
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    Chapter 1


    “Please. Please help me.”


    The woman’s stringy hair crawled with lice. Black-tipped sores dotted arms covered in little more than rags. She grabbed at Kit. “A little money. Just a little money for a doctor.”


    Kit recoiled. “Stay back.” Her red hair bristled under her blue scarf. She tried to pull her arm out of the woman’s grip. Green tinged Kit’s lips, and she covered her nose.


    Timothy ordered his stomach to be quiet. He dug out a coin and held it out to the woman. Silver glinted in the late afternoon light. The woman snatched the coin.


    “Thank you, thank you!” The woman turned and limped off, casting anxious glances over her shoulder.


    Kit danced and brushed at her arms. “Do you see any fleas on me? Please tell me there are no fleas on me.”


    “I don’t see any.” Timothy wiped his hand on his pant leg. He hoped whatever the woman had wasn’t catching. The last thing he needed was a sick fox on his hands.


    “Better not be any.” Kit shivered and arranged her blue skirts. “I lost my appetite.” She snatched his hand and dragged him back up the street. The muffled din of the festival carried on the chill wind.


    “Where are we going now? I thought you wanted to try that bakery at the end of this street.” Timothy jogged to keep the pace she set.


    “I can’t eat after seeing that.” Kit’s mouth twisted. “I need to check my tail.”


    “How could lice have gotten on your tail?” Timothy’s gaze wandered to the skirts that hid her ruddy fox tail.


    “You wouldn’t understand. Last I looked, you didn’t have fur, shepherd.” Kit all but ran through streets as they began to fill with people. The gathering crowds flowed toward the main square. Timothy thought he’d seen all the costumes the town of Honheim had to offer, but these people wore costumes he hadn’t seen since the festival started. Kit watched people with her brow knit. Of course, that didn’t slow her pace.


    A woman spoke with a man wearing a wolf pelt over his shoulders. The woman wore a large squirrel tail tied to her waist. Only that tail and a few well-placed patches of brown fur saved her modesty. Several more people wearing odd costumes passed. Men wore yellow and black striped barrels hung from leather straps. On top of their heads bobbed wires like the two thick hairs bees had. Kit tugged him toward Melanie’s inn. She slowed as they approached.


    “Did you see that woman, Kit?”


    “I did. And why are you looking at women wearing that drab fur when mine is in danger?” Kit marched into Melanie’s inn. Timothy tripped on the step.


    The heavy door closed off the hum outside. The common room held several merchants speaking in hushed tones. The men smiled and nodded at Timothy as Kit dragged him past.


    “Have any after-festival business ideas, Master Clarke?” The merchant’s shirt strained against his bulk.


    Timothy shrugged. Ever since Kit’s river stone deal with Shefar, Melanie’s inn remained filled with merchants trying to strike deals with him—as if he knew anything about business.


    At the front desk, Melanie looked up. “Back so soon?” Her dark hand didn’t stop its work in the ledger. Her purple dress complimented her brown skin. Her long black hair curled around her face. “I thought you would want to go to the costume brawl. This is the last day of the festival.”


    Kit released Timothy’s hand and disappeared up the stairs. “Costume brawl?” Timothy worked his hand. Kit had a grip.


    “It’s the big event. Shefar loves the last day of the festival.” Melanie sniffed. “He would, since it focuses on his family.”


    She closed the ledger and leaned close. She watched the serving girls working among the merchants. “You two are good for business. Shefar told me of your scheme. It’s genius I know didn’t come from you, Timothy. No offense, but you are not the money type.”


    Timothy laughed. “I can’t argue that. Kit is one for the ideas. Oh, is our order ready?”


    Melanie glared at one of the serving girls. The girl squeaked and scurried from the young merchant she hovered around. “I got word of it being ready,” Melanie said. “They just wanted to know the place. I hear many different things about your lamb.”


    “What things?” Timothy’s gaze wandered to the staircase. He would have to check on Kit in a moment or he wouldn’t hear the end of it.


    “That the lamb fought a heretic with Michael’s sword in her mouth. That the lamb was the savior come again.” Melanie touched her forehead, chest, and shoulders. “That Saint Peter returned to protect you. That you sacrificed the lamb to the devil.”


    Timothy rolled his eyes. “Do people not have anything else to do?”


    Melanie laughed. “Welcome to the elite merchant club. When you put up that statue, you will make the rumors even worse.”


    “Would you do any less for a friend?” Timothy felt foolish as soon as he said the words.


    Melanie nodded. “Better go apologize to your wife for whatever you did.” She grinned. “Even if you didn’t do anything.”


    Timothy shook his head, but he took the stairs two at a time.


    Kit sat near the open window. Her skirt lay crumpled on the floor. An ivory comb worked through her red tail. She plucked at its tip of white fur. Her tail curved into the gap between her blouse and leggings. Her freckled face pinched as she peered between each strand, and her head scarf flicked. The stories about her kind spoke about all-hearing ears. Just how much had she heard?


    Timothy shook his head. Just a few weeks ago, vixens were only stories told by old men with too much mead in them. Now he found himself between the paws of one of the Church’s enemies.


    “Why, I feel a pervert’s stare on me.” Kit looked at Timothy out of the corner of her eye. She grinned fangs, and her tail wagged in her hand. “A pervert who is lucky. No fleas.”


    “Melanie said the statue is ready.”


    Kit smoothed her white fur. She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “It is the least we could do for Cat.”


    “Where do you plan on putting it? The statue was your idea.” Timothy sat on one of the beds. It creaked.


    “In the square once the festival is finished.” She set the comb aside and leaned out of the window. Her tail danced. “The costumes give me an idea.” Her bottom wiggled with her tail.


    “You have a magnificent tail.”


    Kit giggled, and her tail bobbed. She whirled to her feet, upending the chair. “Melanie said it was some sort of costume fight. Well, I don’t need a costume, but a fight sounds nice.”


    Timothy grunted. So she had heard them. Lovely. The fox would be out of the bag as soon as someone stepped on her tail. Those Inquisitors were gone by now right? With my luck, no.


    “You disapprove.” Kit untied the scarf. White tufted ears slipped from the cloth and twitched.


    “Tahd may be gone but—”


    “But. But.” Kit shook her head. “We will leave soon. Who knows when we will have a chance to enjoy another festival?” She gasped and placed both hands over her mouth. “Unless you have other ideas. No. Those just won’t do. You are a husband only in our story, remember?”


    Timothy ran a hand through his hair. He ignored the bait. “What if someone discovers you aren’t wearing a costume?”


    She sighed, crossed the room, and knelt before Timothy. “I really want to go out and play. I will be extra careful. I promise! You can hold my hand if you want.” Kit looked up through her bangs with her liquid meadow eyes. Her ears drooped.


    “I really wish you wouldn’t do that. I can see down your shirt.”


    She batted her eyes.


    Timothy groaned. “Fine.”


    Kit leaped to her feet and flicked his forehead. “Maybe next time I will bury my fangs in you for not trusting my judgment.”


    “I am just concerned.” Timothy took her offered hand and rose to his feet.


    “I know.” She grabbed his arm. “That is one reason why I put up with your occasional stupidity. But you can’t keep my ears and tail to yourself.”


    “But I like your ears and tail.” It sometimes amazed him how much he had changed these last few weeks. He never imagined being so blunt. He could imagine Kyle clapping him on the back and saying, “Finally!”


    “Do you happen to know just how sensitive my ears and tail are?” Kit smiled. “You may just find out—but not today. Let’s go before the fight or whatever is happening starts.”


    The babble in the common room stopped as soon as Kit hit the bottom stair. Timothy’s mouth dried. He braced for panic and calls for the militia. Timothy tried to watch everyone at once. Not that he could do much of anything.


    “That is a lovely costume,” a balding merchant said. “I wish I’d thought of that now. It would have sold for dear.”


    “Like she stepped out of a story.”


    “What fur did you use?”


    “See, shepherd.” Kit patted his arm. “You worry too much.”


    “That is some costume. The ears seem to move,” Melanie said. One of the serving girls stared at Kit. The bald merchant muttered something and sketched on the table with a damp finger.


    Kit waved. “These ears are tricky. Will Shefar be about?”


    “He will be in the thick of it. It isn’t for me.” Melanie peered at the serving girl. The girl jumped and scurried into the kitchen. “How much did he pay you for those stones? That looks like real fox fur.”


    “You remember what foxes look like?” Sweat ran down Timothy’s back.


    “I saw a tail displayed on a hunter’s wall once.” Melanie turned back to her ledger. “Shefar should be in the square directing people who won’t be listening.”


    The street outside bustled with people. Timothy’s heart quickened.


    “Relax, Timmy.” Kit laced her elbow into his. “Tahd is gone. There is no one chasing us now. We can relax and take our time finding my home now. Let’s have some fun.”


    A man dressed like a bear roared at them. People pointed at Kit, and several men wearing the painted barrels stumbled over each other staring at her. Kit wore a grin. Her tail waved. Timothy hoped people would take the movement for the wind.


    A girl wearing only a pair of cloth wings and painted yellow-black stripes jogged past. Kit drilled her elbow into Timothy’s ribs. “You must have lied for that tail to draw your eyes.”


    Timothy rubbed his ribs. “At least we know not everyone will stare at you.”


    “Oh, so you are saying my tail isn’t as nice as that little bee’s?” Kit winked at a passing man. He tripped, spilling his mug all over another man.


    “You do not know what it is like to have your tail always trapped by a dress. Or what it is like to have your ears flattened and squished.” Kit ran a hand over an ear. “A tail is meant to be free, to feel the wind.”


    “And to be stared at,” Timothy said.


    Kit chuckled.


    The street opened into the square. People clambered over a tall wooden castle standing in the center of the cobblestones. Lines of costumed people waited near racks of mead barrels. The babbling sounded like a beehive. Musicians perched on some of the upturned casks. People leaped and stomped in time with the bawdy tune.


    “Aw, my friends!” Shefar Ealo waved over the crowd. He wore a bright red cloth wound around his head and clipped in place with a bronze pin. The hat still struck Timothy as strange, but then he was the one with a fox girl on his arm.


    “So you decided to join us for the last day of the festival!” Shefar clapped Timothy on the shoulder. “The real fun begins when the sun goes down.”


    “Oh?” Kit’s ears perked up. Timothy’s stomach flipped. She needs to keep her tail and ears under control.


    Shefar looked her up and down. He frowned. “That is some costume. Is that real fur?”


    “Ummm, well,” Timothy said. “We, umm…”


    “What my tongue-tied husband means to say, Master Ealo,” Kit glared at Timothy a moment, “is that our agreement paid us well enough to have a little fun.”


    Shefar held up his hands. “Trent and I look forward to doing business with you again. The stones sold wonderfully.” He peered at Kit’s tail. “Is this some other business idea?”


    Timothy’s heart slapped his chest.


    Kit grabbed her tail and stroked it. “It is magnificent fur, isn’t it? See how it shines. It is also quite warm and soft.”


    “It looks like it.” Shefar rubbed his chin. “It would make a good lining for a coat. Better than what I currently use. What animal does it come from?”


    Kit released her tail and whacked Timothy with it. “Sadly, the animal is one of a kind. I don’t know if any others exist.”


    Shefar’s broad shoulders drooped. “Too bad. If you hear of more, please let me know. I would be happy to do business with you again.” Shefar looked over the crowd. “It won’t be too long. We will get things going soon after the sun sets. Will you join us for the battle?”


    “Battle?” Timothy asked, shaking his head at Kit. A fang escaped her lips.


    “We will attack the castle with torches.” Shefar rubbed his hands. “Just like my ancestors did. Well, they also used more than torches.”


    “Sounds dangerous.”


    “Sounds fun,” Kit said over Timothy.


    “It is. Someone always gets burned, but that is just a part of being a man.” Shefar gestured at Kit. “And a woman, of course.”


    Timothy sweated and waited. She was going to want to do it. He just knew she would want to join in whatever was going to happen. Kit smoothed her hair. Her tail flapped against Timothy. He closed his eyes and waited.


