looking pretty for the hunter.
As if I was some princess in a castle or a fox in a cage. Don’t want me to get hurt.
Am I some precious glass that breaks at a touch, Timmy?"

"N-no."

Kit jabbed a finger into his chest. Her other hand tightened
its grip. "You are lucky I like you, but don’t treat me like some helpless twit
who does not know how to take care of herself."

Timothy straightened his shoulders and grabbed her wrist.
"I didn’t mean it like that. I only want to—"

"What?"

"Protect you," Timothy said.

Yuzu rolled her eyes.

Kit frowned. "I don’t always need or want your protection.
I will not be treated as a child."

"I don’t see you that way. I have a debt to repay."

She let his collar go. "You can’t help who you are. Sorry.
My nerves are dancing like your whatever-type-of-sheep-it-was too." She sighed.
"I like you for who you are."

"I like you for who you are too." Timothy said.

"Ugh. Let’s eat before I lose the rest of my appetite,"
Kit said. "I forgive you for being stupid. Charmingly stupid and good-hearted stupid,
but there had better not be a next time."

Timothy let out a long breath.

"My sister is forgiving, Timothy," Yuzu said. "Do all
men have the silly idea that women need protection? If you ask me, men need women
to protect them. I’m going try this sauce." Yuzu wandered toward the cooking pits.

Timothy rubbed where Kit had jabbed her finger.

"Forget it. Let’s go before Yuzu eats all of it," Kit
said.

Timothy scanned the celebrating men. They gathered in
clusters around makeshift tables. Only a few held weapons and acted alert. I
hope Kyle’s men follow orders. Kyle was always lax in that regard. Most were
well into their mugs. A bell clanged, and a voice bellowed over the din. Balwar
and Kyle stood in front of the cooking fires. The soldiers rushed to form haphazard
ranks.

Balwar waited until the men stilled. He rubbed his thumb
on the crucifix that hung from his neck. "You have faced many hardships and lost
many friends. Tonight we celebrate their lives rather than mourn their deaths. Pray
with me." Balwar touched his palms together. Most of the soldiers mirrored him.

Close to the roasting boars, Yuzu folded her hands and
bowed her head. But she kept looking at the sauce-slathered pork. Kit stood with
a hand resting on her cocked hip. Timothy caught her gaze and shook his head. She
frowned. Several soldiers glanced at her.

"I won’t. Not in their way, Timmy."

"At least look like you are," he whispered. "We already
have enough trouble."

She sighed, folded her hands, and bowed her head.

Balwar’s voice rang out. "Réquiem ætérnam dona eis,
Dómine, et lux perpétua lúceat eis. Requiéscant in pace. Amen."

Kyle lifted his head and gazed at the soldiers. "It would
be nice if we could understand what we are praying, right, boys?" The soldiers laughed.
"But what does it matter? We have beer, music, and pig with my special sauce. Let’s
remember those who owe us money and can’t repay. Now go eat. That’s an order."

The men broke ranks, moving toward the casks and boar.
Music lilted the winter air. Balwar said something to Kyle that made him laugh and
clap the Inquisitor’s back. Together they disappeared into the crowd.

"What are you grinning at?" Kit asked.

"Kyle. He treats everyone the same. I can see him cracking
a joke to a king and clapping his royal back."

"As long as he doesn’t tell anyone I’m a fox, I don’t
care what he does."

"Somebody’s hungry."

"And tired of being hunted." Kit glared at several young
men who watched her from their table.

"Kyle’s plans work. Somehow they always do."

Kit shrugged. "Time to try this sauce." She stalked toward
the closest cook fire.

Timothy matched her pace. "That may not be a good idea.
The sauce…Kit, the men won’t like—"

Soldiers saw her coming and backed out of the way. Several
made awkward bows and gestured toward the front of the queue. Kit flashed her teeth.

A man thrust out a blue-and-white-pinstriped arm, barring
Timothy’s path. "What are you doing? Get back at the end."

"But I—"

Kit smiled over her shoulder. "You heard the man, Timmy.
It’s not fair of you to walk in front of these hungry, hardworking soldiers."

Timothy sighed. Well, we wanted Kit to be visible.
Besides, I already know how that will taste. His stomach grumbled. He schlepped
toward an empty bench butting against the palisade, not far from the musicians.
A bonfire nearby pushed away the cold. The musicians began to play a bouncy tune
on a worn flute, drum, and a strange stringed instrument Timothy had not seen before.
He flopped on the rough bench and scanned the crowd. Kit pointed at a metal bowl
heaped with pork. A soldier ladled Kyle’s sauce over it. Her cloak and skirt moved.
Her tail wouldn’t be wagging if she knew what she was in for. Timothy watched
for any hint of red or bandana among the soldiers. He rubbed his head.

Men danced in the cleared space, mugs held aloft as they
twirled around locked elbows. The dance pulled at memories of Honheim’s festival.

Yuzu plopped beside him and balanced a wooden platter
on her knees. Sharp, spiced scents tugged at Timothy.

"This seems like a lot of work." Sauce smeared a corner
of Yuzu’s mouth.

"The celebration?"

Yuzu gestured with a slab of pork. "Coming all the way
out here. Is there really a home for Sis in these woods? I mean, Honheim was my
home, but other than wondering about Mira, Colt, and Hoss, I don’t think much about
it."

Timothy watched Kit speak with a group of men. They jostled
a young man with blushing cheeks. Kit held her meal in one hand and covered her
mouth with the other. Her straight back told Timothy she was irritated by the men.
Likely for keeping her from her food. "Kit’s a fox. Imagine how you would
feel if everyone you met thought you were a demon or wanted you because you were
the last of your kind?"

Yuzu chewed for a moment. "I’m lucky to have a fox for
a sister." She paused. "I have imposed on you two. Honestly, I didn’t know what
to do after Honheim burned." She frowned. "It was like I lost my parents and Allen
all over again. I didn’t have anyone to turn to. I only had you and Sis, and I didn’t
know you. I still don’t. Not really."

Kit held her plate high and slipped around the
soldiers flocking around her. A younger soldier stopped in front of her,
removed his cap, and bowed. She glared at him and said something that made the
man back away in a hurry. His buddies laughed. The throng of men around Kit
made Timothy nervous. Any of them could be Daeric or Jan in disguise. Kyle
should have ordered the men not to wear their caps.

 Kit finally escaped her
admirers and stalked toward where Timothy sat. Another knot of young soldiers
enveloped her after only a few steps. 

The Inquisitor told her to be visible. I
don’t think that will be a problem.

"I seem to be smitten by Telly, but I’m not." Yuzu pulled
the meat into strips. "I think he’s cute, but he’s a little young. I also don’t
know him. Not like I knew Allen or the children. "

"He doesn’t seem to be a bad person. He helped us, right?"

She nodded. "Maybe with time. I—I want to thank you.
If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been able to come with you. I would be homeless."

Kit pushed through the men. Her straight back and
heavy steps spoke of her irritation. "We are homeless," Timothy said. His stomach
mumbled.

Yuzu laughed and shook her head. "You know what I mean.
So thank you." She popped a strip of pork into her mouth. "These last few days have
been nice, when I managed to forget we were being hunted by Daeric. Sis and I were
able to talk, like I always imagined sisters could."

Nice for you maybe, Timothy
thought. "I’m glad you could…talk. I was worried you would…never mind."

"Would what?"

"Rip into each other. Kit has always been hot and cold
like that."

Kit pointed away from her. The men scrambled to follow
the direction she pointed.

"I noticed that, but it seems to work. You fell in love
with her, didn’t you?" Yuzu sucked sauce from her finger and smirked.

Timothy cleared his throat.

Kit stomped to the bench. "I am going to kill your friend,
Timmy. I am going to murder him."

Yuzu laid her plate aside. "I am going to find drinks."
She smiled at Timothy and scurried away.

Kit sat and laid the platter on her lap. "What was that
look for?"

Timothy shrugged. "You are the one who taught her those
things. You tell me. Why are you going to kill Kyle?"

Kit tore into a slab of pork. The red sauce made her
look as if she was eating the meat raw. "This is good. Because he told all the men
to ‘look after me.’ As if I am some princess. It is bad enough you try to do that,
woolhead."

"Considering the situation, it’s a good idea."

"I can handle Daeric."

You haven’t been able to so far. "Kyle
may not look it, but he knows what he’s about. His tricks and traps work. Remember
his traps when Treblin was hunt—chasing you."

"I recall them being a little helpful." Kit held out
a thick slice of meat. "His sauce is good, at least. Eat some."

Timothy held up a hand. "I had enough of Kyle’s cooking
a long time ago."

Kit thrust the steaming slice at him. "Eat. I need you
strong…as strong as your scrawny self can be. I won’t have you getting sick again."

Timothy took the meat. Hot sauce slathered his fingers.
Kit glared at him until he took a tentative bite. Spicy, but not hot enough to sear
the wool off a sheep. It’s….good.

"If Kyle’s plan goes half as well as his food," Kit said
around a mouthful, "we might be able to see my home in the next few days."

Yuzu returned with three steaming mugs. She gave one
to Kit and one to Timothy before sitting. "Kyle told me to tell you he’s looking,
but there’s no sight of anyone yet."

"He may not come." Kit had over half her platter ate.

Timothy finished his slice and wiped his hand in the
snow. "I thought you said he would."

Kit shrugged. Timothy shook his head and sipped his cider.

The musicians started a fast, drunken tune. Soldiers
stamped and twirled each other, arm in arm, around the muddy field. Mugs and meat
dangled from hands and mouths. Scattered through the merrymaking were a few groups
of clear-eyed men. They scanned the merrymaking with steady gazes. Seeing them made
Timothy’s nerves calm. Kyle bent to one group. One by one, each man stood and slipped
away.

Pinstriped trousers filled Timothy’s view. Timothy looked
up, and Yuzu squeaked. Kit mumbled something around another squirrel-cheek of pork.

A soldier stood from the right tables approached
them. He slouched and wrung his hands as he glanced around him. He stood out
against the relaxed, celebrating men. 

Timothy frowned and straightened. That can’t be
Daeric. He is too proud to slouch like that. He also wouldn’t draw attention to
himself like that. 

As the soldier neared Timothy could see locks of red
hair poking from his blue cap. A young face sweated under the cap. 

"Tell? What are you doing here?" Timothy asked.

Tell looked around and bent toward them.  "I saw Daeric
traveling this way. He is dressed like me." He looked down at his too-big
uniform."Why are they throwing a party now of all times?"

"So Daeric knows. We will have to tell Kyle," Timothy
said.

Tell looked at Yuzu. "I—I will get you out if something
happens. I won’t let anything happen to you, Yuzy. Believe me." He blushed.

"Oh, don’t do that," Yuzu said. "Daeric is falling right
into our plan."

Tell blinked. "Plan?"

Kit pulled a piece of cloth from under her empty platter
and wiped her hands on it. She thrust it at Timothy. "Clean your hands. We need
to go play our part in this plan."

"What do you mean?"

Kit stood and twisted, twirling her skirts and cloak
around her. She bent at her waist and offered a hand with a flourish. "Will you
privilege me with this dance, husband?"

Tell watched with wide eyes. He glanced to Yuzu, who
shrugged. "Part of the plan is for Sis to be visible. Dancing is a good idea for
that. I wish I knew someone who would dance with me." Tell jerked upright, and Yuzu
laughed. "Don’t worry. Maybe in five years you will be ready."

Tell frowned. "I wasn’t Accepted, but I’m not a boy."
His voice cracked.

Yuzu patted the bench. "Sit with me."

Tell’s blush deepened. "I—I can’t. I have to—I have to
go."

He moved to walk away, but Yuzu caught his hand and tugged
him to the bench. "No, you are sitting with me."

Timothy frowned. What happened to Tell being too young
for her? He saw Kyle studying them, a smile played about his face. He walked
over to the musicians and spoke with them. The jaunty tune ended. Kyle met Timothy’s
gaze and nodded. Men continued to dance and throw each other for several moments
before they realized the music had shifted to a slow dance piece. The crafty
old ram.

"Please, husband?"

The tone of her voice made Timothy frown. "Please? Now
that is dirty. What happened to fighting clean like distracting me with your feminine
wiles? I thought you were mad at me."

"Weapons used too often become dull, and who said I wasn’t?"

"Normally the man asks for the dance." Timothy wiped
his hands and tossed the cloth on the bench. He bowed his head and took Kit’s offered
hand. "It shall be a pleasure, my lady." I will play the game.

"A fox is never led. She goes her own way." Kit hoisted
him from the bench.

We shall see who leads this time.

He held Kit’s hand aloft and together they crossed into
the center of the dance space. Men staggered back and cleared the area until only
Kit and Timothy remained. Kyle grinned and nodded at Timothy. He’s lucky I remember
those dance lessons he forced on me.

"I know you can dance some, shepherd," Kit said. "But
you’d better not make a fool of me in front of all of these men. Show Daeric how
a real man behaves." She took her place ahead of him. "And do not step on my feet."

"Don’t flash your tail, my wife. As much as I want to
see it, I fear it would make me miss my steps," Timothy said.

A smile lit her face. "Since when have you become a smooth
talker?" Kit said.

"You’ve forced me to practice enough."

Kit smiled.

The slow, lilting melody began.

Hand held aloft, Kit curtsied. Timothy offered his best
bow, ignoring the glob of red sauce on her cheek. They twirled around their clasped
hands. Some of the soldiers jeered.

Timothy grinned, making Kit’s eyebrows rise. So she
wants me to show Daeric how a real man dances, eh?

He tugged her in to him and wrapped his free hand around
her lower back. Kit’s hand pinched his neck. He ignored her annoyed look and started
to lead the steps. Soldiers pounded their hands and mugs on the tables in time with
the rhythm. Kit chewed on her lower lip as she concentrated on the steps.

Now.

He twisted and whirled Kit away. She twirled on her heel
and caught herself just as he tugged her back. She hit his chest hard, muffling
a laugh. She nuzzled and looked up. Her cheek was clean.

"How ladylike," Timothy said.

She stomped his foot.

"Unfair. I can’t do that."

She patted his shoulder. "Just dance, bookworm. I think
Daeric is jealous if he is watching."

Timothy did not think about his feet. He let the music
guide them. He gazed into her eyes and smiled until his cheeks ached. Her eyes smiled
back, a meadow of greens laced with hints of brown speckled like patches of rich
earth peeking through the grass. The wind blew, wrapping her cloak around them both.

Step. Step.

They switched hands, left palms together. Step. Glide.
Back at the start. Right palms together. The snow danced around them, catching the
firelight. Kit tucked her lower lip under her fangs, and she glanced down at her
feet. An idea came to him. He smiled, sending Kit’s eyebrows into her bangs.
Time for a little fun. She deserves a little something after the last few days.
Funny. I wouldn’t have considered doing this to any lady before I met her.

He spun her one last time out and back in. He caught
her and tilted her back until her knees bent. Her hood slipped a little, and her
ears lifted the fabric. He leaned over her, supporting her weight in the crook of
his arm. Now. He moved close until her green eyes filled his vision. His
lips drew close to hers. The dance was not done this way, but all was fair in war.
Her eyes widened. He hooked her left hand on his waist, freeing his hand to cup
her cheek.

He felt her warm breath on his lips.

The music lilted to a stop.

Timothy held Kit close, sharing her breathing. She trembled.
He wanted to press his lips to hers. The distance was short.

But that would spoil his spell.

He caressed her cheek and the side of her neck. He leaned
closer still. A hair’s breadth. In a single motion he moved away, pulled her to
her feet, and stepped back. The winter air chilled his face. He stepped to the side
and held Kit’s hand aloft for the cheering men. Benches and tables thumped in applause.
Several whistles cut across the din.

Kit panted. "And you call my weapons unfair."

Timothy smiled. That should pay her back for a
little while.

Kit glanced at him and looked away only to glance back
again. "Daeric would be less cruel. Any man would be less cruel."

"Good thing I am just a bookworm and a woolhead."

She squeezed his hand. "Don’t forget a muttonhead. You
know that the sword is unsheathed now, right?"

He shrugged. "I knew I fought a losing war soon after
I met you. But men will speak of the battles I have won."

Kit rolled her eyes. "I think we did our part of this
foolish plan." She nestled against his arm. "You are more dangerous than I thought,
my husband."

He led her back to their bench. Kit favored the cheering
soldiers with a smile, and her cheeks glowed. Timothy heard the faint swish of her
tail beneath her skirts. She leaned her head against his arm. Several soldiers rushed
out to try to imitate the dance they’d just witnessed. Their friends shouted unfortunates
and encouragement. The band played a faster version of the same song.

Tell sat straight-backed on the bench. Yuzu rested against
his shoulder. The boy’s face looked like someone had dunked him in Kyle’s sauce.

"I didn’t know you could dance like that," Yuzu said.

Timothy slumped onto bench with Kit. He yawned. Kit continued
to lean against his arm. She wore a thoughtful expression. I wonder what weapons
she is planning to unleash on me next. She will insist on getting ahead again. Never
mind she is already miles ahead.

"I didn’t either," Timothy said under his breath.

Kit moved away from Timothy and yawned behind her hand.
"Somehow I am quite tired. Perhaps I will let Kyle and his friends handle Daeric."

"I am going to talk to Kyle. He may have found something
by now." Timothy stood. Kit leaned back with her eyes closed. She smiled.

Timothy grinned and enjoyed a rare victory. It
won’t be long before she evens the scales. 

Yuzu settled against Tell. "Stay here with us, Tell.
Why don’t you tell us about…"

Timothy smiled and crossed the field, dodging the dancers.
Kyle was speaking with a soldier who rushed off as soon as Timothy neared. Kyle
smacked Timothy’s back.

"You definitely got everyone’s attention."

"Have you seen or heard anything?"

Kyle shook his head. "It looks like the boys got drunk
for no reason." He grinned. "You should have gone in for the full kiss. I could
see how you held back. It will wind her up for later, but too wound, and she’ll
spring on you like an overstrung bow."

Balwar approached. "I haven’t seen any signs of Captain
Tredere."

"The boys haven’t seen anything suspicious," Kyle said.

Balwar looked at Timothy. "I haven’t see anything," Timothy
said.

Balwar rubbed his crucifix between his forefinger and
thumb. "It looks like we may have to do this my way after all."




 




Chapter 8

"It should have worked," Kyle said.

Timothy yawned. The sound of boots and rattling equipment
disturbed the frozen morning. Kit huddled in her cloak beside Yuzu as they watched
the soldiers march from the camp. Tell stood two paces from Yuzu. More than one
man squinted at the light. Wagons lumbered among the files.

I wonder where Tell went.

"My plan would have worked." Kyle scratched his beard.
"This Daeric must be a coward."

"Why did the Inquisitor order everyone to leave?" Yuzu
asked.

Kyle shook his head. "I argued with him all night to
try to change his mind." Kyle yawned. "But it is as set as it is sudden. It’ll be
him who mucks that stall instead of me."

"Did you find Captain Tredere? Should you really be leaving
without him?" Timothy asked.

"Not a sign. One of the boys admitted to seeing a figure
leaving. Balwar thinks it may have been the captain. That was when Balwar made his
decision." Kyle shrugged.

"But what are we going to do?" Yuzu asked.

"You can come with us."

Kit shook her head. "We can’t."

The last wagon passed. Timothy turned to Kyle. "You tried.
You can’t help how you have to follow orders."

"I hate leaving you here like this." Kyle frowned. "It’s
not right."

"You’ve already done too much for me, Master Kyle." Kit
kissed his cheek.

Kyle touched the spot with a gloved hand. "Timothy, all
I can say is good luck." He pulled Timothy into an embrace. "Don’t you worry. You
will see me again sooner than you think. Much, much sooner. Sure you don’t want
to come?"

"Kit is hard-headed about this."

Kit cuffed Timothy on the back of the head.

"Looks like it’s good that you have a hard head too.
I learned where Belafonte is." Kyle held up his hand. "No need to think me. I asked
around, and finally Balwar told me. It’s not too far from here. It’s only two days’
walk north through those trees. Kyle’s such a good friend. I know."

Kit smiled. "Kyle is a wonderful friend."

Kyle rubbed his cheek. "They are leaving without me.
I’d better go." He winked. "Remember, I will see you soon. You will owe me a drink
for the information." He trotted out of the gate.

The wind lifted snow from the roof of the empty barracks
and cast it over the palisade. Yuzu looked after the soldiers. Kyle turned and waved.

"You can go with them, you know." Kit tugged her hood
down.

"I go where you go now," Yuzu said.

"With some luck Daeric will think we left with them,"
Timothy said.

"And we are back at the beginning." Kit sighed.

"We could stay here. It’s warm." Yuzu crossed her arms
and shivered.

"No. We finally know where my home is. We are going.
Now."

"Let’s get our supplies first, Kit."

"You do that."

I hope she isn’t disappointed. Timothy
trudged to the barracks and gathered the supplies Kyle had left them. Timothy already
missed his friend. After months of wondering what had happened to him, Kyle’s appearance
was a bright spot on a journey that had almost ended his life many times. More than
a few times he worried he had made a mistake. This journey has changed me. The
stories said to beware foxes. They were tricksters and shapeshifters that would
take advantage of the unwary. But some stories claimed foxes were a blessing
once they trusted you. Kit is certainly all of that. Her moods shift enough. But…but
getting to know her was worth it. He shouldered his pack and one of the folded
tents. He hefted the other packs and trudged outside.

"You can’t go to Belafonte." Tell’s voice reached Timothy.

Kit stood with her arms crossed, her foot tapping in
the snow. Yuzu mirrored her. Tell looked from to the other. "There are ghosts. You
can’t go there. You won’t come back. Not even Jan goes there."

"We are going," Kit said.

Timothy tossed a pack at Kit and another at Yuzu. "You
are wasting your time, Tell. Kit’s made up her mind, and Yuzu goes where she goes."

The young man shivered. "It’s a mistake."

"Whatever happened to Daeric last night?" Timothy asked.

"You don’t have to go, Telly." Yuzu shouldered her pack
and strolled out of the gate. Kit spared a hurry-up glare at Timothy before following.

"I don’t know. I lost track of him." Tell slumped. "I
will go if you are. I don’t have anywhere else to go now anyway."

Poor kid. Timothy
clapped Tell on the back like Kyle used to do to him. "If not even Jan will go,
wouldn’t you coming with us make you braver than Jan?"

Tell looked up. "I hadn’t thought of that."

"You don’t have supplies."

"I don’t need them." He touched a sling hooked on his
belt and his knife. "These are all I need. They taught me how to hunt."

"The girls will leave us behind if we don’t go."

 "You…aren’t like Daeric and the rest," Tell said.

Timothy kept a short distance behind the women. They
whispered between themselves. Kit shot a look over her shoulder that told him he
chose his distance well. "I would hope not."

"I am Jan’s son, you know."

Timothy tripped. "You are…what?"

Tell stopped. "He doesn’t claim me. I’m not Accepted.
I—I think he also blames me for Mom’s death. They caught her when she tried to protect
me."

"Accepted? They? You spoke about being Accepted before."

"Inquisitors. They burned Mom. Sometimes I dream of her.
At least I think it is her. Jan….he still hurts over it. I see it every time he
looks at me. But it will all change after I am Accepted." He wilted. "Although that
won’t happen now. I betrayed them."

"Why did you help us?"

"You are different. You pay attention to me, and Yuzu…"
Tell blushed.

"But you went against your father—"

"He’s not my father." Tell’s shout made both Kit and
Yuzu turn. Timothy held up a hand.

"What is this Accepted?"

"Becoming part of the tribe. It’s a ritual that will
change me, Gert said. I think is when they will cut…" Tell sighed. "It doesn’t matter.
It won’t happen now."