    “I think I will pass. I can’t have my fur getting burned.”


    Timothy opened his eyes and let out a long breath.


    “Oh yes. You are quite right.” Shefar watched the people working at the wooden castle. “Such rare fur shouldn’t be put at risk. I had better go manage those louts. Enjoy the rest of the festival.”


    Kit chuckled. “The look on your face, shepherd. I thought you were going to drop over if I said yes. Just think, I gave up such fun for your sake.”


    “Fun until you got your tail burned.” Timothy rubbed his forehead. He felt warm. Kit liked to strain him.


    “Don’t think I don’t consider you when I make decisions.” Kit patted his arm. “Besides, I didn’t want your lunch on my shoes. You really need to relax.”


    A floppy green hat spiked with a black feather weaved through the crowd. “Shefar told me I could find you here,” Trent Mohmed said. He wore crimson with boots shined to a mirror finish. Even among all the costumes, the man stood out. Not that Timothy would expect Trent to do anything but stand out.


    Trent swept a bow and kissed the back of Kit’s hand. He hesitated when he saw her ears. “You are as lovely as always. Why, I would think you were one of those foxes the Church hunted if I didn’t know better.”


    Timothy choked.


    “Thank you. What brings you to the festival, Master Mohmed?” Kit asked.


    “Please, call me Trent. After our shared success, I would think us closer.” Trent grabbed Kit’s tail. “So it is real fur!”


    Kit jerked straight, and her voice strained. “Let go.” Her hand clawed Timothy’s arm. He winced.


    Trent sifted through Kit’s tail. Kit squirmed, but the man didn’t notice.


    “It is a little cheap for my taste. I prefer mink. I have a scarf that will suit you better than this drab fur.” Trent stroked the white tuft. “Shefar already tried to rope you into joining the upcoming melee, didn’t he?”


    Kit snatched her tail away. She shivered and glared murder while she smoothed the fur.


    Timothy cleared his throat. “He did. What is this melee thing?”


    Trent shrugged. “You will see soon enough. I suggest you sit on the barrels over there for a good view.” He waved at the mead barrels.


    “To touch me like that…and then call me cheap!” Kit muttered. “My tail is not for just anyone to do that with.”


    The man seemed unaware that Kit’s eyes had killed him a dozen times over. So…never touch Kit’s tail without her permission. Timothy doubted she would restrain herself if he made that mistake.


    “And where will you be?” Timothy asked. Best to be far away from him before Kit decided to do something. She quivered and stroked her tail. Maybe she was cold?


    “Not here.” Trent adjusted his ridiculous hat. “I have…other arrangements. Which I cannot keep waiting, so if you will excuse me.” He swept a bow and attempted to catch Kit’s hand. A single look from her twisted his mouth and caused his hand to drop.


    “I swear if there weren’t so many people, that man would be dead on the street with that hat shoved down his throat. No one touches my tail like that without my say so. Do you know—no, you wouldn’t know what that feels like do you, Timmy?”


    “I don’t have a tail, so no, I guess I wouldn’t,” Timothy said. The crowd surged around them. He blinked. Darkness had snuck in on them. “We better take Trent’s advice, unless you want someone else grabbing your tail.” A man with a foaming wooden mug staggered into Timothy. The man wore chicken feathers!


    Kit clutched her tail to her chest. “No more.” She plowed into the crowd. Timothy followed. Falling darkness washed out details.


    She slammed into a wide merchant. A hat even larger than Trent’s floated to the ground. The man landed hard on the cobblestones.


    “How dare you! Do you know who I am?”


    Timothy helped Kit to her feet. “Sorry, sir. My wife has had a little too much to drink.”


    The wide man snatched his ruined hat. “Cheap fur in a costume like that. My hat is worth more. And to think you would run into a merchant of my renown.”


    Kit spluttered. “Twice now. Cheap! My tail is far from cheap, you fat—”


    Timothy stepped between them. “She is sorry. We beg your—”


    Kit flung Timothy away. “We beg nothing, you bloated oaf.” She stood as high as the man’s chest. “My fur is one of a kind and worth more than your greasy hide.” Her tail bristled.


    Timothy laid a hand on Kit’s tense shoulder. “Kit, let it go.”


    The merchant crimsoned, and he shook. “Get your whore under control or I will.”


    Kit growled. “Whore?”


    “Kit, let it go. We don’t want the militia—”


    A roar erupted from the crowd and shook the air. The merchant brushed his hat and sat it on his head. “Lucky for you it is Founder’s Day. I don’t have time for the likes of you.” The fat man pushed into the crowd.


    Kit took a step after him. Timothy held on. “Stop, Kit. We are here for fun, remember?” Some fun this had turned out to be.


    She rounded on him. “Let it go, you said! You just let Trent and that fat oaf walk all over me.” She drilled a finger into Timothy’s chest. “What kind of man are you?”


    Timothy winced. What could he say to that? She was right. He could only think of a way to smooth the problem. His shoulders slumped. He couldn’t even tell her about her home.


    Kit let her hand drop. “I need a drink.”


    “Honheim! Honheim!”


    The shouting pulled Timothy’s gaze. The press of people began shouting and thrusting fists into the air. Several held torches.


    “Get up here.” Kit sat on the oak barrel and offered a hand. Her other hand held a wooden mug she had found somewhere. Timothy tried not to think about how dirty that mug would be. So she did intend to get drunk.


    He stared at the hand. “You are not plotting to push me off or anything are you?”


    “I can’t promise I won’t after what you did—or rather failed to do. You owe me. I will think of something suitable for your lack of manliness. Maybe pink bows.”


    Timothy did not doubt her on that. He couldn’t fault her either, but pink bows? Did she want him to peacock like Trent? That would be like her though. He took her hand and climbed up beside her. Her hip pressed against his, and she sipped from the mug.


    Bare-chested men thrust smoking torches in time with the crowd’s chant. They marched toward the wooden castle. Men in various costumes jeered from the parapets and shook their fists at the marchers. At the base of the castle waited other young men dressed in those ridiculous bee-striped barrels. They held tied sheaves of wheat against their shoulders.


    “Honheim! Honheim! Honheim!”


    The bees shouted defiance. “Our honey! Our honey! Our honey!” The men on top of the castle hurled more colorful insults. Timothy rolled his eyes.


    “My fur is not cheap, is it Timmy?” Kit was slurring her words already. It was amazing how fast alcohol took her. Maybe because she was a fox? Timothy didn’t know.


    The air shivered. “Ealo!”


    “It is beautiful.” Timothy made sure not to touch her drooping tail.


    “You are just saying that.” Kit swayed and gulped the mug.


    The bare-chested men charged the men in the ridiculous bee barrels. Shefar towered over the melee. The man’s dark skin glistened in the firelight. His strange hat singled him out from the crowd. The man attacked with zeal.


    Fire sizzled and slapped against wood and skin. Sparks flew. The bee men warded off the attack with fists and their wheaten weapons. Surprisingly, the attackers’ torches fizzled to smoke with just a few swipes from the defenders. The people on top of the wooden castle jeered and pelted the attackers with rotten fruit and cabbage.


    Kit sneezed. “That smells terrible.”


    The attackers fell back. More than a few wore purpling blotches. The handful of defenders was worse off. Smoke wafted from hair. Several young men had black singe marks dotting their barrels. The attackers lit their torches again from the bonfires. They charged in a loose triangle formation with Shefar in the lead. The spectators cheered.


    The charge splintered the resistance, and the sound of the impact waved through the spectators. Torches slapped against the castle and garbage rained down. The bee men gathered into two groups and mounted a charge on both sides of the attackers. Wheat bundles whiffed and cracked against exposed skin. Timothy found himself cheering on the valiant defenders. Kit laughed and teetered on the barrel.


    “Hit him! Hit him! Don’t let him do that. Get them, Shefar!” She swayed. Timothy wrapped an arm around her thigh to steady her. She cuffed him on the head.


    “Did you see? Did you see that?” she asked. Her tail flogged his back.


    The attackers retreated to their bonfire. The bee men hurled insults. One bee man charged the retreat. Shefar and two burly attackers grabbed the defender and slipped the barrel over his head. The naked man tried to cover himself, but the three tormentors started switching the young unfortunate on the back and rear as he tried to escape. The crowd roared with laughter.


    “I think I know how you can apologize now, Timmy,” Kit said.


    The attackers brought up a thick log. The crowd began to chant the town’s name.


    “Honheim! Honheim! Honheim!”


    The attackers split into two groups. One group wrestled a log to the bonfire. The second group relit their weapons and mounted another charge. Shefar was again at the head, but this time the attack was only a distraction.


    The men at the bonfire heaved against the log. It started rolling, afire. The log gained speed as the attackers used heavy poles to lever it along the cobblestones. Defenders scrambled in all directions as the log rumbled down on them. More than a few fell from the wooden parapets. One man, wider than he was tall, bowled into the crowd.


    The melee at the base of the castle dived out of the way at the last second. The flaming log smashed into the base of the castle. Wood shivered, and sparks showered the crowd. With a collective shout, the crowd surged toward the flaming fortress. The barrel stand Kit and Timothy shared rocked with the human surge. Kit tottered and wind-milled her arms. She slurred something Timothy couldn’t understand. He grabbed her at the last moment, and she twisted and landed across his lap.


    She flicked his forehead. “So you can be a man when you want. Don’t think this counts. You still owe me.”


    Around them, people attacked the wooden caste. A deluge of flaming sticks and red coals pelted the burning structure. Several men and women spewed mead through their brands. The liquid fire slicked the castle walls better than the reed and tinder barrage. Red tendrils morning-gloried up the wood. Timothy squinted against the bright orange-red parapets.


    The onlookers cheered and danced as the castle gave in to the fire. Clumps of people returned to the mead barrels with battered mugs. Timothy felt Kit sag against him.


    What did I just watch? Timothy thought. He shook his head. People sometimes had strange customs. “Ready to go back?” he asked Kit.


    Kit nodded against his arm. “I am not that drunk. I am just cold.”


    “Sure. Falling asleep with the entire town on fire over there. And you can barely hear me.”


    “Humph. You were more fun when you would blush whenever you touched me,” Kit said.


    He slipped from the stand and helped her to the cobblestones. A woman dressed to look like a tree waited with two mugs clutched in her hand, tapping her foot. Timothy offered a smile as he steadied Kit and moved out of the woman’s way.


    “You are not forgiven.” Kit shrugged off his hand and staggered ahead of him, slipping around people. Timothy sighed and followed.


    Men and woman danced and japed around them. Mugs slapped into each other. Mead and things Timothy would rather not consider slicked the street. Light from the fires bathed everything in autumnal glow. Children pushed through the jumble. More than once Timothy felt tiny fingers probe his pockets. He was glad he had forgotten to bring money. Off to the side, Shefar led a group of bee-costumed men and bare-chested attackers in a toast.


    Timothy followed Kit’s white tuft through the crowd.


    A man staggered into him. Ugly black sores stood out on wane cheeks. His thin hair revealed blotches peppering his scalp. Timothy recoiled. That woman had the same blotches. Timothy shivered. I hope that isn’t catching. He brushed past the man and froze.


    The tail was gone.


    He frowned and glanced around. The press of people blocked his view. He pushed in the direction he’d last seen Kit.


    “Kit!” His voice disappeared into the din. He tried again, louder. A bear-costumed man stuck a finger in his ear and cursed.


    Where did she go?


    He had to find her. She knew the way back to Melanie’s inn. She could find it drunk, right?


    He weaved through the merrymaking. There. He snatched a shoulder.


    The figure turned. Brown eyes looked out from under a red dyed squirrel cap. The young woman squirmed and darted away. A fake tail without a white tuft flopped behind.


    Timothy stood on the tips of his toes. He couldn’t see any hint of red.


    If only Kit was taller.


    He escaped the mob at the mouth of Alenut Street. He still saw no sign of Kit. Maybe if he waited she would find him. She could take care of herself, usually.