They walked for a time. Tell suddenly stopped and pulled
his sling free.

"What is it?" Timothy asked.

"I hear a rabbit." Tell pulled a smooth stone from a
pouch and loaded the sling. He gazed into the skeletal undergrowth. Timothy couldn’t
see anything. Tell spun the rock and let it fly. A soft thunk followed. Tell entered
the undergrowth and returned with a hare. "Dinner."

"Much better than the hard biscuits we have."

Timothy let the conversation with Tell fall silent.
The young man seemed to welcome the silence. Timothy concentrated on the trees around
them. Only the women’s whispers and crunching snow broke the silence. They walked
through the afternoon. Timothy watched the forest, but Tell had sharper senses.
He killed another rabbit and pointed out a bear’s den. They trudged through the
remainder of the day and well into nightfall before Kit called for them to stop.
Tell and Timothy set up the camp while the girls argued over something, judging
by their gestures. Tell skinned, skewered, and set the rabbits over the fire.

"You two could have helped," Timothy said.

"Oh, you had it well in hand. You are such masculine
men, after all," Kit said. Yuzu laughed.

"At least you can keep better watch," Timothy muttered.

"I am paying attention." Kit whispered something to Yuzu,
making her laugh harder.

"You are getting along too well. It makes me worried."

"You are a wise woolhead, Timothy." Kit’s smile wilted
for a moment before it turned garish.

"Are girls always like that?" Tell asked.

"I wish we had more of that sauce." Yuzu stared at the
rabbits as they cooked.

"Don’t try to understand them, Tell." Timothy watched
Kit. Her theatrics may fool Tell and Yuzu, but I can tell she’s worried. She
will come and sit beside me on my watch and complain about her tail. "I’ll take
the first watch. We’ll let them sleep." Tell nodded. Timothy raised his voice. "They’re
certain to get grouchy if they don’t sleep."

"Anyone would be grouchy if they had to put up with you
lagging behind." Kit jabbed a finger at Timothy.

"And you watching my behind, Tell." Yuzu crossed her
arms. "I’m not going to wear skirts just because you won’t stop looking."

Tell spluttered. "I—I wasn’t….I didn’t…"

Timothy laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder. The
poor guy makes me look experienced, he thought. "If you let it get to you, it
will encourage them."

"I don’t need encouragement, Timmy." Kit grinned.

Timothy chuckled. "Be glad Yuzu isn’t as bad as my wife."


Kit rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the
cooking fire. 

After the rabbits finished cooking, the women heckled
Tell while they ate. Then Timothy found himself alone with the fire. Yuzu snored
from her tent, and the heel of Tell’s boot peeked from the other. The night felt
too much like the evening Timothy’s mother had tried to kill him. He rubbed his
forehead, trying to sooth away the memories. He huddled in his coat. Bits of ice,
lifted by the wind, glittered in the firelight. Daeric would have to be on top of
them to see the small fire, but it did give off some welcome heat.

Kit stepped into the edge of the light with a blanket
around her shoulders. She padded over, hooked one end of the blanket on his shoulder,
and nestled beside him without a word. I should say something to her, shouldn’t
I? Kit hugged her knees and watched the fire as she fanged her lower lip. No.
I’ll just leave her to her thoughts. He yawned. Her warmth reminded his body
of the day’s march. He watched the flames, remembering the feel of Kit as they had
danced. Kyle might have planned everything just so we could do that. That would
be just like him. Kyle could find a moment to laugh even if the moon was falling.

"I lost the comb for my tail," Kit said. "I don’t think
I will ever get the snarls out of it."

"Better than having fleas, isn’t it?"

She nodded and rested her chin on her knees. Behind them,
Yuzu tried to inhale her tent.

"Thinking about your home?"

"It’s all I ever think about. Is all of this worth seeing
just a pile of stones? Everyone says it is abandoned. Forgotten."

"It can’t be forgotten if everyone talks about it."

Kit elbowed him.

"One day you are going to crack a rib."

"I would have already if I wanted to," Kit said. "You
are still too bony." She fell silent for a time. "How many times have we done this
now? I sit here moping about a home I never knew while you listen."

Timothy shrugged. "I’ve lost count."

She glared at him. "I am being serious."

"And so I am. I’ve lost count of how many times you moped."
He smiled.

"So says the man who moped about his sheep, his books,
his friends, his manliness, his—"

"I get the idea."

"I haven’t asked you. What do you think of me going home?
After all this trouble."

"A little late to ask, isn’t it? We should see it tomorrow."

She looked away. "I know."

"‘The foxes have holes, and the birds of the air have
nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head.’"

Kit frowned.

"What I’m saying is it is fine to want to have a home."

"But I don’t. That’s just it. No one is left."

"We don’t know that. Tell said it was haunted. Maybe
the ghosts are other foxes."

"Maybe. I…I don’t want this journey to end. Yet the end
is here, and I don’t know what will come after."

So that’s what is bothering her. "I
don’t think you will be rid of Yuzu, and Tell will probably follow her."

"And you?" She watched him from under her eyelashes.

"I need to tell Aunt Mae about Evelyn."

"Is it strange to say that I miss your Aunt Mae? Maybe
I—may I go with you?"

"If Aunt Mae sees us together again, she’d marry us for
sure."

"You sound as if that is a bad thing." She flashed her
fangs. "I would get the short end of that arrangement."

Timothy swallowed. "We could build a cabin in the woods.
Far enough away that you wouldn’t have to worry about your tail. I could copy manuscripts
and raise sheep."

"I am not a sheep dog." Kit yawned and shivered. "A warm
cabin sounds nice. You could keep my tail warm, and maybe the rest of me."

Timothy felt his face heat.

Kit giggled. "With how manly you’ve been talking to Tell,
I began to worry about your blush disappearing." She faced the fire. "After I see
home, we will go see Aunt Mae again." She yawned hard enough to make Timothy’s jaws
ache. "I need to sleep. I don’t want to be grouchy tomorrow, after all. Just don’t
stay up all night fretting over Daeric, all right?" She slipped from the blanket
and climbed to her feet. "Or thinking about how you can get away from me. You are
between my paws, shepherd."

"And we will be at Aunt Mae’s mercy if we return."

Kit turned away and glanced over her shoulder. She lifted
a finger. "When. Not if. I never did figure out why you came with me."

"Well, you call me a woolhead, muttonhead, and every
other kind of fool."

"And you are my kind of fool." She lifted her skirts
enough to reveal her tail. The white tip swished at him. "Just a little thank you.
You will see more of me soon enough." She laughed deep in her throat and sashayed
out of the firelight.

Timothy huddled under the blanket. It smelled of Kit.
Even I am starting to think about how people smell. I am well and truly trapped
between her paws.
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Kit trudged through the snow. Yuzu muttered about something,
but Kit couldn’t muster any attention. That man’s scent addles my brains. Timothy
and Tell cut through the piling snow. A branch cracked under the weight of the snow.
The branch hit the ground, sending a plume of white into the air. She had to squint
to be able to see him through the barrage. Telling him he could keep my tail
warm. She sighed. Fool man has my tail in his fist and doesn’t know it.

"Aren’t we going to stop? It’s snowing hard." Yuzu asked.

"I hadn’t noticed." Kit blinked snowflakes from her eyelashes.
"And no. We are not stopping." The last few days speaking with Yuzu was…nice.


But the journey was nearing its end. Timmy was right
about Yuzu staying with me, though. If she drags Tell along, maybe Mother Mae will
marry them off too. Kit smiled. "We decided where we are going after I see my
home."

"Where? I am coming with you—as long as it is warm."
Yuzu hugged the blanket she had thrown over her cloak.

"And if Tell doesn’t?"

"You are a bad teacher if he doesn’t."

The girl is more confident. "If
he does, you will end up marrying him."

Yuzu’s face flooded with more red than the cold could
cause. "M-marry?"

"Timothy’s aunt won’t have you practicing without marriage
vows." I barely escaped. I doubt she could. Timmy doesn’t know the half of what
his aunt told me. Kit shrugged. "She’s a nun. A Mother Superior."

Yuzu squinted at Timothy. "A nun?"

"Who do you think married us?" Will marry. The
thought filled her with warmth and her stomach with acid. Who said we have to
go immediately? It’s your fault, muttonhead. As if he’d heard, Timothy turned
and hooked her with his hazel gaze. She swallowed. "Damn you, Timmy," Kit muttered.
"I never—" Sudden pain flared up her leg and burst into multicolored splatters in
her vision. She fell to her knees and saw an arrow protruding from her thigh. She
gritted her teeth and looked up to see Jan burst from the trees and dodge Tell’s
sling as it whistled toward his head.

"I’m sorry, Sunflower, but I cannot have you run again."
Daeric stepped out and lowered a short bow. His white fur cloak fluttered.

Yuzu yelled and bowled into the man. They crashed to
the ground in a puff of snow. Timothy shouted something before he fell to Jan’s
sweep this his legs. Immediately, Tell attacked Jan with a knife in one hand and
his loaded sling in the other. His shape blurred with the falling snow. Kit clenched
her jaw, grabbed the arrow with both hands, and pulled. Agony lanced black across
her vision. Not. Now. Her will kept her from blacking out. Her skirt’s
fabric tangled around the shaft, but it came free. She staggered to her feet and
stumbled toward her fallen shepherd. Her leg collapsed under her, but she kept the
bloody arrow in her fist.

He lay on outstretched on the ground. Above him Tell
struggled to hold off Jan’s attacks. Jan’s spear darted, driving Tell steadily
backward until he was standing over Timothy. Tell lunged in an attempt to get
inside of Jan’s reach, but the spear whirled and cracked Tell on his upper arm.


 "Why did you betray me, son?" Jan asked.

 "Like you noticed. You never look at me." Tell lunged.

Jan danced back, twirling Tell’s loaded sling around
his spear. "Always the same complaints. When will you become a man?"

Tell took another hit with the blunt end of the spear.
"When will you stop trying to avenge Mom? Sh-she wouldn’t have wanted—" The spear
crashed into the side of Tell’s head. He crumpled.

"You know nothing of Koto. You don’t know anything
about her," Jan said.

Timothy groaned and tried to stand up. Jan twisted
and drive the butt of his spear into Timothy, sending him back into the snow.
Jan caught the whirling spear and thrust the dark iron head into Timothy. 

Timothy’s yell ripped at Kit and drove her back to her
feet. She raced toward Jan, heedless of the pain in her thigh, and threw the arrow.
It wobbled through the air only to have a steel blade appear from the curtain of
snow and slice it at the last moment.

Captain Tredere sheathed the blade. "What are you boys
doing wasting time with these people? You never could obey orders."

Kit’s leg gave out again. Something heavy thumped into
her back and pinned her to the ground. She shivered against the frigid dampness
seeping into her clothes. Snow and forest debris obscured her view.

"Don’t think your pattern will continue," Daeric said
above her. "Father, I tried to tell you. I had found the one we looked for."

"I told you, son. We are done with that foolishness.
I expected it out of Daeric, but you, Jan."

"Father, it’s Koto. She’s come back to us." Jan’s voice
arced over crunching boots. "We can…"

Kit’s eyelids felt heavy. Cold. A dim part of her mind
spluttered. Father?

"Enough." Tredere’s voice rattled Kit’s fading
awareness.

Suddenly the weight lifted. On instinct, Kit rolled.
She crashed into a tree. The shock restored some of her senses. Captain Tredere
had Daeric pinned to the ground.

"We were to get our revenge. I didn’t waste my time kissing
rings and selling my soul to murderers so we can dally with the fool notion of bringing
the past back. Shut your mouth, Jan. You are just as bad as he is. They are dead.
I don’t know why I ever let either of you off your leash. I had hoped I’d taught
you both enough sense. Especially after Koto," Tredere said. "You didn’t see what
I did. Koto had it easy. Burn me if I didn’t love the girl too. Don’t look at me
that way, son. She was my daughter. Blood or no, she was as much a daughter as you
damned boys are my sons."

Kit blinked snow away. Snowflakes began to blanket Timothy’s
unmoving body. Nearby lay Tell. I feel so weak. She clenched a hand over
her wounded thigh and dragged herself along with the other. Her teeth chattered.

"But, Father—Kit is—" Daeric said.

"What was I telling you? It doesn’t matter. Gert should’ve
kept an eye on you. Where is that bastard? Not another word, Daeric. Your lack
of focus put everything in jeopardy. That damned Inquisitor has me figured out,
how I would send out patrols for you to kill. I should have killed him that
first night."

Kit worked toward Timothy, feeling her strength ebb.
The sounds of Daeric, Jan, and Tredere arguing faded. Only Timothy mattered. He
lay on his back. There’s too much blood. Dark crimson covered his chest.
His pale face turned toward her. His lips tinted blue. "You’re hurt, Kit."

"Be quiet, woolhead." She pressed down on where blood
pooled on his shoulder. "You are hurt worse."

"Some heroes we turned out to be." He wheezed a laugh
and grimaced. "A lot of talk but little ability. We wouldn’t make much of a story."

Hot tears thawed her frozen cheeks. "I swear you’ve been
nothing but trouble. I knew you would be from the moment I saw you fall down that
hill."

"We did that a lot. Falling down metaphorical hills."
His eyes fluttered.

"If I have to stay awake, you have to, shepherd." She
pressed her forehead to his. "You still owe me."

"What?"

"For fleas. For my tail getting tangled. For your good
nature."

"H-how do I owe you that? Seems you owe me one for….for…that."

Kit heard something behind her.

"Someone—" Jan cut off.

Kit twisted to see Kyle barrel into Daeric. A spate of
soldiers crashed in from all directions with Balwar at their head. The Inquisitor
thrust his arms out, and the air cracked with the sound of gunfire. Jan wrenched,
and crimson bloomed on his chest. Tredere freed his short sword and stabbed and
hacked at the soldiers around him. They came on, heedless of the blade, and dragged
the man down. Kyle bashed Daeric across the face. 

"Sis," Yuzu collapsed beside Kit. Blood ran from Yuzu’s
hairline and down the right side of her face. "You’re bleeding."

Kit’s vision tunneled. "Tim…help."

Yuzu hissed and thrust her hands over Kit’s, adding pressure.
Timothy didn’t react.

"Truss the former captain," Balwar’s voice leeched into
Kit’s sluggish mind. "See to the wounded."

"Leave that one alone. He’s Tell, right?" Kyle
asked.

Kit’s head slumped. She heard Yuzu say something,
but it didn’t stick in her mind. She poured every bit of strength she had into her
hands. Into her shepherd. Must stop…bleeding.

"Balwar," Kyle’s voice quivered in Kit’s dimming awareness.
"I need…."

"Sis? Sis…"

The scent of ammonia shocked Kit awake. Her vision and
hearing flared from a pinprick to a torrent. Crimson. Movement. Cold. So much cold.
Within and without.

Balwar shoved a vial to Yuzu. "Stop the bleeding, and
use this to keep her awake. Cold can kill her if she sleeps."

Yuzu grabbed Kit’s shoulders. "Come over here, Sis."

Kit struggled against Yuzu’s grip, but the girl dragged
her away from Timothy. Kyle knelt beside him.

"You really need to leave the heroing to me, Timothy,"
Kyle said. "Get a fire going, boys. Now."

Yuzu laid Kit against a tree and lifted her skirt. Kit
felt too weak to resist. Yuzu muttered and tore strips of cloth from her cloak.
Kyle opened Timothy’s coat and shirt. The shepherd’s thin chest almost matched the
snow. Don’t you die on me, Kit thought.

"Heat that knife." Kyle thrust a blade at the nearest
soldier. "I hope this works. I’ve never done it myself. Hold on, Timothy."

A pair of soldiers shoved Daeric to the ground. His shoulders
strained against the ropes that bound his arms behind his back. "If you would have
listened, he’d still be alive. All I wanted was to bring us back. You could have
had a home with us. Lived with us. Had children. You could have been our Eve."

"Shut your mouth," a soldier said as he threw Tredere
beside him. Tredere’s face was a mass of bruises. "You are both lucky we are under
orders not to kill you." The soldier spat on Tredere. "The Inquisitor told us you
were the one who burned our friends in that fire. He figured it all out." The soldier
tapped a key that hung from Tredere’s belt with the butt of his halberd.

Tredere rose to his knees. "It is the least you deserve
for what your kind did."

Balwar stood over them, fingering his crucifix. "And
what would that be?"

Tredere laughed. "Look at where we are, fool. You know
what happened here."

Daeric opened his mouth, but Tredere cut him off. "Quiet.
If you had followed orders, we wouldn’t be here. You are no son of mine." Daeric
looked as if Tredere had stabbed him.

"Watch them," Balwar said. "We will take them to stand
trial for their crimes."

"And what crime is that, Inquisitor?" Tredere asked.
"Defending what is left of our homes? Executing murderers? Who will make you stand
on trial?"

Balwar skewered Tredere with his glare. "For killing
men you were responsible for."

The scent of burning flesh seared Kit’s nostrils. Kyle’s
back prevented Kit from seeing anything. She tried to get up. "What are they—"

Yuzu shoved her back and tugged at the bandage she was
winding around Kit’s thigh. Kit groaned against the pain. "Leave it to Kyle, Sis.
He won’t let Timothy…."

Tell stumbled over to stare down at Tredere and Daeric.
"What is it, boy?" Tredere looked up and spat blood. "I hope it was worth it to
you to betray your own kin."

Without a word, Tell wrenched the men’s bandanas from
their heads, threw the cloths to the ground, and backed away. Soldiers cursed and
crossed themselves. Balwar didn’t move. He continued to stroke the crucifix that
dangled from his neck. Yuzu gasped. White-tufted fox ears swiveled among the men’s
tangled red hair. Kyle glanced over his shoulder for a moment before returning to
Timothy.

I wish Kyle would move. I can’t see him.

"Foxes," one of the soldiers said. The soldiers trained
their weapons at the two bound men.

Balwar held up a hand. "You have nothing to fear from
them. They are powerless now. They will answer to God for their crimes."

Tell slipped away from the soldiers and knelt beside
Kit and Yuzu. "They had cut their tails off to hide. I’m such an idiot. I should
have told you what we are before all of this. It might have helped. But when you
grow up with something…"

"What about Jan? Wait. So you have a tail?" Yuzu asked.

Tell nodded and looked away. "I—I will go. I’m sure you
don’t want to have…anything to do with a demon like me. Jan called me son. For the
first time. In anger, but still. " Tell looked over his shoulder and wiped his cheek.
"I need to go before these soldiers notice I am a fox too. I hope Timothy….I will
go."

Yuzu grabbed his arm. "Don’t go."

The soldiers not tending to the wounded all circled Tredere,
Daeric, and the Inquisitor. They didn’t pay attention to anyone else.

"Go." Kit leaned on the tree and used it to leverage
herself to her feet. "While they aren’t paying attention to you. Before they ask
how you know." She limped toward Timothy, leaving Yuzu and Tell behind. A small
fire burned close to her shepherd.

Kyle finished knotting the cloth he’d used to bandage
Timothy’s chest and used a cloak to cover him. Kit fell to the trampled ground beside
him. "Is he…?"

"He’s a stubborn one." Kyle wiped his brow on his sleeve.
A knife steamed on the ground next to him. He studied Kit. "You two are quite the
pair. I hope you are done trying to be heroes. Just leave that to me." He looked
down at Timothy. "I was always having to bail him out of trouble. But he always
helped me feel younger than I am." He touched his chin. "Not all of this gray is
because of age, you know."

"Will he…?"

"I’m not a doctor. I’ve only seen this done once for
a cut. It didn’t get his heart, but one militiaman I knew who had a wound like this
had trouble breathing for the rest of his life. The other…died." Kyle wrapped an
arm around Kit’s shoulders. "Don’t you worry. He’s got you to come back to."

Kyle’s bravado told Kit just how dire Timothy’s situation
was. "How did you know where to find us?"

"I told you where to go. I dropped you enough hints,
didn’t I? ‘I will see you again soon,’ remember?" He shook his head and rubbed
Kit’s shoulder. "I should have just come out and told you."

Kit shrugged. "You did what you could."

Kyle let his arm drop. "It’s too cold to be out here.
We need to be careful moving him." He turned toward the soldiers standing
nearby.  "Boys, we need a sled for my friend. " The soldiers saluted and went
off to their task.

 Kyle touched Kit’s shoulder. "Stay with Timothy I
have to see to our prisoners. Don’t worry. Timothy will make it." He patted her
shoulder one last time before standing and walking away. Kit laid a hand on Timothy’s
cheek. His skin felt like touching ice, and his breath came in shallow gasps. You
lived through that illness. You will live through this.

Timothy’s chest stopped moving.

Kit froze.

His chest didn’t rise again.

No.

She laid her head against his chest. A flutter. Only
a flutter. She lurched back and slammed his chest with her fist. "Beat. Don’t leave
me, Timmy." She hammered her fist down. Again.

He has to breathe.

She tilted back his head, opened his mouth, and forced
air into his lungs.

"Breathe. Don’t you dare leave me." Tears streaked her
cheeks. She forced more air into him.

His hazel eyes remained closed.




 





Chapter 9

Kit felt the cold wind on her heart. Memory stretched
beyond the ruined gate. Vines grasped at the blackened stone, and ice crystalized
on slumbering trees. Belafonte’s ruins formed a grid of once-straight streets
that were now choked with saplings reaching through the snow. Few buildings stood,
and those that remained testified of fire. A single straight road cut through the
center of the village, toward the mountain that loomed over the trees. Kit guessed
it would only be a few more years before the forest completely engulfed what was
left.

Daeric, Tell, and the rest were right. Ghosts haunted
Belafonte.

Kit meandered through the streets, waiting for a memory
to pounce, and not caring if it did. Soft pine needles under the snow hushed her
steps. Her exposed ears froze. The wind sawed at her legs with ice, and her tail
felt heavy. It had felt wrong to walk through her home covered like some thief.
She didn’t care if anyone happened to see her. The cold didn’t matter. It was preferable,
distracting.

The price for coming here was too high.

She paused at a toppled home. A low stone fence peeked
above a snow drift, separating the wide ruin from the street. The chimney still
stood. Kit stepped over the wall and entered.

A fire danced in the hearth. A woman worked
on an embroidery hoop nearby. She looked up as Kit entered. "Kitsune, dear. You
are going to catch your death of cold. Go put on some dry clothes."

The red-haired woman looked strong and tall.
When she smiled her green eyes crinkled.

"I was following Daddy," Kit heard herself
say. Her voice sounded strange.

"I thought as much." The woman sighed. "You
can’t do that."

"Why not?" Kit wanted to shiver but refused.

"Young ladies don’t hunt."

"Why not?"

The woman put aside her hoop and knelt in
front of Kit. She smoothed Kit’s ears. "Kitsune, ladies have to mind the house and
the children. That is work enough."

"I don’t want children. I want to be a hunter."

Kit’s mother chuckled. "Stubborn just like
your father."

Kit blinked, feeling disoriented. The hearth stood empty.
Wind whistled through gaps in the stone walls. Did I…live in this house? She
rubbed her temples and crossed into a room that held a skeletal sapling.

"Now, Kitsune, I don’t want your mother to
know." A man gripped her small shoulder in a strong hand. His red hair fell over
his eyes.

Her small hands held a knife made just for
her. "I won’t tell her, Daddy."

He winked. "Ladies aren’t supposed to have
hunting knives, but when you get to be this tall." He held a hand a head higher
than Kit stood. "I will take you with me."

"Really! You swear."

He laughed. "I swear."

She pulled the knife a knuckle’s width from
its sheath and smiled.

"Kitsune! Urien! Dinner."

Kit wiped her cheeks. "This was my house, wasn’t it?"
The stones didn’t answer. 