    Timothy leaned against a building. Nearby, a drunk slept on the pavestones. The sliver moon provided little light. The fires were an orange glow over the buildings. The drunk whimpered and groaned in his sleep. A few people staggered home in clusters. Timothy’s heart thrummed. Should he wait or go looking again? What if someone discovered her tail was real? All it took was a tug to set her off. Joining the festival had been a terrible idea. No. Kit would be fine. She could take care of herself. It would be best to wait here.


    A few moments passed as his mind raced. Thoughts of someone realizing she was a real fox needled him. He groaned, scrubbed his hair with a hand, and pushed away from the wall.


    I need to find her.


    He plunged back into the thinning crowd.


     


    





Chapter 2


    The shrill music clenched Tera’s ears. People danced around her. A man wearing a wolf pelt grabbed Tera’s hands and spun her around. The pelt opened, giving Tera a far too intimate look at the man. He let her go, sending her careening into a small group of women dressed in black habits. Tera slipped on something foul-smelling. Only the three pairs of hands kept her from falling into the muck.


    “Thank you, Sisters.” Tera brushed her habit. “Tell me, why does the Church allow such…sinful behavior?”


    A girlish giggle answered. “We don’t know, Sister. But what else is a confessional for?”


    Tera recoiled. Gaudy paint caked the women’s faces. They even wore something on their eyelids that glittered. These were not fellow sisters! The youngest—barely a woman—grabbed Tera’s hand. “How did you get Glif to dance with you? He’s ignored me this entire time!”


    The fool in wolf’s clothing twirled past, this time with a wizened old man dressed like a goat. The old man’s beard and face fit his fake horns too well.


    “Oh, he is so—”


    Tera stopped listening. She shook off the hands and trudged back into the swirling mass of people. The heat from the flaming castle suited her mood. Did they have no respect? Finally, she emerged from the crowd and breathed with relief. It was a wonder God didn’t smite the town!


    “Why, Sister Tera, I never thought you would be one to carouse.” Brother Balwar leaned against a whitewashed wall.


    “And what are you doing here?” Tera adjusted her habit.


    “Trying to find you,” the young Jesuit said. “You are still looking for that girl, aren’t you?”


    “I can’t let a demon roam free. Neither should you.”


    Brother Balwar shook his head. “Sister, we caught our demon. You saw how that lamb protected them. Those two are under God’s protection.”


    “That thing is a fox demon. I saw her with my own eyes. I will find her.”


    The Jesuit sighed. “You are stubborn. Guillermo and I are leaving. It is a long way to Rome. Longer with a man like Tahd to watch, even with soldiers to help. Will you come with us? To Rome? I am sure the Holy Father would like to see you. He has taken a personal interest in the Valador case.”


    Tera hesitated. She could go to Rome and meet the Holy Father himself! But she would be leaving these people and Aunt Mae’s Timothy to that creature.


    “No. My duty is here.”


    Brother Balwar grimaced. “Fine. I left you enough money to see you take a carriage back home. Speak with Father Dulcard. May God watch over you.” He pushed away from the wall and walked down the street.


    Tera turned her back on the Jesuit and faced the crowd. That demon would be in there. Perhaps it was the cause of such lewd behavior? That made sense. It would be like a demon to make people sin like this.


    A lout slammed into her.


    “Sorry.” The man did not bother to look at her. He plunged into the press of sinners.


    Tera stared after the man. “Timothy?”


    She had no doubts now that the fox demon was still someplace here. The poor boy had the creature’s claws deep in him. She followed him. I will do something for him. Then Aunt Mae will know the truth. Her feet slipped on the cobblestones. She refused to think about what soaked her stockings. She glared at a man engulfing a woman’s face with his lips. Tera had a mind to ask them if they were married, but even when married that wasn’t done in public! She blushed when she saw what their hands were doing.


    Where was Timothy? Tera’s cheeks heated at the sounds the couple beside her were making. Today would be perfect for the demon to hide out in the open. I need to watch for both Timothy and the creature. These fools would only see a costume. Tera knew how bold the demon could be. She touched the scar on her cheek. She glimpsed a flash of red and pushed toward it.


    Tera slapped her hand on the demon’s shoulder. She knew how strong it was. This time there would be no surprises. “Thought you could get away—”


    The red haired creature turned. The woman’s sagging face raised an eyebrow. Black and gray hair peeked out from the ill-fitting red wig.


    Tera removed her hand from the woman’s shoulder. “Sorry. I thought you were something else.”


    The woman muttered something and turned back to her mug.


    “You hunt for a fox?”


    Tera glanced around. Merry, mead-soaked faces surrounded her.


    “I’ve seen it. It will break all its promises.” The familiar voice came from behind.


    Tera turned.


    Evelyn’s pristine black dress hung from her slight shoulders. Her brown hair shimmered. Tera guessed men found Evelyn attractive until they discovered her mental state. How did Timothy’s mother make it here? Evelyn’s hazel gaze bored into Tera. Despite herself, she looked away.


    “What brings you to this town of sin, Sister? Breaking your vows are you? Mother Mae will have something to say about that. I have a promise to keep. Not mine, but I will still keep it. We will be together again. Sister, have you seen my dirty little boy? He is late for dinner.” Evelyn looked through the people around them. “He never could keep a promise, even being home for dinner.”


    Tera blinked. Despite her words, Evelyn’s gaze appeared lucid.


    “This is a dirty town. Promise breakers all. I bet she is breaking her promise with her husband.” Evelyn gestured at a man and a woman pawing each other. “He should be home with his children. I never broke mine. He left me. Death breaks all promises. Are you a promise breaker, Sister?”


    Tera opened her mouth. Mad or not, Evelyn had no right to accuse a woman of the cloth. Evelyn trampled over Tera’s words.


    “Of course you are. We all are. There are no promises we can keep on this side.” Evelyn plucked a hair from a man in a black coat. The man frowned over his shoulder, but Evelyn’s glare made the man turn away. “I’ve seen illness here, Sister. It won’t be long.” Evelyn fluttered a hand. “God judges.”


    “Evelyn…” Tera had better things to do than listen to Evelyn’s rants, but she could not leave the woman alone. Who knew what she would do?


    “Fire could clean it. Yes. Come, Sister. We will find your fox and my boy. Then we can all be together, forever. I know you search for the fox.” Evelyn grasped Tera’s wrist.


    “You’ve seen the demon?” Tera asked and winced. The woman’s nails cut into Tera’s skin.


    “Oh yes, I’ve seen her. Filthy fox tail and ears. Promise breaker corrupting my son.”


    “So she is here!”


    “She breaks promises with a fop in a flop hat. My poor boy! Bewitched by the devil with fur.” Evelyn grinned, and Tera felt a chill. “We have the same goal. You want the fox—better not be for something unclean, Sister.” Evelyn pulled Tera through the revelers.


    “Never! The demon needs to be brought before the Church for her crimes.”


    “Her crimes are no worse than yours or mine. Living is a crime.” Evelyn pushed aside an old woman with some type of black sores on her face. “You take the fox. I take my son.”


    Tera had to jog to keep pace with the woman. Was she making a mistake? Can I trust her?


    Evelyn laughed. “We can trust no one, Sister. Not even ourselves. Let us hunt.”


    Tera swallowed. How did she know what I was thinking?


    * * *



    Still no sign of Kit.


    Timothy’s legs ached. He felt heavy, and rising panic squeezed his stomach. Only the lack of commotion kept his anxiety at bay. Discovering Kit’s tail as the real thing would cause a commotion. Wouldn’t it? But then, neither Shefar or Trent had been able to tell it was real.


    Early morning sunlight reached through the buildings. The charred skeleton of the castle radiated heat. Timothy yawned. People lay on the sides of the streets, mugs still held in sleeping hands. One man snored with a perfect boot print centered on his chest. Clumps of people supported each other as they staggered home. Here and there, people still danced to scattered, clashing music. A few boys swept and straightened the market stalls. They yawned into the backs of their hands.


    Where could she be?


    Timothy trudged down Alenut Street. Maybe Kit had returned while he searched. Honheim was a large town. It would be easy to miss her.


    The thought did little to comfort him.


    Timothy breathed the air of the inn. Baking bread and wood polish agreed with his nerves better than the acrid scents of the street. Melanie bent over her desk, writing in a ledger as usual. A couple of blurry-eyed girls cleaned tables or swept the floor. The empty space welcomed him after a night of trudging through crowds.


    Timothy stifled another yawn.


    “So the wayward husband returns.” Melanie studied Timothy. “I don’t see any signs of another woman, and you do not smell of drink.”


    Timothy grimaced.


    Melanie held up a hand. “No offense meant. I just thought something happened when I saw her come in with that scamp.”


    “Wait. Kit is here?”


    “Trent brought her hours ago. I had to all but take a skillet to Trent to make him leave.” Melanie met Timothy’s eyes. “You are welcome.”


    Timothy sighed. “Trent never gives up, does he?”


    “Not for as long as I’ve known him. He even tries with me on occasion. You’d think he’d learn after I blackened his eye a few times.” Melanie clapped her hands. “Clarise, let’s see if we can save young Timothy from his wife.”


    Clarise scurried into the kitchen and returned a moment later with a pair of steaming honey rolls on a small plate. She returned to her feather duster but kept shooting Timothy looks.


    He sighed. I didn’t do anything to deserve those looks.


    “Good luck, Timothy. I will charge you for anything she breaks.” Melanie winked. “Think on that before you say anything.”


    Timothy trudged up the stairs. Trent found Kit. Kit was drunk. Trent was a known womanizer. No! Timothy would not let his mind go that way. Melanie ran Trent off. What had happened before they came to the inn?


    Did Trent know her ears and tail were real?


    Acid churned Timothy’s stomach. The scent of the honey cakes curled his nose. Timothy should never have let her go to the festival. He should have stayed with her. He paused at the door and took a deep breath. At least she was safe. She would understand how hard he had looked for her, right?


    It was time to face the executioner.


    “Look what I found!” Timothy opened the door and thrust the honey rolls in. Honey slid from the plate and down his hand. Melanie’s cook was generous with portions.


    The single window framed Kit. Her tail’s fur stood in every direction. Her blouse was rumpled, and her ears slumped.


    “When were you going to tell me?” she asked.


    “About last night? I looked for you all night.”


    Timothy laid the sweet rolls on the table. He held his arm out, and honey slithered down it.


    “When were you going to tell me?”


    “Tell you what? I lost track of you and—”


    She held up a crumpled piece of paper with two fingers.


    Timothy’s hand felt the pocket of his coat. The note! His eyes fled to the threadbare farmer’s coat rumpled on his bed. I forgot about the note! When they’d visited Timothy’s home, he had discovered the truth of Kit’s birthplace. The records could have been wrong. He had prayed they were wrong. Not even the Inquisition could massacre an entire village. I foolishly wrote down it down. Why didn’t I just tell her? Because I thought a note would be easier?


    And she now held that note.


    She gazed him with a single green eye. The watery depths stilled Timothy’s heart. Her gaze accused and berated him.


    Betrayal.


    “I wanted to tell you. I tried to tell you. I…I couldn’t find the right time,” Timothy said. The words sounded empty.


    “Did you? Did you really? You knew that I wanted to find my home. Two hundred tails collected. You actually wrote that. How could you?” Kit waved the note. “It would have been enough to just tell me everyone was killed. Why? Why would you write something so terrible?”


    “It was what the account said. I…I thought you should know. I—”


    “Was it fun, knowing this and listening to me wonder about home during those late nights? Oh, I guessed what might have happened,” Kit said. “But did you think I didn’t want to know until I got there? Did you think I would want to know that two hundred of my people had their tails cut off?” She quivered. “For trophies? Seeing that fat man’s single trophy and knowing my tail might have been next…do you know what that was like? Ugh. My head hurts.” She rubbed her forehead. “So was it fun, Timothy?”


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about…I didn’t know…I’m sorry.” He was an idiot. How could he not have considered that? Kit knew she was likely the last fox. She even told him she didn’t want to be alone. Stupid.


    Kit rounded on him, and her shoulders trembled. Her lips curled back in a fanged sneer. “Was. It. Fun? Was it fun for you to listen to me wonder about my home, knowing it was gone? And I confided in you. I trusted you. Did it make you feel like a man or something to protect a helpless little girl? You even left me last night! Frolicking with that big-chested squirrel?”


    “No! I spent all night looking for you.”


    “Did you?” She slashed the honey cakes with her gaze. “Sweet cakes for the little girl. How could you not tell me I was alone? That everyone was—”


    “I tried—”


    “Oh, you tried. That should be enough. The wise Timothy tried to tell me my family, my kind, are dead. Tails and ears all cut off.”


    “How could I tell you something so terrible? I…the words…” Timothy’s shoulders slumped. She had every right to be angry.


    “I should have chosen Trent. At least he is honest about what he cares about.” Despair, anger, and fear warred across Kit’s face.


    Timothy squared his shoulders. “I…I care for you. I should have told you…I’m sorry.”


    “More words.” Kit’s head sagged against the window frame. Sunlight wrapped golden fingers around her. The pain in her eyes chilled Timothy more than the morning air. Kit’s sudden laugh tore through Timothy. “You care for me? You are no different than the hunters who just want me for my tail. You humans are all alike. “


    “Stop it, Kit.” Timothy’s terror edged his voice. “I am not that way, and you know it.”


    “Do I? Who are you? Who are you to me? Who am I to you? Do you even know what it is like to be this alone? For all I know, I am the last after you humans have hunted us. I should have gone with Tahd. At least then I could have a child and not be alone.” Her meadow eyes were lost to the conflagration. “That’s it! I need to have someone mate with me. Then I won’t be alone. That is what you want isn’t it?”


    She stalked toward Timothy. Her hands unlaced the neckline of her blouse. Timothy grabbed her shaking hands. She did not pull away. She trembled.


    “Stop it, Kit. I am not that kind of person. You need to calm down. It’s just a silly note from a silly book.”


    Her gaze drowned Timothy’s sky. “Then why didn’t you tell me? Why did you hide it?” she whispered.


    “I didn’t want you to be hurt.”


    Kit shoved Timothy and turned away. “Just leave.”


    Timothy hesitated. He let his arm fall. He had to do something, say something. Tears threatened his cheeks. No words would come. He heard a sob. He was not sure if it was hers or his own. He looked back at the woman silhouetted in the morning sun. The white tuft ears shook. Her tail wrapped around her.


    He walked out the door. Her last words squeezed through the closing space.


    “I’m sorry.”


    * * *


    Sister Tera passed a boy leaning against a building. Coughs racked his small frame. Ahead of him, several other boys waited. They stamped their feet and urged the coughing boy to hurry up. The boys jeered and laughed about how lazy the coughing boy was because he couldn’t run with them. The boy wiped his mouth, shouted a jeer of his own, and charged after.


    Tera stepped around a pool of mead. At least, she told herself it was mead. The town still hadn’t completely recovered from the night of sin. A few barrels graced the sides of the streets, and the markets were quiet. Here and there drab, serviceable clothing of daily life replaced the rainbow festival costumes of the previous week. Tera, for one, was grateful not to be struck blind just by glancing at someone.


    An old woman stopped and made the sign of the cross. Her face was a tangle of time. Sister Tera returned the gesture. “What can I do for you today?”


    “Sister, if you would, please pray for my daughter. She is terribly sick.”


    Tera looked harder at the woman. She realized the woman’s face wasn’t marked by time but by a hard life of labor. The brown eyes that pleaded from the tanned face were young.


    “Let us pray for her now.” Tera took the tree-bark hands into her own. Tera preferred to pray with the people. She thought it odd how other sisters preferred to pray in private.


    “Thank you, Sister.” The mother sagged and smiled.


    “Use this to buy some medicine too. God likes to work through us.” Tera pressed a silver coin into the mother’s palm. The coin could buy several months of food or a little medicine. How apothecaries priced medicine was sinful.


    The woman bowed. “Thank you, Sister!”


    Sister Tera’s thoughts returned to Evelyn. The woman had skittered away early that morning, muttering nonsense. Where Evelyn found the money for the overpriced inn room Tera did not want to know. Evelyn spent part of the night cleaning the inn, much to the innkeeper’s dismay. Tera couldn’t understand the woman’s obsession.


    The town needed moral teachings. How many wedding vows had been broken last night? Could a single fox demon spark such widespread sinning? Tera knew little about demons. Balwar said men were more dangerous. How could that be? What could a single fox do? Yet Tera remembered how the peace of the abbey had been shattered by the fox.


    A hairy, bare-chested man hefted a barrel onto his shoulder. He gave Tera a respectful nod. She pulled her habit closer around her. She guessed the man’s muscles and fur kept him warm enough. She hurried past. A few brown leaves skittered and swirled around a young man plodding down the street. His brown hair, the same color as Evelyn’s, fluttered. His gaze bored into the cobblestones, and he wore an expensive, fur-trimmed coat. Tera pushed down envy. The coat looked warm. Where had Timothy gotten such a nice coat? She crossed the street and drew close. He didn’t react until she touched his shoulder and called his name.


    Timothy looked up, eyes wet and distant. Tera didn’t see any trace of possession within them. But then, would she? Demons and possessed people were supposed to leave red in the eyes, but the fox’s eyes were green. Timothy’s eyes were the same color as his mother’s.


    “Sister Tera. Still in town I see. Are you heading back home soon?” His voice sounded flat, broken.


    “Maybe. Did something happen? Are you—”


    “I should have told her,” he said. “I didn’t because I was afraid it would hurt her, but waiting made it worse.”


    “Her? You mean the demon?” Tera asked.


    “She is not a demon, Sister. At least not that way. She is a lonely woman who doesn’t have a home to return to. She is a person who has had everyone fail her. Including me.”


    “Timothy,” Tera said. The fox seems to have lost its grip on him. Now is my chance. “Foxes are demons. They are not natural!”


    Timothy’s gaze skewered her. “‘And God made the beast of the earth according to its kind, cattle according to its kind, and everything that creeps on the earth according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God saw everything that He had made, and indeed it was very good.’ Are you telling me, Sister, that God made demons too? What about everything being good?”


    Tera fish-mouthed.


    “Kit is not a demon. She is a person like you and me. A person I hurt.”


    Tera grasped for words. Demons came from hell, but if Satan could create them…No. Such thoughts were blasphemy.


    “There are no demons, Sister. The only demons are those we make. But it doesn’t matter.” He looked behind him. “After what I did, she won’t want anything to do with me.”


    He trudged away, shoulders slumped.


    Tera gathered her stricken thoughts and her habit before jogging after him. He looked so lost. What had happened? Did he see the truth despite not accepting the fox as a demon? Tera had to help him. Breaking the fox’s hold on him would weaken the demon. “You could go back to the abbey. Mother Mae misses you, I’m sure. Where is the demon?”


    Timothy skirted a muddy puddle. A single leaf broke the amber mirror. He paused. Tera bumped into him and almost lost her balance. “If I go with you, will you leave Kit alone?”


    “I can’t promise—”


    “She is not a demon. Will you leave her alone?”


    Tera said nothing.


    “Meet me here in a few days.” He gestured at the burned out festival castle. Tera didn’t realize they were already in the square. “I need time to think and to say good-bye.”


    “Tell me where it is, and I can help you.”


    Timothy shook his head. “She is likely with him now. Better if she is.”


    Him? So he doesn’t know where the demon is? That might be for the better, but I will need to get back to my search.


    “Getting away from this filthy town will do us both good,” Tera said. She sounded like Evelyn! Tera would not abandon the town to the fox. With the depravity she’d witnessed at the so-called festival, the fox had many souls to coerce. Evelyn and Timothy could go home without Tera.


    “Sister Tera?”


    Tera molted her thoughts and smiled. “Certainly, Timothy. I will be here every morning until you are ready. We can all go home.”


    “Home.” Timothy stared downed the street. “Not everyone has a home to go back to.”


    She hesitated, feeling awkward. She never knew what to say. She lightly touched his shoulder. “You do…with us.”


    He shrugged her off. “A few days.”


    Tera resisted the urge to tackle him and drag him back with her immediately. But judging by the look on his face, she decided she might regret it if she tried. Not for the first time, she wished she was stronger. She left him standing there, a war raging on his face. Whatever happened looked to have freed Timothy from the fox—at least partially. She needed to find Evelyn. Perhaps together they could convince Timothy to join them against the demon.


    Tera passed few other people on her way back to the inn. She rounded the corner and saw Evelyn sitting on the front steps of the inn holding a small girl. A woman dressed in a blue smock wrung her hands and paced. As Tera neared, she saw the girl’s small body spasm. Evelyn rocked the child. Tera was a poor judge of age, but she guessed the girl was four years old. The wet cough sounded bad to Tera.


    “Thank you for this. No one would help us. What doctor would leave a poor, sick child?” the woman asked.


    “Promise breakers. Filth.” Evelyn’s gaze focused on Tera. Her hand continued to smooth the girl’s straw hair.


    “Sister, fetch me willow bark and hot water. A cup. Clean!”


    Tera hesitated.


    “Go!” Evelyn said. “And bring a packet of it.”


    “Evelyn, I found Timothy. We need to—”


    “I found Timothy.” Evelyn rocked the girl. “Now go! Willow bark and hot water.”


    I can’t take her to Timothy like this.


    “Where, Evelyn?” Tera asked. How could tree bark help this girl? The mother wrung her hands. She glanced between Tera and Evelyn.


    “This dirty inn has it. Go!” Evelyn said.


    Tera shook her head. People started to gather.


    “Who would talk to a nun like that?” A man backhanded the air in Evelyn’s direction.


    “Look at the kid. Poor thing,” an old woman said.


    “The doctors are leaving town. Isn’t that odd? Right after the festival too.”


    “Good riddance. They take your every copper and then tell the coffin maker you are coming.”


    Tera slipped around Evelyn and silenced the chatter with the heavy inn door.


    Master Giffer sat behind his desk, looking haggard. Wide shoulders made the man look more like a blacksmith than an innkeeper. The poor man didn’t know what to think of Evelyn after she spent most of the night cleaning. Giffer wavered between pleased and disturbed, mostly disturbed. Tera suspected only her habit kept them from being thrown out.


    “Master Giffer, would you happen to have any willow bark and hot water?”


    “What is that woman—willow bark, Sister? I can make you willow tea. There is no need to do that yourself.”


    Close enough. “That would be nice. A little willow in a packet too please.” Tera had no clue what Evelyn had in mind, but it was best not to agitate the woman. Maybe she will become lucid enough that we can talk to Timothy.


    “Of…course. The innkeeper looked beyond the empty common room and at the entrance.


    “I have no idea what Evelyn is doing. I am sorry for all of this,” Tera said.


    “No, no. Nothing to be sorry about, Sister. You two are…unique guests. Having you under my roof is an honor. Now if you will excuse me.”


    A few moments later, Tera stood outside with a small paper packet of powder and a steaming teacup. The tea smelled bitter. People had gathered closer to Evelyn.


    “Smoke drives out illness. We are dust and must return, but that doesn’t mean soon. There is much to do,” Evelyn said. Heads bobbed with thoughtful expressions.


    Why are these people listening to her?


    “Here.” Tera pushed the tea and packet at the woman.


    Evelyn touched the steaming cup against the child’s lips. “Drink. Yes, like that. Slow.” The girl coughed and sipped. Evelyn met the mother’s eyes before sweeping the small gathering. “God punishes oath breakers, and we all break our word. But he is merciful and keeps promises.” Evelyn shoved the packet at the mother. “Make tea. Clean tea from this. I make no promise that she will live. I will not dirty my mouth.”


    “What can I do to repay you?” the mother asked.


    “Stop sinning. Spread the word. Judgment comes,” Evelyn said.


    The mother clutched the packet to her chest. “Thank you. I will. You are a good person. Anything to save my baby.”


    The girl seemed to be breathing easier. People jabbered among themselves.


    “Look at the girl. The woman must be a saint to stop that coughing so easily.”