She stumbled over what was left of the north wall and
sat down. Her tail curled around her knees. She sat for a time, rolling her
fragmented memories in her mind. The blurred images she had of her mother and
father sharpened. Her father’s strong hands and her mother’s kind eyes stood
out. Her father’s face remained hazy, and she couldn’t remember what her
mother’s hair looked like. 

"What did I expect, to suddenly remember every
detail?" She stroked her tail. "I was too young, and it was too long ago." 

The quiet of the ruins contrasted with the noise of
her thoughts. An hour passed without any new memories surfacing.

 "This isn’t worth it. Timothy…." She bit her lip. "You
were right, Mom. I wasn’t a hunter."

Her grandmother shimmered in her mind. The woman’s brown
eyes, tanned face, and white-streaked hair looked more solid than the phantoms lingering
in the stone walls behind her.

"Grammie, I…I don’t know what to do," Kit said.

The memory smiled encouragement.

"I made it home, but the price was so high. I…I don’t
know what I am going to do. My shepherd…."

"Grammie. Grammie." Kit limped in, all bruises
and cuts, her tail bald in places.

"Kitsune, what happened?"

She sniffled. "They found out. They are coming
again, Grammie."

A tough hand swatted her bottom. "I told
you not to bother those folks." The same hand caressed Kit’s cheek. "A lot worse
could have happened to you."

"Are…we going to have to move now?"

Her grandmother nodded. "Aye."

"Why is having a tail so bad?"

"Someday you will find someone who will love
your tail like I do."

"No, I won’t." Kit crossed her arms. "I am
going to be burned like Mom and Dad."

She found herself on the floor with her cheek
burning. Grammie stood over her. "You will not speak that way."

"But I don’t remember them. I just remember
they burned."

"Your parents were good people. One day you
will go home, and you will be with others like you."

"Why don’t you take me there? Where is it?"

Grammie looked away. "East. Someday I will.
Not now."

"I had found someone who loved my tail," Kit said.

"Aye, and it is a fine one."

Kit jumped and her healing thigh gave out from under
her. She fell back onto the stone wall. Gert sat on a jumble of stones a short distance
away. Gray smoke floated from his pipe. He held up a hand. "No need to be startled.
I’m not after you." He removed his pipe and gestured with it. "I take it Daeric,
Tredere, and Jan were killed."

"Jan was killed by the Inquisitor." Kit sat back. What
does it matter if he attacks me. Timothy’s…She couldn’t finish the thought.
"Daeric and Tredere are on their way to be tried."

Gert shook his head. "Tredere was an old fool. Never
listened to me. Revenge was all he thought about instead of raising those boys properly.
But one man’s murderer is another man’s hero. Tredere never could see that."

"Did you know Daeric wanted to…breed me?"

"He had talked about bringing this back." He nodded toward
the ruins. "Wouldn’t listen either. So I just kept to my books and tried to keep
them alive."

"If it wasn’t for you, Timothy wouldn’t be—"

"I kept Jan and Daeric from killing him, you know. Daeric
didn’t get his idea of using the boy on his own." He puffed his pipe. "I thought
I’d take one last look of this place before I move on. Not much to look at, but
ghosts are like that." He touched his template. "They hunt us no matter were we
go. You aren’t the last fox. Tell and I are still breathing, but there’s a rub I’m
sure you know about."

"Know what?"

"Daeric tried to get girls with pups. Most were willing,
but some were not. But there’s a rub."

Kit crossed her arms.

"It doesn’t work that way. Tell and I won’t be having
pups, but you can, I bet."

Kit blinked. "What are you talking about?"

"You are a fox woman. You can have pups, but it doesn’t
work the other way around. Human women and fox men don’t work."

Kit frowned.

Gert pushed from the pile. "For what it’s worth, I am
sorry for what they did. I should have done more than talk sense to them."

"Sis! There you are, Sis." Yuzu slid and fell in the
snow. "Come with us."

"What are you doing out here?" Kit asked. "You should
be at the barracks."

Tell skid beside her and crouched. "Gert! Wh-what are
you doing here?"

"Just taking one last look at home. No need for that.
I’m not going to fight you. You should know I never was much good at fighting."

"Tredere and Daeric are going to be tried and executed,"
Tell said.

"So she was telling me. Can’t say I will be happy to
lose my old friend and an adopted nephew, but actions breed consequences that can’t
be avoided." Gert turned toward Kit. "I hope your lad is well. I enjoyed our too-brief
conversation. Maybe sometime we can discuss Luther again." He hefted a
knapsack.  

"Gert," Tell called out.

Gert turned and raised an eyebrow.

Tell hestitated, and Gert smiled. "Take care of
yourself, Nephew." He strolled away, leaving a trail of gray-blue pipesmoke
behind.

Yuzu grabbed Kit’s hand. "Come on, Sis."

Kit dug her heels into the snow. "There’s nowhere to
go anymore."

Tell looked at Kit, and his eyes widened. "You have a
tail!"

"I already told you she does, Telly. Come on, Sis. Don’t
make me carry you."

"A tail. She has a tail like mine," Tell said.

Kit pulled away. "Just leave me."

Yuzu grabbed Kit’s shoulders. "It’s Timothy. He’s back
from the dead."
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Kyle wiped his brow and yawned. "Even heroes need to
sleep. You owe me. You don’t know how much trouble you caused me these last few
days, Lazarus."

Timothy wheezed a deep breath. Pain lanced across his
chest. "Lazarus?"

"You died. Several times, I might add. You are sure you’re
not a cat? It wouldn’t surprise me at this point." Kyle’s face was pale, and dark
bags tugged his eyes. He wiped his mouth. "You are a lousy kisser."

"How long was I…"

"Dead? A few moments here and there over the last three
days."

"Kit. Where’s Kit?"

Kyle shook his head. "Yuzu and Tell went to get her as
soon as you woke. You gave your wife a scare. So much that she ran off without noticing
you were breathing. She pounded your chest and breathed for you. Since then I’ve
had to give you a few man-kisses to keep you breathing like she did."

"She did that?"

"Surprised me too. Hard as steel, that one is. To see
her run with those tears freezing behind her—" Kyle yawned. "You worried me too,
you know. I have to go before you do. I’ve got some years on you. Seriously, you
need to get back to your books and stay there. You aren’t cut out to be a hero."

Timothy felt like he was breathing through wool. Panic
threatened, but he forced himself to take steady breaths. "I remember telling you
something like that."

Kyle waved him off. "Bah. What matters is you are back.
Did you see Saint Peter on the other side like the Church says?"

"Saint Peter?" Timothy frowned. What did I see? His
memory fogged. "Where am I?"

"At the barracks. We got them."

"Daeric?"

"And the captain. Seems he was calling the shots from
here the entire time. Balwar and the boys are taking them back for trial. Balwar
gave me leave to stay here with you until you…recovered."

Timothy didn’t miss Kyle’s hesitation. "Died" was
the word you wanted to say. For Kyle to be this rattled, I must have been close.

"Here. Let me prop you up and give you a drink."

Timothy tried to help Kyle sit him at an incline. His
friend tipped a mug, and alcohol burned the back of Timothy’s throat. Timothy gasped
as its warmth fanned through his chest.

"You know…I don’t…drink."

"Old soldier’s cure." Kyle yawned again. "Now that I
know you won’t die again—and you’d better not—I am going to get a little sleep."
He flopped onto a nearby chair and stretched out.

The warmth of alcohol spread, helping Timothy breathe
a little easier. Exhaustion dragged him to sleep.
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Sunlight was streaming through the frosted window when
Timothy awoke. Breathing was still a chore, but at least it wasn’t as much of a
struggle. He shifted against the pillow. His right chest and shoulder throbbed.
Kyle sat in his chair reading. Kyle. Reading.

"Since when do you like books?" The words scraped his
throat.

Kyle looked up. "Since you decided to sleep for two more
days. I worried I would have to give you man-kisses again."

Timothy grimaced.

Kyle set the book aside, walked to a stand, and filled
a cup from a wooden pitcher. He crossed over and handed it to Timothy. "It’s worse
for me. You have sandpaper for lips. I don’t see how your wife can stand that."

Timothy took the cup and hestitated.

"It’s just water. You shouldn’t sleep too much longer.
I have a job, remember?"

Timothy took a long pull. He had to come up for air sooner
than he’d expected. It felt as if one lung didn’t want to work right.

"Where’s Kit?" he asked.

"She’s here, but she won’t see you. Don’t ask me why.
I never could understand women."

Timothy handed Kyle the cup. "Then I will go see her."
He forced his arms to work. I feel weaker now than when I was back at Honheim.
His shoulder screamed, but he ignored it. He cast aside the sheet and noticed
he wore just his smallclothes. He shot Kyle a look.

"Hey now, don’t look at me like that. You are not that
attractive. You had blood everywhere." Kyle tossed a cloak at Timothy. "Wear this."

Timothy stood on shaky legs and donned the heavy cloak.
It pooled at his feet. He shuffled toward the door. Kyle hovered over his shoulder.
"Just what are you doing?" Timothy asked.

Kyle backed away a step and looked out the window. "You
had all of us scared. I wasn’t kidding when I said you died several times. You are
like a kid brother to me, you know."

Timothy swallowed. For Kyle to say that…"I made
it, and I promise I will leave the adventuring to you from now on."

Kyle looked at him and raised a finger. "Heroing. With
a wife like yours, each day will be an adventure. I don’t think she is ready to
see you yet, but you’d better go try anyway. It’s good to move. Helps you heal faster.
At least all the old soldiers tell me that."

Timothy shuffled through the door with Kyle for a shadow.
A fire danced in the hearth, and a desk dominated the room. Yuzu and Tell lounged
next to it. On the far side of the room, Kit leaned against the wall with her arms
crossed. Her fox ears slumped, and her tail drooped.

"It doesn’t matter that I am older than you, Telly,"
Yuzu said. She shot to her feet. "Timothy!"

Kit met Timothy’s gaze. Without a word she turned, opened
the door, and left in a swirl of frosted air.

"Sis…" Yuzu frowned. She stared after the closed door
for a moment before facing Timothy. "How are you feeling?"

Timothy frowned at the door. I expected a punch to
my ribs and to my pride, not for her to avoid me. "Tired." The short distance
left him wheezing. He shuffled toward Yuzu’s chair. She pushed the chair closer,
and he settled into it. "What did I miss?"

"Jan is dead," Tell said.

Yuzu planted her hands on her hips. "Don’t say it like
that. He was your father!"

Timothy noticed Tell’s ears. They stood up out of his
hair with the same white tufts and red fur as Kit’s ears. "You’re a fox?"

Kyle sat on the edge of the desk. "All of them are. Daeric.
Tredere. I guess the Inquisition wasn’t as thorough as they thought."

Yuzu smiled and mussed Tell’s right ear. "They are cute,
aren’t they? Show him your tail."

Tell blushed. "I—I don’t think—"

Timothy held up a hand. "It’s fine." Tell’s a
fox.Maybe all this time that was what Kit smelled. "What happened to Daeric
and Tredere?"

"I already told you that." Kyle crossed his arms.

"Sorry. I still feel stuffed with wool." I hope I
won’t always feel like this.

Concern etched Yuzu’s face. "The Inquisitor and the soldiers
took Daeric and Tredere."

Timothy wheezed a laugh.

"What’s so funny about that?" Tell asked.

"History."

"History? Are you sure you are all right, Timothy?" Kyle
asked.

"The same thing happened with Tahd Valador. We—Kit—faced
him, and it took an Inquisitor—Balwar actually— to save us."

"That seems to be a trend. Sis had to save you from your
mother." Yuzu twirled a finger around Tell’s ear. The young man shivered. "All
right. Enough of that. I am going to get Sis." Yuzu shot to her feet and darted
out the door.

"So tell me, what’s this business with your mother?"
Kyle asked.
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Kit’s breath frosted the air. "Why am I running away
like some foolish little girl?" She grimaced. "Stupid."