    “Nonsense. She—”


    “Mommy?” The girl opened her eyes and reached for her mother. Evelyn slapped the hand.


    “Drink first, girl.” She put the willow tea to the girl’s lips.


    “My own kid is sick. Maybe I will try this smoke trick.”


    “She isn’t asking for money at least. All the hucksters want it up front.”


    “Evelyn?” Tera asked.


    The hazel gaze was distant. Evelyn tilted the cup before laying it aside. “Good boy, Timothy. You drank it all. Run along. Your father’s waiting.”


    Evelyn set the girl on her feet. With a cry, the girl’s mother scooped her up. The girl wheezed, but those terrible wet coughs were gone.


    “A miracle!” the old woman said. “When my daughter had those coughs…”


    Tera guessed it was something in the tea that did the trick. Although she knew a doctor giving a proper bloodletting would do the trick too. As long as I’m not the one under the knife.


    “Evelyn, I saw Timothy—”


    “Be back in time for supper, Timmy,” Evelyn said. She stood and climbed the stairs toward the inn door. She seemed no longer aware of the people around her.


    Tera swallowed her words. Tera knew the woman well enough to know it was useless to speak with her when she was in a spell. I hope Timothy will stay away from the demon. Tera ignored the urge to seek the man out and find the demon. Patience was her greatest weakness, but she had to trust God. He led her here to be a part of divine justice. The demon couldn’t remain lucky forever. She smiled at the people before following Evelyn. The handful of men and women argued among themselves. Their gazes locked on Evelyn’s back.


    “Be on time, my Timmy. I am making deer-stuffed pie tonight,” Evelyn said.


    “Thank you!” the mother called. “Thank you.”


     


    





Chapter 3


    Timothy nodded at the bored militiaman for the sixth time. Timothy’s legs and body ached, but walking helped his nerves. Honheim’s outer walls were a good circuit to walk. The chill air on his warm face helped him stay distracted. He had to keep his mind distracted. No. What he really needed to do was speak with Kit and apologize. He forced his legs into another circuit around the city. The sound of approaching hoofbeats came over the stone walls.


    Banners streamed behind a brave procession of red uniformed soldiers. They jogged in file with muskets resting on their shoulders. Rich, eye-jarring fabrics covered wagons that creaked behind the neat ranks. Blinds kept Timothy from seeing who rode within. He rejoined the saluting militiaman at the gate.


    “What is going on?”


    “Pricked if I know. That is the Lord Heim.” The man stood stiff.


    Timothy frowned. “I thought Ealos and merchants ran the city.”


    “Outsider, eh?” The man relaxed as the last wagon passed. “The merchants may pay my wages, but it’s Lord Heim who calls the shots. All those soldiers of his are trained men.” He shifted his halberd. “I am just for show, shamed to say, and for knocking heads when louts get drunk.”


    A knot of uniformed men passed through the gate and stopped. The militiaman stiffened further somehow. Timothy tried to fade into the background.


    “This gate is to be closed until further notice,” the soldier said. His leather face hardened. “This gate is now under my command.”


    The militiaman saluted. “Sir.”


    The soldier jerked a thumb. “Inside. Now.”


    What’s going on? Timothy swallowed at the dark look the soldiers shot him. The gates banged closed, locking the militiaman and Timothy inside with the hard-faced soldiers. Timothy and the militiaman moved away.


    The militiaman scratched his scalp and then shrugged. “Pricked if I know. I am going for a pint. Care to join me?”


    “No, thanks.” Timothy waved the man off.


    “Suit yourself.” The man shouldered his halberd and ambled away.


    Timothy took the opposite street, frowning to himself. The city was quiet other than those soldiers. It had been quiet since yesterday. He wondered if perhaps it was a custom to have a period of silence after such a rowdy week. It had been—what?—two days since he messed up with Kit. He had spent two nights in cheap, rundown inns. He passed through the market. A few people browsed the stalls. Their drab clothing looked strange after the week of bright festival clothing and costumes.


    The scent of honey rolls pulled Timothy toward one of the stalls. The merchant smiled, a mere twist of the mouth. Exhaustion pulled at the man’s eyes. Timothy welcomed the cold wind against his face as he glanced at the hard breads and rolls spread on white cloth. The merchant pulled his goatskin coat closer about him. Timothy’s fur coat kept the wind out—the coat Kit had bought.


    Kit. He had to apologize. She was right. What he did was terrible. He should have told her back when he first found the account in that book. He wished he hadn’t found the account at all. Timothy took a deep breath and coughed.


    The merchant leaned back. “You are not catching are you? Stay back from me anyway.”


    “Huh? I wanted to buy a honey roll.”


    The merchant gestured but kept his distance. “Take it and leave the money on the table. Just two pence. Take it and go.”


    “Did you see Lord Heim pass through? Do you know why they were in such a hurry?” Timothy laid Kit’s money on the stall, selected the roll with the most honey, and took a bite. Melanie’s tasted better.


    The merchant relaxed but still stayed well back from Timothy. “I’ve heard only rumors. Rumors enough to make me want to close shop and get out of town. Rumors people don’t want to utter unless true. Methinks people are waiting and hoping rumor is all it is. I think today will be my last day. I’ll not be waiting for that.” He shivered.


    “Rumors?” Movement pulled at the corner of Timothy’s gaze. What he saw felt like ice splintered Timothy’s chest. The merchant said something, but Timothy didn’t hear.


    Kit stood across the square, wearing a fur-lined hat. Her hair cascaded in small red rivulets, and she laughed behind a delicate hand. Trent, dressed in full crimson with shined black boots, posed. He paraded a floppy green hat spiked with a black feather. Timothy couldn’t quite hear what the man was saying. Kit laughed harder and lightly touched Trent’s ruffled chest. She glanced in Timothy’s direction.


    Timothy found himself vaulting behind the stall counter.


    “What are you doing?” The merchant fell backward. “Get out of here.”


    “I don’t know what I am doing.” Timothy felt foolish. His warm face grew hot. He ignored the merchant’s protests and peeked over the counter. Kit and Trent stood at a stall that sold river stone jewelry. Kit pointed at one.


    “Get out of here now before I call the watch.” The merchant backed against the wall and breathed through a kerchief pressed to his nose.


    Timothy slithered around the stall. He slid behind a wagon loaded with oak barrels. He could make out Kit and Trent’s legs from under the wagon, but he still couldn’t hear them.


    What am I doing? Timothy felt light-headed. His heart slammed against his chest. What was Kit doing with Trent? She isn’t! Could she be? Is he? His mind raced in every direction. He had to hear what they were saying. He crept closer. He dove behind an empty stall.


    “A beauty such as you,” Trent said.


    “If only you saw me in the river gathering stones. I was such a beauty then, I am sure, with my skirts hiked and mud to my knees.”


    “I count the mud lucky.”


    Timothy peered around the stall. Trent held Kit’s hand. The peacock bowed. “Beauty is more than appearance. Although you look ravishing without that silly costume. You would make a wonderful business partner. I would be honored if you were mine.”


    “Is it me or the source of my stones you would be honored to know?” Kit asked.


    “In all honesty, both.” Trent flashed a smile and kissed Kit’s hand. Kit’s eyes narrowed. Couldn’t the man see Kit was insulted?


    Timothy half climbed over the stall before he realized what he was doing. Kit glanced over. Timothy fell back, and his head bounced off the cobblestones. Lights flashed in his vision. He lay on the cool stones. Nausea and foolishness roiled his stomach.


    What am I doing? His chest ached. He wiped his eyes, hoisted himself up, and peered over the counter. A few people wandered past Timothy’s view, and it took a moment for him to find Trent and Kit again. Kit glided with her arm through Trent’s. Timothy forced his clenched jaw to relax. Kit looked over her shoulder. Her shoulders sagged, and she shook her head. Why?


    Timothy sat in a daze. How could he apologize now? What difference would it make? It wouldn’t be long before Kit punished Trent for his insults on her tail. The thought of Trent seeing her ears and tail made Timothy dizzy. Trent had wealth and looks. He could see Kit home better than Timothy could.


    And yet.


    Timothy bolted up. An elderly woman squeaked and dropped her basket. Timothy laid a hand on his hot forehead, and his cheeks burned.


    “I am an idiot,” he said. But he followed after them anyway. Why, he could not answer. He fell in behind a man lugging a barrel over his shoulder. Timothy peered around the man’s wide back.


    Trent wrapped an arm around Kit’s shoulders.


    Timothy stumbled into the worker. The barrel slipped and crashed. The man cursed.


    Kit looked back.


    Timothy dove into the mouth of an alley and gasped for air. He had never felt like this before. He had thought that all he had to do was apologize and everything would work out.


    Kit already had things worked out.


    What else could he expect? He had betrayed her. He had kept the murder of her home a secret. How would he feel if things were reversed? The same as Kit: betrayed and alone. Friends did not keep such important things from each other.


    Some friend he was…and he had thought he could be more?


    “Stop stalking and get over here, husband.” Kit’s voice grabbed Timothy’s ears. “I know you are over there. Join us.”


    Timothy took a breath and left the protection of the alley. Trent and Kit sat on the edge of a fountain jutting from the side of a grand building. The columned face glittered in the sunlight, and a sign creaked in the wind.


    Timothy’s stomach sloshed.


    “Why, husband, what have you been doing? You have dirt all over your face.” Kit shook her head. “No matter. You do what you want regardless of my feelings.”


    Timothy wiped his face on his coat sleeve.


    She laid a hand on Trent’s arm. “Master Mohmed was just trying to convince me to join him on a business outing.”


    “Please call me Trent. All my closest friends do. My…associates have told me now is a good time to try business at the town of Porez.” Trent met Timothy’s gaze, and he laid a hand on Kit’s. “Your wife is quite astute in business, Master Clarke. As astute as she is beautiful.”


    Kit arranged her skirts, letting her leg brush against Trent’s. “If only my husband paid me the same attention as you, Master Mohmed.”


    Distant shouts drifted on the air. Trent’s smile wavered. He looked about. Kit’s hat lifted.


    “I am sure he thinks the same as I do for you. Business demands promptness. We need to leave today lest the deals I know of cool. You will make a wonderful partner.”


    Timothy’s hands clenched. A stride would be all it would take. The man would not see it coming. Timothy was not a fighter, but Trent never wrangled sheep. Timothy could remove that hand from Kit. A smile tugged at the corners of Kit’s mouth, and he hesitated. What did she find funny?


    “Today? Oh, I cannot leave without my husband. He is a fool, but he has his moments. He insists on staying in the city. Why, he even hasn’t slept in our room these last few nights. So busy he is.”


    “These are cold nights to sleep alone,” Trent said.


    “Yes, quite cold. A large bed gets icy when a husband is away. But he does work so!”


    “Of course. Your husband—”


    Kit skewered Timothy with her gaze. “Likes his business secrets, as does his wife.”


    “I have learned wives are better at holding secrets.” Trent squeezed her hand, and Kit grimaced. Trent cocked his head and looked at Timothy. “I wonder what secrets your wife holds from you.”


    Kit’s gaze locked on Timothy as if she expected something. He didn’t trust himself to speak. It was all he could do not to smear the peacock all over the street. Not even Tahd made Timothy feel like this. He felt disgusted at his rage. That disgust seemed to stoke the fire even more.


    “I am not so fortunate with women. Certainly never with one as lovely as you.” Trent flourished his free hand.


    “Many men do not know what they have until she is gone. Many women too for that matter. I like to think a marriage does not exist if trust is betrayed by either the man or the woman,” Kit said.


    “I agree. Marriage is like business. If trust is lost, a merchant had best resort to begging. A man no one can trust,” Trent looked from Timothy to Kit and back again, “is no man at all.”


    “Trust is such a fragile thing and so easily lost by anger.” Kit glanced at Timothy and looked away.


    Timothy turned without a word. He trembled. The distant shouts seemed to be more frequent.


    “I trust we will leave this afternoon? We must leave.” Trent’s voice quivered.


    Kit called after Timothy, “Where are you going, my husband?”