But he’s alive. After I saw him lying there,
dead, somehow he’s alive. She wrapped her matted tail around her
legs and shivered. Once before he got sick because of me and almost died. This
time he did die—or as close as you can possibly get. The third time will…She
hugged herself. He would be better off without me. I should go. I need to go.
For his sake.

"Sis! Ah, there you are." Yuzu rounded the corner of
the building. "Why did you run off? It’s not like Timothy is some kind of ghost.
Well, I don’t think he is. Even Kyle isn’t sure."

Kit turned away. "Leave me be."

"He wants to see you. He didn’t say so, but it’s obvious
enough even Tell will notice."

"He will be better off if he forgets me." Kit began to
walk.

"You’re his wife. You can’t just walk away."

"I’m not…that. I never was."

"What do you mean?"

Kit rounded on her adopted sister. "It’s all a lie. A
story we told to help me avoid attention."

Yuzu raised an eyebrow. "Doesn’t look like a lie to me.
Go see him."

Kit whipped around and stalked away. I can’t. I can’t
endanger him anymore.

It was time to leave.




 





Chapter 10

Timothy managed to shuffle a little farther each day.
Gradually, the feeling of suffocation lessened. Cold stole his breath whenever he
ventured outside. He took to wearing a scarf Yuzu found over his nose and mouth.
Kyle found a thick, warm shirt from a chest a soldier had left behind. Timothy’s
right arm refused to lift high enough to don the shirt properly, so he wore it
on one arm, with the other sleeve empty. He had Yuzu bring him sticks of charcoal
from the hearth and worked at lettering on a thin slab of stone. He used more
of his shoulder to write than he would normally, but he refused to let it lock
up. It seemed to help. Each day his shoulder loosened a little more.

Kit remained elusive. Whenever he would catch her eye,
she would dart away like a spooked lamb.

On the eighth day, he asked Yuzu about Kit.

"She’s being stupid." Yuzu thrust a bowl of stew at him.
"Eat, and don’t worry about her. I will bring her around."

Kyle spent most of his time with Timothy. When Kyle left,
Timothy’s throat was dry from all the talking. Kyle wanted to hear about every adventure
they’d had after the events with Treblin. When Timothy told Kyle about Big Al, Kyle
vowed to meet the man. Yet for all his usual antics, Kyle was worried. He hovered
and asked if Timothy needed anything. He egged Timothy on—to walk farther, to push
a little harder.

Snow clung to Timothy’s scarf. He leaned against the
palisade after making two circuits. Kyle had left to pack. He needed to leave before
he was considered a deserter. The thought of Kyle’s eventual departure slumped
Timothy’s mood.

Timothy caught a flash of red in the corner of his gaze.

"Kit?"

Tell appeared and shook his head. "It’s me. I…Yuzu and
I were talking."

Timothy pushed away from the wall. "Let’s walk. What
were you talking about?" 

Tell’s tail wagged. He noticed Timothy watching, and
his tail froze."My tail doesn’t bother you does it? Jan never liked me showing
it."

"It’s not that. I had thought Kit was the only fox
left. To discover there are others is a little unsettling. But in a good way."

"Daeric spent a lot of time talking about how few of
us there are," Tell said. "I couldn’t imagine an entire town of people like me."
He paused. "It would be hard to think you were the last one of your people."

Timothy nodded. How does Kit feel about this? It
has to be a relief to know she isn’t the only fox left. 

 They walked for a time
before Tell spoke again. "Yuzu and I…she is talking to your wife right now."

Timothy waited.

"We…we want to come with you. Both of us." Tell blushed.

"I don’t even know where we are going."

Tell hesitated.

"I think, perhaps, you and Yuzu are meant for a different
path." Not to mention Kit may be tired of having Yuzu around. "You know,
it would give you and Yuzu some time alone."

Tell blushed to his hairline.

"Besides, Kit and I still have to go to Belafonte."

"She’s been there already. We found her there."

"She went without me." Timothy frowned.

Tell nodded.

They neared Timothy’s building. Timothy’s sour mood
deepened.  "You tell Kit she’s not getting off so easily. I didn’t come all this
way just to turn back. Tell her if she doesn’t take me to Belafonte I will track
her down and swat her rump for being a child."

The young man’s eyes widened. "I am to tell her that?"

"Word for word." Timothy opened the door. Welcome warmth
rushed out. "Tell her I will wait until tonight. After that, I am coming after her."
Timothy closed the door in Tell’s face and settled in to wait. Avoid me, will
she? I won’t play that game again.

The door opened not long after he began to practice his
writing. Kit shuffled in with her arms crossed. Anger and an expression Timothy
didn’t recognize warred on her face. On anyone else he would say she looked
shy, but not on Kit. She was anything but shy.

He pretended to ignore her and practiced while he watched
her from the corner of his eye.

Kit’s ears quivered and slumped. Her tail was still tangled.
That isn’t like her, he thought. Especially now that she doesn’t have
to hide her tail.

 Kit opened her mouth and
closed it. She turned toward the door and put her hand on the handle.

"You went to Belafonte without me." Timothy set his nib
aside and folded his hands on the desk.

Her hand dropped, but she didn’t turn. She remained silent,
but her tail wagged.

"It looks like without me you can’t even take care of
your tail. Just what am I going to do with you?"

Her shoulders quivered like a lamb facing shears for
the first time. She whirled, tears on her face. "How dare you die on me, Timmy?
Did you know what that was like? What it did to me?"

Timothy leaned back, aware of his labored breathing.
"It wasn’t exactly my idea. I wish our first kiss was on better circumstances. Funny
how I had to die to get you to make the first move."

Kit blinked, and her ears fluttered. "First…move?"

Timothy shrugged his stiff shoulder. After that walk,
he needed to sleep. "We were to both go to Belafonte."

Kit skewered him with a glare. "You were kind of dead
at the time."

"I’m not now. You owe me for Kyle’s man-kissing. You
and I will go there together."

Kit’s ears wilted, and her tail wrapped around her legs.

How does she stand the cold with only those
leggings and blouse? They are not that warm. No. She’s shivering. "Why
aren’t wearing anything warm? Are you trying to catch your death?"

She whispered something.

He waited, stifling a yawn.

She looked up and glanced away. She hugged her tail.
"It’s my fault. It’s all my fault."

I’ve never seen her like this. I…I’m not
sure what to do. This isn’t like her at all.

She looked up. "Normally a man would offer comfort
at a time like this. Not that I want to have your scent all over me one last
time."

He frowned. "Is this another game?"  He stood
and walked around the desk.

She glared and shook her head. "No. It’s not a game.
It is good-bye. One last argument before I go." Her attempt at a smile failed.

"Go? You know you are not the only fox now. There is
no more need to run. Besides, do you think I will let you go just like that?
What about your memories?"

"There isn’t anything more for me to remember. Yes,
we got all the way out here and nothing. There is nothing for me here. It would
be best if you never had…it’s my fault so much has happened to you."

"We could stay."

She frowned at him.

"We could stay. I had been thinking about it. The
Vatican got want they wanted. They have no reason to return now that the last
of the foxes have been found. We would be safe, and you wouldn’t have to hide
anymore."

She shook her head. "Staying here would still be
hiding."

"Then I will go with you." He approached her,
backing her into the door.

"No..." She thrust out a hand and hit him right in the
wound. Pain slashed, driving him to his knee.

She knelt beside him. "I’m sorry. Are you okay? Can you
breathe?"

"Fine." Timothy grimaced. "Hurting me never worried you
before."

"Let me take a look." She hauled him to his feet and
dragged him to the chair. She tugged at his shirt buttons, exposing his bandaged
torso. "It’s not bleeding."

"In a hurry to get my clothes off now, are you? What
happened to leaving?"

Kit paused. "You wouldn’t have died if I’d never asked
for your help."

"You may have asked, but it was my choice. Just as
it is my choice to go with you now." Timothy felt the cold air pebble his skin.

Her hands fiddled with the bandage’s knot. "I—I can’t
have you get hurt again."

"Watch where you punch me next time."

She met his gaze. Timothy’s grin faded. She’s worried.
"I…this is the end. If I…leave you won’t get hurt again," she said.

He grabbed her tail. "Not if I have you by the tail."

She stiffened. Her eyes widened, and she drove her fist
into him. "Don’t grab it like that." She tugged her tail free, stood, and turned
away. 

Timothy grabbed her shoulder, whirling her around. "If
it wasn’t for you I would have died. You breathed life into me in more ways than
one."

She rolled her eyes. "Can you put more theater into your
line?"

"Pardon me, mine princess. But thou dost play a bad theater
role thyself."

"I’ll miss this. Our banter, not your white chest."

"I will follow you."

She frowned. "Dying made you blunter."

"I realized what is important to me."

"Ugh, if you keep that up—you’re serious."

"Deadly serious."

"Funny." She sighed. Her tail caressed his cheek. "What
am I going to do with you?"

"Clean and comb your tail, to start. Maybe a bath."

Kit blushed and looked away. "You….you will follow me,
wouldn’t you?"

"To the bath? Maybe." Timothy felt proud that he managed
to keep a straight face.

She glared at him. "You know what I mean."

He nodded. "A shepherd never gives up on a lost sheep."

"I knew I should have just left, but I had to see you
one last time." She groaned. "Your scent addles my brain."

Might as well go for broke. He
stepped closer. "Did I ever tell you how much I like your ears and tail?" He pulled
her into his arms, and she wilted against him.

"Your weapons are so unfair." She hugged him back. "I
was afraid when you didn’t breathe. All the blood. I can’t do that again. It was
worse than when you were sick."

"Promise you won’t leave. If I have to chase you, I’m
sure I’ll end up in more trouble."

She shook her head against his good shoulder. "That’s
a pretty bad marriage proposal."

"Whatever it takes. Now promise."

"Like a burr on my tail." She pushed back. Her hair mussed
around her face. She closed her eyes. "Fine. I am an idiot to give in. Fine already.
I promise." She stepped back, crossed her arms, and muttered to herself.

"Tomorrow we will leave for Belafonte." He worked at
the buttons on his shirt as he yawned.

"I said there is nothing for me there."

"I refuse to have come all this way and not at least
look at it. Besides, don’t you want to stay at least a little while? In case
you remember something else."

She chuckled. "I’ve already spent nearly a week
there. You’ve been…sleeping for a while."

"Well several more days won’t hurt then."

She chewed on her lower lip and watched him.

"What is it?" he asked.

"I…I want to sleep with you."

He froze. What?

"Not like that. Geez. I can’t have you getting sick after…everything.
Seriously, muttonhead. I was going to leave after I saw you one last time but now…"
She sighed. "You are a lot of trouble."

"You shall have the whole of my trouble."

She muttered something, grabbed his hand, and pulled
him across the room and into the next.

"Don’t get ideas, and keep your hands to yourself." She
nestled beside him under the sheets. Her tail twined around his legs.

"No—" He yawned. "Promises." His eyes felt heavy. "It’s
a little crowded."

"I’ll leave then." Kit moved as if to leave.

He grabbed her hand. "It wasn’t a complaint."

She cuddled next to him. "Let’s make our lie a truth.
Your aunt can do it, right?"

He hesitated. Might as well, woolhead. You are in
this deep. If Kyle could ring Henrietta, you can Kit. "She may not be allowed,
but that won’t stop her."

"Grammie was right."

"About what?"

"That I would know the man meant for me, and I wouldn’t
be able to get away when I did. I never guessed it’d be someone like you."

"Thanks." He rolled his eyes.

"I meant that as a compliment. How do you do that to
me?"

"Do what?"

"I came to tell you good-bye, and now we are talking
about marriage."

"My boyish charm?"

She chuckled. "Not too long ago you’d be crawling out
of the bed to get away from me, blushing the entire time. Even just a few days ago
you wouldn’t be so blunt. Not that I am complaining." Her breath touched his ear.
"It just means I will have to try harder."

He blushed.
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"A lot of trouble for ruined houses and trees," Kyle
said.

Timothy breathed into his scarf. The journey to Belafonte
had taken longer than two days with the pace they’d set. Perhaps it wasn’t wise
for him to travel after only two weeks of rest, but he wanted to see Kit’s home.
After everything I didn’t want to go back without seeing it.

The ruins spoke to Timothy. People had lived and died
here. He wondered who had lived in that building. Did children play in that
street? Yuzu and Tell wandered among the crumbled stone walls that sectioned off
a block. Why was that block walled away from the others? Kit stood in front
of a pile of rubble. Her tail wagged beneath her cloak.

Kyle shifted his knapsack. "I hate to go, but I am going
to end up in a stew if I don’t."

Timothy grabbed his friend’s outstretched hand. "It was
nice seeing you, Kyle. Thanks for everything. I mean that."

"Bah, that’s what heroes do." He scratched his beard.
"Besides, you’ve always been like a kid brother to me. Never could figure out why
you spent time with my old bones." He held up a finger. "Don’t go traveling until
spring. Not with your wound. Old Jake told me winter was the worst for him. Couldn’t
breathe. There’s plenty of food left at the camp. The boys didn’t carry all of it
away. Besides, Tell could give me a run with hunting."

"Spring." Timothy frowned.

"Don’t be glum. Your ladylove will keep you warm and
busy." He smirked. "What do you plan to do after it thaws, anyway?"

"Kit wants me to ring her. Officially. And have Aunt
Mae do it."

"What do you mean, ring her? I thought you were already—"

"We—we aren’t married. It was just a story to keep people
from asking too many questions about Kit. You know, her being a fox."

"Wait. So you mean all this time I was thinking you…I
didn’t have to ring Henrietta?"

Timothy smiled. "She was going to ring you upside the
head if you waited much longer."

Kyle rubbed his chin. "That’s dirty, Timothy. Here you
had me thinking my kid brother had taken the lead." He laughed. "Ah well, just means
I blazed the trail yet again. Henrietta’s going to want to see your future
kids, you know."

Timothy blushed.

Kyle clapped him on the back. "Don’t fret. You’d be a
fine father. Henrietta won’t pay their little tails any mind when you bring them
to visit Uncle Kyle. No frets about that. Though she may have them all bowed up
and braided. She threatens to do that to my beard. That’s why I keep it short."
He looked at the clear sky. "Well, I’d best get going. Take care of yourself." He
called out to Kit. "And be sure to take care of him too, foxy."

Kit turned and flashed a smile. "He is quite helpless
without me."

"You two make a good pair. Be sure to visit." Kyle waved
and strolled away.

Timothy watched his friend until he disappeared into
the forest.

Kit grabbed Timothy’s arm. "He’s a good friend."

"The best."

"Oh? And I’m not?"

"Nope." He walked toward the house. Kit watched, and
she followed. "I feel…different inside, since dying."

She frowned up at him. "Kyle said you will probably have
problems breathing from now on. And you shouldn’t be out here. I never would have
guessed he knew about wounds."

"Kyle’s smarter than he lets people know. And it’s not
that. Everything feels more intense. Everything looks different. Brighter."

"Hmph. I don’t think dying had much to do with it."

"What could it be then?"

"You are a woolbrain."

He stared at her.

She sighed. "It’s because you—don’t make me say it."

"What?"

"You are in l-love with…me."

"Hmm. I still think dying is the reason."

She growled and punched him lightly in his side.

"So this was your house?"

"I think so. At least, I remember living here."

"What do you remember?"

She told him. While she spoke about her mother and father,
her gaze became distant. Timothy knew she was seeing them. Her soft voice held awe
and sadness. I understand what it’s like to not have real parents, other than
Aunt Mae.

It was deep into the afternoon when Kit finished. She
slouched on the stone wall, looking exhausted. Timothy sat beside her and laid his
gloved hand over hers. Tell and Yuzu threw balled snow at each other a few houses
away. They ducked behind the stone jumbles and jumped out. Tell took one of the
balls to his face.

"Thank you for telling me. How do you feel?"

She shook her head. "I thought I’d feel different, but
I don’t. I thought there would be more. I just don’t remember much. It’s funny.
I felt hunted by my memories, and now…" She shrugged. "I don’t know what I was expecting."

"I don’t know. You remember your parents’ faces, don’t
you?"

She nodded. "Not clearly. I remember Mom’s eyes and Dad’s
strong hands."

"That makes it all worth it."

She frowned at him. "How can you say that after all I—"

"It was my choice. You didn’t put me through anything.
Well, you did, but I don’t count this." He touched his chest. "Or what happened
in Honheim."

She jabbed a finger at him. "You are still a woolhead,
sheepbrain, and frustratingly dense man."

"I think those all mean the same thing."

She glared at him from under her eyelashes. "I can make
this a long winter for you. We aren’t going anywhere until spring."

"I am not opposed to staying here, you know. You
still haven’t given me a good reason why we shouldn’t. We can clean out
Daeric’s lodge. I think I could even raise sheep in some of the clearings out
here."

Kit sighed. "I’ve looked toward the past too long."

"And what’s that have to do with staying here? We
could carve out a future."

"And hide away from everyone and everything?" Kit
gestured. "I don’t want to hide. I want to move forward. I want to have friends
who accept me as I am."

"Yuzu and Tell don’t count?"

Kit glared at him. "I want to live a normal life.
One where I can go into town and enjoy a festival. Out here I will still have
to worry. Out here you are also more likely to get yourself hurt." 

Timothy stretched his legs and ignored her verbal
jab. "That may take a long time."

"If it does, it does. At least our future children
will have a better place to live."

Timothy cleared his throat, feeling his cheeks heat.
"I don’t know how you will pull any of that off, but I am willing to help."

"I supposed since I am stuck with you following me
where ever I go, I will just have to accept your…help someday."

Timothy rubbed his forehead. "And just when I
thought I could finally match your wit."




 





Chapter 11

Only a month and a half passed before spring began to
green the forest. Timothy was glad poor Tell became the target of the women’s attention.
Kit decided to resume Yuzu’s lessons. The boy’s decision to try to grow a beard
didn’t help his situation. A pair of scraggly, patchy tufts sprouted on his cheeks,
much to the women’s constant enjoyment. Timothy had to give the young man credit.
He was stubborn. Timothy would have shaved those tufts off after the first time
the women wagered how long it would take for the next patch to sprout.

Under Kit’s watchful gaze, Timothy recovered,
although the puckered scar remained on his left breast. Luckily, his shoulder loosened
up enough for him to use it normally. His breathing became easier, but he became
winded with even light work. 

Finally, on a warm, sunny day, they stood at the palisade’s
gates.

"I think I will miss the place." Yuzu held Tell’s hand.
"It was fun."

Timothy winked at Tell. "I’m sure Tell would rather forget
that bath incident." The boy’s face reddened.

"Hey, Sis was the one who gave me that idea."

"Every interest needs to be surveyed to see if he passes
muster." Kit patted Timothy’s arm. "Tell did better than this bookbug."

"He has a cute tail. He shouldn’t stuff it into his pants
like he does." Yuzu grinned.

"Don’t fight battles you can’t win, Tell." Timothy shouldered
his pack.

"Then he would never fight, and where’s the fun in that?"
Yuzu asked.

Timothy turned his back on the camp. In a few years
it will be reclaimed by the forest, like Belafonte. "Are you sure you want to
go, Kit?"

"Why wouldn’t I?"

"Once we leave, you will have to hide your ears and tail
again. If people found out you were a fox…"

She stroked an ear. "We can go someplace else. A cabin
in the woods. Besides, I’m sure by now Balwar has tried Daeric and Tredere. That
should put an end to this fox-demon nonsense."

"Or it may worry people more."

"Well, I miss Mother Mae," Kit said. "Besides, if we
lived too far out, who would you sell books to after you copy them, bookbug? I,
for one, refuse to live barefoot in a cabin. Even with you. Now let’s go." She stalked
out of the camp. Tell and Yuzu followed.

Timothy looked back at the camp and Belafonte beyond.

The journey away from Belafonte proved pleasant. The
good weather held, and they managed to cover good distance each day. The forest
was soon behind them. Timothy enjoyed the time spent with Kit, Tell, and Yuzu. Best
of all he didn’t have to look over his shoulder for the first time in what felt
like years.

Timothy and Kit grinned as Big Al’s inn came into sight
one evening. 

Tell glanced between them, looking confused. "It’s just
an inn. Why do you two look so happy?"

"Oh, you’ll see," Yuzu said.

The inn’s warmth enveloped Timothy. The same farmers
occupied the seats as if Timothy had been gone for just a few minutes. Big Al’s
voice filled the room.

"So there Marc was, hopping from foot to foot—why, look
who has returned to us! I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again after you left with
that shady red-haired man. Did you have something to do with him being all trussed
up with that Inquisitor?"

"I don’t remember you thinking that boy was shady," Marc
shifted on his chair.

"Not that boy." Big Al waved a hand at Tell. "That Daeric
fellow. Where’d you find that lad? Looks like he could use some meat on him."

Yuzu patted Tell’s wool cap. "He’s with me, Big Al."

Big Al leaned over the counter and regarded Timothy.
"Told ya you needed more meat to keep them both satisfied."

Timothy grinned and shook his head.

Tell’s mouth hung open, and Yuzu chuckled behind her
hand. Elsie shot Timothy an unreadable look before she ducked into the kitchen.

"I am quite satisfied, Master Doni." Kit shot a smile
at Timothy. He rolled his eyes. Kit pursed her lips at him before returning to Big
Al. "We would like—"

"Please, just call me Big Al. I feel as if I’ve known
you forever, lassie. Did you find what you were looking for?"

Kit hesitated. "In a way."

"Sounds like you have a story. You did have something
to do with that Daeric fellow being trussed. I’d bet my beard on it. "

Marc scratched his chin. "You’d starve without that hairy
larder on your chin."

"Bah, not like I am going to lose that wager. Am I right?
I’ve no love for Inquisitors after what they did to our friends at Belafonte, but
past is past. No point in blaming boys who were at their mommas’ teats. The Inquisitor
said little, but the soldiers who wandered in spoke about what happened. Demons,
heretics, and their own captain burning his men? Pffah. What’s this world coming
to when a captain is a turncoat? Some said that lad you left with, Daeric Whine—Rhine—whatever—was
one too."

"Daeric was, Big Al." Timothy sat at the counter, feeling
his chest tighten. He noticed his chest did that whenever he was tired. "He was
a part of a group of…heretics who…who were killing Churchmen."

"Damn Luthers." Marc sipped from his mug.

"You look as if you’d seen some things since you left
here, lad." Big Al winked. "I want to hear your story. Food and room are on the
house."

"You give travelers free food, but you make your friends
pay?" Marc asked.

"Who said you were a friend, Marc? I can’t help Elsie’s
the best cook in this part of the country. Besides, we all want to hear a good story."

"Aye, she is that," a farmer said from one of the tables.

"Wait till I tell Ashley that," someone else said.

Kit smiled. "Timmy and I would be happy to tell it. It
is a long one."

Timothy looked at her, and she kicked his shin. Her ears
pushed against her hood.

Big Al rubbed his hands together. "Now that’s what I’m
saying. First, what’s this boy’s story? He’s got red hair too." Big Al pointed a
thick finger at Tell.

"He’s my lover," Yuzu said.

Tell backed away from her, shaking his head. "She…she…."

Big Al boomed a laugh. "Why are you embarrassed, lad?
She’s a looker. If I was younger, right, Marc?" Marc grunted, and Big Al swiped
his hand in Marc’s direction. "Bah, your old age has made you a monk. Both of you
lads would be in trouble if I was younger."

Kit patted Timothy’s shoulder. "Careful, Master Doni.
My husband would take objection."

"And so would Master Doni’s wife." Elsie came
out of the kitchen with a large platter heaped with the white vegetable Big Al called
mash, gravy, meat, and bread. "You folks are all Al could talk about these last
few months. Yes, Al. I figured you’d want to feed them while they tell their story."

Big Al laughed and slapped his wide stomach. "You know
me, Elsie."

Marc gestured with his mug. "It beats hearing another
of Al’s stories for the hundredth time."