    “Do what you want.” Timothy didn’t care how harsh he sounded. He had never wanted to kill another man until now. Instead, he ran. Running was better than spilling Trent’s brains over the cobblestones. Timothy ran blind, toppling people. He dashed into another alley and slowed, leaning against the wall. The stone felt cold against his hand. He grasped for calm. Timothy felt like a cup overflowing with more being poured in.


    Kit was gone.


    But why should she not be with Trent? The man had money and intelligence. He seemed a match for her. Timothy failed to match wits with her most of the time. Why should she want a failed shepherd and dullard scribe? Trent could hire guards. Even with the money they—Kit—earned from the river stones, they could not do that.


    She was better off with Trent, safer.


    Fatigued dragged at Timothy. It was too much. Sweat slid under his coat despite the cold. It was a warm coat. Timothy closed his eyes and forced down nausea. Sweat slicked his forehead now, and exhaustion pulled on his eyelids.


    “I really am pathetic.”


    He slipped down the brick wall and rested his forehead on his knees.


    * * *


    Shouts shattered Timothy’s sleep. He jerked awake, feeling more tired than when he had sat down. The sun’s rays held red. How long did I sleep? His body ached, but he forced himself to stand. Waning evening light filtered through the buildings. Moping didn’t help anything. He needed to get his stuff from Melanie’s and go home with Sister Tera. It was finished. Timothy didn’t want to break his promise to Kit. His mother’s voice echoed in his mind, but there was nothing for it now. It was time to go home.


    Timothy stumbled around people, only dimly aware of people filling the street. Distant shouts seemed to urge the people along. A couple saw Timothy and crossed to the other side of the avenue. They wore scarves over their mouths and noses. Timothy didn’t know how they could stand wearing such heavy clothes. He opened his coat to let the air cool his soaked shirt. He still felt lightheaded, but he knew it was only his nerves causing that.


    Someone jostled him. People strained at small carts loaded with furniture. Many more raced past with overstuffed bundles strapped to their backs. The crowd increased as people trickled in from the side streets. The surge caught Timothy up and moved toward the eastern gate. A dim part of his mind wondered what was going on. The rest of him felt like wool stuffed with dried mud. He wiped his sweating face and followed the crowd. His mind wandered.


    Even as a child he had felt alone, except for Aunt Mae. Evelyn couldn’t remotely be called a mother. There had been no other children in the abbey. Books and sheep. Those were Timothy’s friends. Well, there was Kyle later on. I hope Kyle is all right. He was sure Kyle managed to escape from that mess back at Fairhaven. Likely he was happily grumbling about his marriage with Henrietta.


    The mob stopped. People squeezed against him. He pulled from his feverish thoughts enough to notice how everyone clustered around the east gate. The same soldiers Timothy had seen earlier faced the crowd holding spears and halberds in formation.


    A woman shouted. “You are going to kill us! We have to leave!”


    “We have to leave. What about our families?”


    “You are thinking the same thing.”


    The lead soldier thumped his halberd. His bellow cut through the noise. “Go home and stop listening to rumors.”


    Timothy noticed the strangeness around him. Panicked parents held children in their arms. People had their possessions strapped to small carts or on their backs. Not all the carts held furniture. He could make out bare feet peeking out from some of them.


    What is going on?


    “Sir.” A young man in a militia uniform stood at the front of the crowd. “I have a baby…I—”


    “Go home,” the grizzled soldier said.


    “It’s not too late.” The young man stepped forward. “It’s only been a day since it started. It is not a rumor. I’ve seen it with my own eyes. So fast. It must have started during the festival.”


    “No one is to leave the town. That is Lord Heim’s order.”


    “You can’t make us stay here!”


    “What about the children?”


    “Lord Heim left us to die.”


    “It is the Black Death all over again!”


    People shouted, thrusting fists and holding young children in the air. The soldiers shifted in their formation. The captain’s voice boomed over the noise. “One last warning. Go home. Anyone trying to leave will be punished by death.”


    The crowd pushed forward. The soldiers shoved against the tide, and several people yelled in pain. The noise drove the mob into a frenzy. As one, they pressed tight against the soldiers, heedless of bared steel.


    Timothy struggled against the surge of people that crashed into him. More people rushed from the streets to join the flood. More than a few were children.


    An elbow smashed into Timothy’s midsection. He gasped and wormed his way toward the edge of the mob. The formation pressed against the gate, the ranks ragged. People ignored the steel and pushed against the gates until the last uniformed soldier disappeared into the swarm.


    The heavy wood groaned.


    Crack!


    The iron bolts meant to keep attackers out, not in, gave up the struggle.


    “Form up!” Somehow the order cut through the melee.


    From his vantage point, Timothy could see the soldiers who had escorted the lord from the city. The red-uniformed men formed ranks one hundred yards away. The front line knelt and aimed muskets. Another line immediately behind them stood and shouldered theirs.


    People spilled from the gate like milk from an overturned bucket.


    Manmade thunder shattered flesh. Timothy closed his eyes against the sounds of death. Another volley ripped the air. He crouched and clamped his hands over his ears. They only muffled the sounds. He staggered back into the alley, turned, and ran. He darted through the streets, past still more people heading toward the gate. He stopped in an unfamiliar part of town, breathing hard. He wiped his sweating brow with the back of his hand. He paused and stared at the back of his hand. Round black spots stared back.


    It couldn’t be.


    Timothy had read about those black marks. He knew what they meant.


    Death.


    I have to get Kit out.


    The stories said escape was the only way. Escape and keeping away from people. He forced his legs to move. He doubled back until he recognized a fountain and worked his way toward Melanie’s inn.


    I can tell her from a distance. She will be fine. Trent will help her.


    The soldiers couldn’t cover both gates. It didn’t matter. Kit could find some way to get out. Sweat dripped into Timothy’s eyes. Distant shouts bounced down the streets. Timothy thought he heard more musket fire. Imagination, he hoped.


    He burst into the inn. The common room was empty. Not even Melanie stood behind the counter. The order of the inn looked strange compared to the teeming streets.


    Upstairs all the doors were opened. The first room held a rumpled bed. Clothing still hung on the drying racks near the fireplace. Timothy swallowed and staggered down the hall. The last door on the right was closed. His hand gripped the doorknob, and he took a steadying breath.


    Empty.


    The beds were crisp, and the room looked like it hadn’t been occupied. Timothy sagged against the door. She was with Trent after all. Trent would have left. The soldiers would let the rich through. Money moved people more than compassion. Jealousy and relief churned his stomach. He closed his eyes. He had to believe she had gotten out, even if it meant she was with that man. It was better.


    After several moments, relief won the fight. Timothy felt well enough to stand. Outside, shouts grew louder. Timothy took a floundering step. He worked toward the steps and half fell down them.


    Outside the inn, a group of people raced past him. Several men carried staves. A few women held knives. They ran toward the east gate. Timothy hugged the wall to avoid them. The whitewashed stone was pleasantly cool against Timothy’s hand. He rested his cheek on it and closed his eyes. They burned beneath the cool of his eyelids. The sounds of panic grew dim.


    “Oh, my poor boy. Look at what she has done to you!”


    Timothy’s eyelids fluttered. He was on his knees with his cheek still pressed against the whitewash. His blurry gaze slowly focused on a pale face with flat, hazel eyes. Timothy felt a strong hand on his arm.


    “Mother will take care of you. Come.”


    “Evelyn?” Dryness rasped his voice.


    “Come with me, dear. I have been looking all over for you, naughty, dirty boy.”


    Timothy’s ears hummed with shouts, curses, and crying. Fog gripped his mind. “Kit?”


    “Tch. Don’t think of that latrine whore. She isn’t here for you. Your mother is here. She broke her promise to you, I’m sure. You wouldn’t be here otherwise. But it is well. Your momma is here. Soon we can all be together again. Forever. Once sin is gone we can all keep our promises.”


    “Needs to escape,” Timothy said.


    “You just need cleaned. Yes, cleaned. Your momma will take care of you.” Evelyn dragged Timothy to his feet. “Come. Come.”


    Timothy tried to resist, but his muscles refused to work. He hung limp in his mother’s grip. Everything he had done in the last few weeks had been too late. Too late to tell Kit about what happened to her town. Too late to realize what not telling her meant. It was all too late.


    It was too late for him.


    It was too late for anyone.


    At least Kit was safe.


    She had to be safe.


     


    





Chapter 4


    Where was the fool shepherd?


    Kit wandered down another street. Three days she looked for Timothy. Three days she expected the idiot to wander back to their room with apologies. Maybe she had gone too far with her trick with Trent, but the shepherd deserved it for being wool-brained. He shouldn’t have hid the truth from her. She had suspected what he scrawled, but to actually see it confirmed—that was beside the point. He may have done it out of a misplaced sense of kindness, but that rankled even more…as if she was some doll that couldn’t handle reality! Trent was even worse. The man was lucky he didn’t lose a hand before he fled to whatever that manor was. Funny how Trent didn’t even bother to ask her to join him once the bodies starting piling on the street. Her nose twitched with the black scent of illness, and her ears pushed against her hood. Timothy couldn’t be sick, could he? Her heart pinched. Where are you, Timmy?


    Shouts splintered the silence as Kit rounded a corner. Sister Tera stood on the edge of a crowd surging toward the open gate. Kit chewed her lip. Perhaps the nun knew where Timothy had disappeared to. It was better than wandering around for another day.


    Kit pulled her hood lower and crept along the edge of the street.


    * * *


    Thhkoom.


    Sister Tera winced.


    Screams split the air. Only five days ago, people had screamed with sinful joy in the same streets. Only five days ago, the worst she had had to step around was sicked-up mead.


    She lifted the hem of her habit and stepped over a crimson pool.


    Tera swallowed bile. She had long since lost a year’s worth of meals. Her cheeks were dry. She never realized a person only had so many tears.


    If only the soul stopped crying.


    People ran away from the shattered gate. Mothers lugged limp children. Men dragged wives with faces blackened by the illness.


    Only five days ago Tera had wanted God to punish the town for its sinful festival.


    A man collapsed, crying. He stroked a woman’s black hair. Her eyes stared at the mocking blue sky and open, oozing black ruptures covered her face. “Help us, Sister. Help us! Tell me, what did we do for God to do this to us?”


    Tera didn’t want this. She only wanted people to see their errors.


    Musketfire lanced into the unfortunates still milling by the gate. Soldiers firing on their own people! She left the man to his wife. People surged around her and away from the gate. Why didn’t they bother to escape by night? It didn’t matter. They couldn’t outrun God’s judgment. Tera knew God’s judgment could be swift, but she had never really understood what that meant.


    She understood now.


    People raced past, trying not to touch each other. Rumor said the illness moved by touch and by sicken breath. It made sense. Touch and shared breath were a sure part of debauchery.


    But the punishment was too harsh.


    “I didn’t mean for this, Holy Father,” Tera whispered. How many times had she said that?


    She neared the gate. People moaned. She didn’t have any fears of being fired upon. The soldiers standing in the distance broke their ranks, and one soldier doubled over and retched onto the field. Tera guessed they were used to seeing her habit by now. Her heart thrummed. Part of her wanted to escape and leave the sinners to their fate, but she stayed because that was what a nun did. Sister Grace and Mother Mae had both taught Tera to care for those in need. It was the highest calling and the heaviest chain.


    She knelt beside a bearded man. Red blossomed on his chest and red froth bubbled when he tried to speak. She laid her hand on the man’s chest, close to the gaping wound. His gaze pleaded.


    She made a sign of the cross. “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name…”


    “Amen.” The man’s stare locked onto what Tera hoped was heaven before she finished.


    Several men in black clothing pulled a wagon toward the gate, their faces hard. These men also had nothing to fear from the soldiers across the field. Tera could not blame Lord Heim. Some people still thought God’s judgment could be avoided simply by keeping away from afflicted people.


    Tera turned away. Why did God have to punish so harshly?


    She stopped, and realization dawned on her.


    God didn’t only punish the town for its debauchery. No. God punished because the town allowed a servant of hell to walk freely among them. They even welcomed it! Tera hadn’t forgotten how the fox demon had danced at that ball. Tera still didn’t understand why the town bishop had invited her and the Inquisitors, but it did end with Tahd’s capture. All the same, the fox was also invited and welcomed.


    That had to be it. God would punish the town as long as the demon walked free. That also meant Tera was partially responsible for the illness. She had failed to capture the fox when she’d had the chance.


    Her legs shook under her. The realization made her dizzy. Could she really be the one to blame? Not fully. The blame was the demon. It was the source of God’s displeasure. Only that explained the harshness of his hand.


    She had to find the demon and end this.


    Evelyn would help, if Tera could find her. The fool woman had disappeared shortly after people took sick. Timothy also didn’t appear as he had said he would. Did Evelyn find him?


    Tera turned toward the center of the town. Her footsteps echoed in the empty streets. She needed help. The fox was too strong and crafty for Tera to handle alone. She thumbed the scar on her cheek. She knew that too well. She needed to get the bishop to help.


    The church loomed. Buildings stood far back from the tombstones that marked holy ground. A cemetery near the center of the town struck Tera as strange. Normally the dead rested on the outskirts of a village. Tangle grass grew wherever gaps opened in the paving stones. The crowded tombstones and stone vaults resembled the streets Tera had left behind. Beyond the maze of the past, the church’s door stood closed. Tera frowned. Why were the doors closed? People needed access to God, especially now. She crossed the distance, climbed the stone stairs, and rapped the heavy iron knocker.


    “You won’t find the bishop here.”


    Tera turned, and a bent woman with her gray hair tied in a severe bun held up a wizened hand.


    “Is he out helping the people?” Tera asked.


    The woman cackled. “Helping the people. A good joke, that.” She cocked her head. “So you don’t know? Well you are young.”


    The woman pointed to a hill dominating the horizon. Atop the hill glittered manors. “God’s servant hides up there behind locked gates and armed militia with the rich. At least Lord Heim was honest and got out of town as soon as this started. Looks like God’s man abandoned us.”


    “I know what we need to do to turn away God’s wrath.”


    The old woman laughed. “You sound just like the new prophetess.”


    Tera blinked.


    “Not heard of her either? She is said to be able to heal this sickness.”


    “And you believe this?”


    The woman shook her head. “If I did, would I be here by this empty church?”


    “There is a demon is this town. If we find it, I am certain God will show mercy.” Tera knew for certain that God would once the fox was in chains. No. Once the fox burned.


    “S-Sister. Could you please pray for us?” A mother close to Tera’s age shuffled forward. The woman held a threadbare cloak closed. A few signs of her future blackened her face. A small girl clung to the woman’s skirts. The girl looked at Tera with luminous blue eyes, and her tangled blond hair hugged healthy cheeks.


    “Maggie, don’t go bothering the nun,” the old woman said. “I think she just might be better than the prophetess. Can’t hurt to hope at this point, eh?” She laughed at her own joke.


    Tera forced a smile and descended the church’s staircase. “It is not a bother.”


    People of all ages appeared from the surrounding tombs. Several more watched from the streets beyond. Tera glanced at the old woman.


    The woman shrugged. “They looked to me for help, so helped them I did. We gathered around the church. It never hurts to be close to the house of God at times like this.”


    “You are too modest, Caroline,” a man said. “You kept all of us from losing our heads.”


    Caroline snorted. “Fat lot of good it did many of us.”


    Tera felt foolish. She could have been a grandchild to most of the people, and many had children in tow. Tera’s heart froze at the looks on their faces.


    The man removed his cap. “Sister, would you pray with us?”


    “Please, Sister.”


    “Yes, please.”


    Caroline smirked. “Seems a pretty face is more inspiring than an old woman.” She knelt with visible difficulty. “Best not keep us waiting, Sister.”


    Tera’s eyes flooded. These people need me. I will end this. I will find the demon and end God’s wrath. She pulled out her rosary. Her hands shook. She couldn’t just leave them. More people gathered; soon the small square in front of the church filled. Many more stood among the tombs. And many will soon be in them, Tera thought. She swallowed. One by one they knelt. She knelt with them to keep her knees from shaking. The church loomed behind her.


    “Hail Mary, full of grace…”


    Children’s voices and voices edged by long life followed her lead.


    Finished, Tera climbed to her feet. Wrinkled faces, smooth faces, young faces, and dying faces smiled up at her with relief. She hoped the Holy Mother would spare a few of those faces.


    Caroline smiled. “You have a good, strong voice. I am sure the Holy Mother and God heard us through you.”


    “You make a good nun, Sister.” A petitioner looked up. The fine hood shifted enough to reveal red hair. Her gaze stabbed Tera. “Tell me, where is my shepherd?”


    Tera took an involuntary step backward and gasped. Tera could feel vileness in the air around the hooded creature.


    Tera forced her voice to work. “Demon!”


    Several people looked at the demon with confusion. The fox stood and glared. A small fang flashed in the mirthless smile.


    “Don’t tell me you still think that of me, Sister. Need I repeat the sacred words again for proof? ‘Hail Mary, full of grace…’ or is this more sacred? ‘Our Father in heaven, hallowed be your name.’ Need I continue?”


    Tera’s throat worked, but she couldn’t form words. It shouldn’t be possible for a demon to know or say such words.


    “What is wrong, Sister? Who is this?” Maggie asked.


    “Where is my shepherd? Where is Timothy?” The demon took a step closer.


    “L…lies,” Tera said. “You couldn’t…I don’t know where Timothy is.” Tera took a breath and thrust her rosary at the creature. “Demon, you did this!”


    All the petitioners’ eyes locked on the fox.


    The demon’s mouth twisted.


    “Sister?” an old man asked.


    “She is a demon!” Tera said. “She is the cause of this sickness.”


    “Idiot. I would do no such thing even if I could.” The vixen backed away.


    “We will get the demon for you, Sister,” a man said.


    Several people lunged at the demon. She danced and kicked at the grasping hands before racing away. The hood slipped from her head. White tufted ears that no human could own betrayed her true nature. Several people screamed.


    One of the men lunged at the fox’s feet. True to her nature, the fox leaped free. She dashed down the cobblestones bordering the church grounds with people in pursuit. The creature lunged into an alley and out of Tera’s sight.


    “S-Sister. Was that a demon?”


    “Yes. And she is the reason why God punishes us. We must make her face divine justice.”


    * * *


    Kit tripped over refuse. She caught the brick wall and looked behind her. No one appeared. She gasped for air. That didn’t go as I hoped. The fool nun still thinks me a demon. Kit’s mouth twisted. I was a fool to expect anything different, but I have to find him. If the nun didn’t have so many people around her, she would know how much of a demon I can be.


    Kit replaced the hood, and her tail pressed against her skirt. If her tail was a tangled mess, Timothy wouldn’t hear the end of it! She trudged down the street, stepping around a pile of…something. Best not to look. She covered her nose.


    “Where are you, Timmy?”


    No one followed her. She stepped over a broken table. Smashed furniture littered the street. She considered all the places Timothy could have gone. She knew to her tail that he would still be in the city. She may have known him only a short time, but he was simple enough to understand. Although he did spring a surprise now and again. She pushed away the cloud of loneliness that whispered to her. Creaking and rasping of wood and metal touched her ears through her hood.


    What if she didn’t find him?


    “Not that I need him,” Kit said. “I did just fine on my own.”


    But he was nice to have around. It was nice to know someone who didn’t see her as a trophy. Someone who sees me for me. She sighed. Her efforts to make him jealous really had gone too far. As if I would want to be with a man that grabbed my tail like Trent did!


    The thick, sweet, cloying scent of rotten onions smashed her nose. Kit clenched her jaw and swallowed. The creaking grew louder, and the scent grew stronger. Two men tugged a sagging two-wheeled cart. Filthy rags covered their noses and mouths, and their staring, tired eyes gazed ahead. Twisted bodies piled, limp. Men, women, and children stacked on each other like firewood.


    Kit’s eyes watered, and she gagged.


    The axle screeched. The men stopped at another refuse pile. They eased the cart to rest. The refuse turned out to be another body. One man took the feet, the other took the shoulders. They tossed the body onto the stack. In just a moment, the creaking resumed.


    Kit turned to move away. A cold shiver ran through her. What if Timothy was…? She glanced at the cart.


    He isn’t going to be there. He made a promise, after all.


    But she had to be sure.


    She forced herself nearer to the cart. The men ignored her. Their faces looked almost as dead as those in the cart. The rotten air threatened to overwhelm her. She breathed into the hem of her cloak. It didn’t help much at all. Flies buzzed despite the chill air. Kit glanced through the twisted, blackened faces.


    Relief brought tears to her eyes.


    The cart continued on its way. “Where are you, Timothy?” She took a deep breath and coughed. After this, she would never be able to even look at an onion the same way again. She cupped her hands. It wasn’t like she couldn’t handle anyone that nun sent.


    “Timothy!”


    His named echoed down the street. She uncovered her ears and listened.


    Yes. There was something beyond the sound of the cart. Her ears flicked. Over there. Kit slipped her hood back on and ran. Kit skid around a corner and saw Evelyn standing on the edge of a fountain with her black dress stark against the white stone. A group of people gathered around her. Sick children drooped in their mothers’ arms.


    So Timothy did see her! What is she doing here?


    “Make willow tea.” Evelyn gestured. “And pray to be forgiven for the promises you make and break. Only death is a promise we all keep in this life.”


    “What can I do to keep my other children from getting sick?” a woman called.


    “Make no promises,” Evelyn said. “Smoke chases away illness, but punishment comes to those who break their word. Isn’t that right, my Timmy? Yes. We will be together.” Evelyn swept the crowd with a hand. “You too shall be together in heaven after sin is burned from you.”


    People fell to their knees. Evelyn muttered so quietly that only Kit’s ears could hear it. “Joseph. We shall be together. You broke your promise, but not me. Not my son. Together. But first we must burn with fire within. God’s punishment upon this town and me.


    “Clean!” Evelyn’s shout made Kit jump. “Clean your homes, filthy sinners. Clean away the illness. Dirt. Filth.”


    Kit moved closer to the woman, thinking, I have to try. “Evelyn.” The woman turned toward her. Kit pushed back her hood enough to allow the woman to see more of her face. “Evelyn! Where is Timothy? Have you seen him?”


    Evelyn frowned. “At home, eating dinner. He is not allowed to play outside today. Not with a dirty girl like you. My sweet, filthy boy needs to rest and be healed.”


    “So you know where he is!” Kit took a step toward Timothy’s mother. People glanced at Kit. She didn’t care what they thought. “Where is he?”


    Evelyn’s gaze cleared. “You look familiar. My Timothy is here but not for long. It is no concern for you.” She turned to the people. “Come. Let us go to where we can get well in our souls.”


    The mad woman walked through the fountain, ignoring the streaming water. People glanced at each other before following through the falling water. Only a few went around the fountain. One or two people went the opposite way, shaking their heads.


    Kit tapped her chin. She had to restrain herself from chasing and strangling the woman. I need to stay levelheaded. Evelyn seemed to know where Timothy was, but the woman was out of her mind. She could very well have not even seen the fool man. Why were those people paying attention to her anyway? Kit’s stomach grumbled, but she ignored it. Her ear twitched under the hood. Another cart approached. Oiled by the sounds of it, her hunger died when the wind shifted. As much as she didn’t want to look, she had to be sure.


    “You better be alive, shepherd.”


     


    





Chapter 5


    Voices pulled Timothy out of the darkness. His crusted eyes blinked against the morning light, and he groaned as pain swept him. Even his hair seemed to ache.


    “At least I am alive even if I hurt.” His voice scratched the air.


    It took three tries before he could lift his head. He lay on a crisp, once-white sheet. A matching robe clung to his damp chest. The room around him was simple. A rough-hewn desk and chair butted against the wall. A chipped pitcher and mug waited on the desk. The room shimmered in the light streaming through the window, and smoke reached through a hole in the cloudy glass. Its thin, acrid fingers brushed against the ceiling.