Elsie sat the platter in front of Timothy. Kit slipped
into the chair beside him. A pregnant serving girl placed a second platter for Yuzu
and Tell. Elsie settled into a chair near the kitchen’s entrance and waved the girl
back to the kitchen.

"Sit down, lad." Big Al gestured at Tell. "I’ll let you
go first."

"Go first?"

"First to tell your story, Telly." Yuzu guided him to
the stool. "Tell here used to work with Daeric and the other…heretics. But I reformed
him."

"Oh, so you were a wild one too, lad? Elsie tried to
tame me—"

"And did a good job at it," Elsie said.

"Go ahead." Yuzu’s cheek protruded, and she waved her
fork at Tell.

Tell kept his eyes on the platter of food. "I…my father’s
name was Jan, but he wasn’t much of a father. Daeric, Gert, and Jan decided to get
revenge for my mother’s death. She was burned at the stake…"





Chapter 12

Three days later, Timothy sat on the seat of a sled Kit
had purchased from a farmer Big Al knew. Two horses more accustomed to plowing fields
than pulling a sled filled with supplies trudged through the snow. Timothy had his
doubts about a wagon without wheels, but the runners seemed to work well. Yuzu and
Tell sat with the supplies. Snow fell.

"I…I feel much better after talking with Big Al," Tell
told Yuzu.

"I need to think of some new way to make money." Kit
leaned against Timothy. "This wagon of supplies took the rest of the money I earned
from Honheim." Her weight made his chest and shoulder ache, but he didn’t say anything.

"You’ll think of something."

"I better. I have a terrible shepherd to take care of
now."

They rode in silence. Yuzu and Tell spoke in hushed tones,
punctuated by Yuzu giggling. Those two have gotten closer, Timothy thought.

Nestled in his scarf and thick cloak, with Kit dozing
on him, Timothy smiled.
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The weeks passed uneventfully. Timothy skirted the burned-out
ruins of Honheim. The silhouette in the distance tugged at his memory. Yuzu stared
after the ruins long after they disappeared behind the hills. Snow gave way to mud
as they traveled west. The air remained cold, but it lacked the bite they endured
back at Belafonte.

As they topped a rise, Timothy spotted the abbey and
what looked to be a town sprouted around it. Roughhewn houses huddled against the
cold. A few people worked in the streets.

"Are those people from Honheim?" Kit stood on the seat,
peering around.

"Sit down. If they are, they know you are a fox, remember?"
Over the last several days Timothy began to doubt the wisdom of returning to see
Aunt Mae. Too many sisters knew Kit was a fox. But they had to go somewhere.

"They are. I recognize many of them." Yuzu stood in the
wagon bed. "Could Mira, Colt, and Hoss be here?"

"The children you told me about?" Tell asked.

Yuzu nodded. The horses tugged the wagon through the
mud that served as a street.

The runners work as well on mud as on the
snow,
Timothy thought. He looked at Kit, seated beside him again.

"You are worrying again." She patted his knee.

"If these people are from Honheim, that means you are
in danger. Sister Tera is here."

"Yuzu?" A lanky boy approached. A basket of firewood
weighed his back.

"Colt?" Yuzu leaned over the wagon bed. "Colt!" She vaulted
to the ground and swept the boy into a hug. "I thought you died in the fire."

Timothy eased the horses to a stop. Kit muttered something.

"Hoss said you didn’t make it out of the fire," Colt
said.

"Hoss is here? What about Mira?" Yuzu asked.

"You should go with her, Tell," Kit said. "We have business
in the abbey with the nuns." She stared at Tell until he fidgeted.

"Just tell him, Kit." Timothy rolled his eyes.

"He needs to learn how to understand what a woman means
by her stares."

"What she means is these people know about…what Kit is.
So stay hidden, and go with Yuzu."

Tell looked at Timothy. "You understood that from her
stare?"

He shrugged. "I know Kit."

Tell scratched his temple. "Yuzu doesn’t look to need
me." Yuzu walked away with Colt’s hand in hers. She bent toward him.

Kit glared at Tell.

"All right, I’ll go." Tell scrambled out of the wagon
and trotted after Yuzu.

"There’s hope for you two yet," Kit said.

Timothy flipped the reins and got the horses moving again.

A woman Timothy didn’t recognize waited outside the abbey’s
entrance. "Who might you be, and what’s your business?"

"Timothy Clarke. Aunt—Mother Mae will want to see us."

"She’s a mite busy, but I will ask. A moment." She slid
the heavy door open and slipped through.

"Last time was a better welcome," Kit said.

"They know who you are now."

"Funny."

The woman reappeared. "You may come in, Master Clarke."
She approached the sled. "I will tend to your horses."

Timothy slid from the hard seat. "Sounds good." Kit followed
after hesitating a moment. The woman clambered up and switched the horses into motion
with more skill than Timothy could muster.

"She’d better not take anything," Kit said.

"It’ll be fine…as long as you keep your face covered."
They entered the abbey.

"Timothy! Kit!" Sister Rae stood just inside the hall.
She wagged a finger at him. "Traveling in terrible weather again, I see."

"I—we—"

The old nun planted a fist on her a plump hip. "Sister
Tera told us all about what happened. Bold of you to come back home after that."

"What did she tell you?" Kit asked.

"Sister Tera’s here? If she sees you, Kit…" Timothy knew
they shouldn’t have returned.

"Nothing for you to worry about." Sister Rae waved her
hand. "Sister Tera is away on business."

"How is our dear Sister Tera?" Kit asked.

Sister Rae chuckled. "Regretting the good work she did.
Don’t worry, child. She’s too busy to worry about a fox."

Timothy choked.

"We all heard about what happened. More than a few sisters
left over it. Sister Grace, Nika, and several others." Sister Rae shook her head.
"Those who are still here have no ill will toward you. In fact, it fixed the vexing
problem of Sister Grace vying to become abbess. Bah, look at me jabber. You’ve come
to visit Mother Mae. Come along then." She began walking. Timothy and Kit followed.

"What about the Inquisition?" Timothy asked. "Wouldn’t
they—"

"Mother Mae is more capable than you think, Timothy.
Besides, the Inquisition is too busy now. What, you hadn’t heard? The Papal States
and all the states of Italy are at war. Honestly, Mother Mae’s idea to found a town
elsewhere isn’t going to work with more people coming from the south. But she’s
surprised me before. Ah, here we are. Just a moment." Sister Rae knocked and entered
Aunt Mae’s office.

Timothy blinked, feeling overwhelmed from Sister Rae’s
rambling. Kit snatched his hand.

Sister Rae opened the door and stepped out. "Mother will
see you now. You two look like you’ve been through a lot since you left. We will
talk later. I promise I will listen more than talk this time." She grinned and hurried
off.

Timothy took a deep breath, and his hands felt clammy.
He looked at Kit’s hood. With his free hand he opened the door.

Aunt Mae sat behind her desk, sipping tea. Her desk retained
its cluttered organization. He pushed the door closed. Aunt Mae studied them over
her teacup. Kit removed her hood and met the nun’s gaze. Her ears twitched. Timothy
resisted the urge to fidget. Finally, Aunt Mae sat the cup aside, stood, and walked
around the desk. She embraced them both.

"Welcome back, dearies. Welcome home." She broke the
embrace and stepped back. She crossed her arms and glared at them. "Now tell me
why I shouldn’t take a switch to the two of you. Oh, I can see you’ve been hurt,
Timothy. You look older and frailer. No denying it." She rounded on Kit. "I told
you to look after him."

Kit met the nun’s gaze. "I know. I tried. But…I fear
I hurt him more than protected him."

"Kit…" Timothy squeezed her hand.

"What I know about him, that’s nonsense. He caused his
own trouble, and you had to save him. Now out with it." Aunt Mae sat on her desk.
"Tell me all about what happened since you left. Sister Tera spoke about seeing
Evelyn."

"Aunt Mae—"

"Mother Mae, Timothy."

"We…Mom tried to kill me."

If Aunt Mae was surprised, she didn’t show it. "Start
with what happened when you left here."

Timothy looked at Kit. She took a deep breath and straightened
her shoulders. A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. "It all started
when Timothy tried to take a bath with me."

He frowned. "It was raining." Trust Kit to not feel
cowed for long.

"Shower. Bath. Same thing. You know how he is, Mother.
Well, Cat and I…"

When Kit finished her story, Aunt Mae turned to Timothy.
"Quite a bit of trouble you’ve gotten into."

The door burst open. Yuzu lurched into the space with
Tell beside. She grasped the young man’s hand. Sister Rae grabbed Yuzu and Tell
by the backs of their necks. "Sorry, Mother. When these two asked where Timothy
was—"

"They are all alive." Yuzu didn’t seem to feel the nun’s
fingers. "Hoss, Mira, Colt. They are all alive!"

Aunt Mae frowned. "So this is the Yuzu and Tell you mentioned."

Tell gazed at Aunt Mae with wide eyes. "P-pardon. I tried
to stop her, but…."

"It’s all right—this time." Aunt Mae waved her hand.
"It’s fine, Sister Rae. You might as well come in. We need witnesses anyway."

Timothy frowned. "Witnesses for what?"

Sister Rae freed Yuzu and Tell. Then the nun smiled
and rubbed her hands. "It’s about time we finally took care of our family
problem."

Yuzu glared over her shoulder at the old nun. "What
problem?" She glanced around the room. "What is going on, Sis?"

"You don’t have to worry." Aunt Mae paused and
looked at Tell. "You are a fox too aren’t you?"

Tell backed into Sister Rae. "N-no. I’m not."

"Don’t lie to the abbess," Sister Rae patted Tell’s
shoulder. "You don’t have to worry. We all know about foxes, but we are not
like the Inquisitors."

Tell looked at Timothy. 

"It’s true. You don’t have to worry about Aunt Mae.
She protected Kit when Inquisitors came looking for her. Now what do you mean
witnesses, Aunt Mae?"

Aunt Mae stood and folded her hands in front of her.
"I had decided when next we met I would settle some matters."

Kit’s smile faded, and Sister Rae bobbed her head. What
matters? Timothy thought. Tell and Yuzu shared a look.

Aunt Mae stood straight. "While I am not a priest, I
can serve as a marriage witness for friends and family. And since no priest is available,
I can perform this sacrament. Do you, Kitsune, take my adopted son, Timothy, in
holy matrimony?"

Wait. Where did this come from? Timothy
looked at Kit. Panic and an emotion he couldn’t name welled in his chest.

Kit’s ears didn’t flinch. She grabbed his other hand.
"Despite him being a woolbrain, bookbug, flea-attracting shepherd, I do."

"I now pronounce you—"

"Wait!" Timothy pulled away from Kit. "This is too fast.
Don’t I have to agree?"

Kit leaned in, revealing her fangs. Her ears flicked.
"So you are saying no?"

"No. I mean, I…"

Aunt Mae regarded him. "Everyone can see it, dearie.
It’s past time you two stopped living that lie. You are still telling that story,
aren’t you? Well, I decided to have you married when you returned."

"This will be us, Tell, in a few months," Yuzu said.

"At least she is giving you a warning as to when," Timothy
said.

Kit stepped up to Timothy. "We already talked about this.
There’s no backing out now."

"I…I don’t want to back out. It’s just too soon. Things—"

Aunt Mae fought a smile. "It’s too late. I already said
the words before man and God. Everyone here knows you won’t say no."

"I didn’t hear all of the words."

"She said them. I witnessed your marriage." Sister Rae
winked. "I expect you to name your first daughter after me. It’s the least you could
do for all the trouble you caused me over the years."

Kit grabbed his coat collar and pulled him close. "You
get the better end of this, but you are still my shepherd. Now shut up and accept
your fate, my husband in truth."

"Fine. I do. I hope you are a better kisser than Kyle."

She laced her fingers around his neck. "You will see
how some of the fox stories are true. I’ve wanted to try out some new ways to make
you blush."

Her lips were as warm as her spring-meadow eyes.
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