    Timothy sank back to the yellowed pillow. He laid a heavy arm across his sweaty forehead. Memories drifted from his wool-stuffed mind. He knew where he was now. Evelyn had found him and brought him here. He let his arm fall and lifted his head again. His gaze slapped the pitcher. A bead of moisture slid down the teal surface. He tried to wet his cracked lips with a metallic tongue.


    He slid his legs off the bed and frowned down at his feet. Blue veins webbed under pale, drawn skin. He wiggled his toes just to be sure they belonged to him.


    The world spun around him when he heaved himself upright. He stumbled and almost fell back onto the bed, and only willpower kept him standing. He shuffled over to the teal pitcher and collapsed onto the chair. Voiced hummed outside. They grew louder and more insistent. Timothy’s fogged mind couldn’t make out the words.


    His arms quivered under the weight of the pitcher. Somehow he managed not to spill any water as he poured it into the mug, and it took both hands to heft the mug to his lips. He gulped the lukewarm water, wondering if the deserts he read about so long ago enjoyed the rain as much. Smoke continued to stretch into the room. It smelled vaguely of cooking meat. He carefully poured another cupful of water. If I wasn’t so weak, I’d just drown myself in the pitcher.


    “Fire burns. Fire cleans. Smoke cleans.” A single voice drifted through the hole in the window glass. “What are we?”


    “Dirt,” a chorus said. “Promise breakers.”


    The room didn’t spin when Timothy stood this time. He shuffled to the window. The street beyond opened to a large area with charred remains of buildings. Their black bones resembled fingers wrapped around a fire, and the orange-red flames licked their chops. A few wagons waited a short distance away, and their tenders wore rags over their faces. People of all types crowded too close to the fire, peering toward a single figure standing on a burned out foundation. The figure wore simple black clothes and lifted white arms toward the crowd below.


    “This smoke cleans us. Smoke and repentance saves us. God punishes those who are not clean. We are not clean. God punishes promise breakers,” the figure said.


    Flames burst in a shower of sparks. The embers cascaded over the speaker like glittering snow. Smoke hazed the speaker. Timothy squinted. Who is that?


    “Burn the sickness from your homes—”


    “Prophetess, should we leave?” a man asked.


    The figure lowered its arms and looked at the crowd. Wind pushed the smoke away. Timothy spluttered and fumbled the mug as wind shifted the smoky haze away from the figure. Water ran cool down his chest. It can’t be.


    “Water cleans only after fire. No. Not yet.”


    “Water cleans only after fire,” the people said.


    “Soon,” Evelyn said.


    “Soon. Soon. Soon,” the people chanted.


    Timothy backed away from the window. What was Evelyn doing? He hadn’t just dreamed of her. He leaned on the desk. His black-spotted arms quivered, and his knees shook.


    His name drifted on the wind.


    * * *


    “Timothy!”


    Several people glanced her direction, but Kit didn’t care. She just wanted to find her fool shepherd and get out of this town while she could still smell something. Brimstone burned in her stomach from the constant stench. The blue cloth she wound around her nose and mouth did little the help. Humans were lucky to have such poor smell. The storm of smoke, fear, and disease threatened to overwhelm her.


    After three days of shadowing Evelyn and sniffing death wagons, Kit had had enough. Somehow desperate fools flocked to the woman. It took long enough for her to stop wandering the town. Of course she chose this place. Kit coughed. She was tempted to just leave Timothy and get out while her tail was intact.


    Only, somehow, the boy had become a part of her when she wasn’t looking.


    She followed another wagon. The drivers weaved through the clumps of people listening to Evelyn crow. A single white hand flopped with the lurching motion. Black sores the size of coins pocked the flesh. Coins were what the people called them. An image of her shepherd lying on a wagon with those black coins all over him flashed in her mind. Kit clenched her teeth and closed the distance with the teetering wagon. The man shouldering the load didn’t bother to look at her. Bloodshot eyes stared over his vinegar-soaked mask. Kit leaned over the side of the wagon and dropped her cloth shield. A single sniff sent a shower of sparks across her vision. She staggered back, gasping and fumbling with her face mask. Kit could feel the hairs on her tail curl under her skirts.


    But at least she didn’t smell him. She had to be sure. With every wagon she had to be sure. His familiar scent of musty books and wool would stand out like honeysuckle in a midden heap. She would have preferred to save her nose, but sometimes she couldn’t see the face, nor did she want to. The thought of seeing Timothy that way—No. He is alive. He has to be alive. “Fool shepherd. Where are you?”


    She kicked a stone against the wall, and the whitewash cracked. She wiped her eyes. The smoke made them tear. Yes, it was the smoke that made her eyes tear. Nothing else.


    If you are still alive, I will kill you when I find you.


    Kit ignored the chanting and Evelyn’s droning. Why would those people pay attention to an obvious mad woman? It didn’t matter. Kit stopped at another building. She wiped her eyes. Stupid smoke.


    “You better appreciate how I am going to ruin my nose for you.” She lowered her mask and took a deep breath. Her vision tunneled, and it felt like her ears knotted under her hood. But she caught a hint of something on the wind. She took another test. Yes, it’s faint. Musty books.


    He was here.


    Kit gazed around. No carts sat nearby. She looked up at the blackened building. A broken window glittered in the firelight. She closed her eyes and singed her nose again. Yes. It was faint, but it was him. She followed the scent around the building and returned to the spot under the window.


    She grinned and raced for the entrance. Her hands gripped the iron handle, but the door refused to budge. She threw herself at it.


    “And what are you doing?” a large man asked. A dozen other men dressed in soiled clothes stood behind. “That is the house of the Prophetess.”


    Kit cursed. Timothy was in there! She pulled at the door with all her strength. The wood creaked, but the lock held. A meaty hand grabbed her shoulder.


    “Enough of that. You just want to take what isn’t yours after all the Prophetess does to help us?”


    Kit sank her fangs into the filthy hand. The man yelled and fell back. The others behind closed in. She backed into the door. What a fine fix. The scent of him addled her brains!


    A small girl with golden locks darted around the men. “There you are, sis! What are you doing? This is the wrong house, silly.”


    A grimy hand snatched Kit’s. The girl pulled Kit toward the men. “Sorry. Sorry. My sister is lost.”


    “Where do you think you are going?” The man massaged his hand.


    “Home.” The girl looked up at the man.


    The man spat. “Before I heard the Prophetess, I would have made you pay for this.” He held up his bleeding hand. “Count yourself lucky I am a changed man. Don’t come back here again.”


    “Thank you! Let’s go, sis.” The girl tugged Kit past the men and set off at a run.


    Kit’s nose lost the scent of books.


    “Let me go!” Kit dug her heels into the paving stones, but the girl tugged Kit onward. “I need to go back! He’s back there.”


    Kit snagged the mouth of the alley and pulled the girl to a stop. “Let me go.” She pried her hand free. There had to be another way into the building. A dim part of Kit’s mind whispered for her to think before acting.


    “Wait!” The girl tugged at Kit. “Colt is—Can…can you help him? You seem nice and…not like the Prophetess. I thought you would help.”


    How can I get into that building? Kit snatched her hand away. “I am busy. I don’t know what—”


    “This way.” The girl grabbed Kit’s little finger and pulled hard enough to make the finger pop.


    “Let go!”


    The girl tugged Kit’s finger. Kit had little choice but to follow. She sighed. It would be better to try to get into the building after dark anyway. She glanced back. He was alive. Her stupid shepherd was alive! I need to have a plan and not let his scent addle my brain again.


    They weaved across alleys and streets until Kit lost all sense of direction. Her little finger ached. The buildings changed from brick to whitewashed wood to gray, weathered panels. The haphazard houses teetered. The odor of the northern quarter and its smoke gave way to the usual scents of illness and fear. Her little finger twisted when the girl darted into a crushed alley, and Kit’s eyes watered.


    “Mira!” A boy with tangled brown hair stood with a stoat stick.


    The tottering buildings almost pressed against both of Kit’s arms. The girl dropped Kit’s finger. Kit tested a fist and grimaced. The finger sent twinges up into her elbow.


    Darn girl. She watched the boy’s club.


    Mira stood in front of Kit. Her head stopped at Kit’s stomach, a small shield against a fat club. Kit took a step back and felt something hard push into the small of her back. She glanced over her shoulder. A budding girl in a threadbare dress twisted a stoat stick into Kit’s back.


    “You are not going anywhere,” the dark-haired girl said.


    “I wouldn’t imagine wanting to be anywhere else,” Kit said.


    “You know the rules, Mira.” The dark-haired girl nudged Kit’s back. “No adults.”


    “But. But.” Mira looked up at Kit. “She can help.”


    “I can help,” Kit said. “If you will lower your…weapons.”


    The stick smacked into Kit’s back. She stumbled deeper into the claustrophobic alley. Kit’s tail bristled under her skirts. She should be trying to figure out how to save Timothy, not fooling around with street kids.


    “No tricks from you,” the brown-haired boy said, “Why did you break the rule, Mira? You know it is only us now. We have to stay away to be safe.”


    “But, Hoss,” Mira whined the boy’s name, “Colt is—I don’t want Colt taking a wagon ride.”


    Kit rubbed her back and watched over her shoulder. If she was fast enough she could take the brat’s overgrown stick and teach her some manners. Only Hoss would thwack her as soon as she managed to turn around.


    Stupid kids. Kit itched to smell Timothy’s scent again. Stupid shepherd. If it wasn’t for him she would have heard the girl sneaking up on her.


    “I can bring a doctor. I will even pay for it. Now, with that settled, I will be going.” Kit turned to face the dark-haired girl. The boy could not hit as hard as this little twit.


    “Stop her, Yuzu. She will tell people where we are,” Hoss said. Mira shouted something, and Hoss cursed. “Get off me, Mira!”


    “You won’t be going anywhere.” The girl called Yuzu hefted her club. Her arms were thin, but Kit could see tendons and muscle tensing. She looked into the dark eyes. This wasn’t a budding girl. Lines around the eyes told of age more than her petite frame and oval face did.


    “You are as old as me!”


    “I am not.” Fear flashed across Yuzu’s face. She looked at Hoss over Kit’s shoulder.


    Maybe if Kit could distract them. “From what I see under that dress—”


    “Quiet!” Yuzu slammed her weapon against the building. The gray wood shuddered.


    Lilting laughter made Kit turn away from Yuzu. “She got you,” Mira said. Hoss grinned.


    Kit felt her ears twitch beneath her hood. Hoss moved close and stared up at Kit for a long moment.


    “You do look about the same age as Yuzu,” he said. Yuzu hissed. “You don’t count as an adult, Yuzu. Your chest is too small for an adult. Like hers.”


    Hoss shot a triumphant grin at both Kit and Yuzu.


    Timothy could learn a few confidence lessons from the boy.


    “So you will let her help Colt?” Mira asked.


    “Yeah, she’s pip,” Hoss said. “Not as pip as you, Yuzu, but she’s pip for sure. What’s your name?”


    Kit sighed. There looked to be no way to get away from them anytime soon. “Kit.”


    “I’m Hoss. That’s Mira. And Yuzu. Let’s go.”


    Hoss started down the cramped alley. Mira bounced over and grabbed Kit’s little finger. She looked up and beamed. Kit’s ears pushed against her hood. Kit glanced over her shoulder to see Yuzu scowling at her. Kit stuck her tongue out. The girl’s eyes widened before drawing down. Good. Best keep her off balance. Kit did not want to fight unless she had no choice. The faster she found a doctor, the faster she could get Timothy and get out of this mess.


    Kit allowed Mira to lead her to a floral-patterned curtain stretched across an opening in the wall. Waning light filtered between the buildings. Mira let go of Kit’s finger. Kit looked at the sliver of sky before ducking into the room. She had time yet. The scent of disease in the small space curdled Kit’s stomach. Mira and Hoss didn’t seem to notice, but Yuzu frowned and crossed her arms over her stomach. A small boy lay on a lumpy mattress in one corner, his hair damp. Sores stood out on his bare chest in large welts. A second mattress rested on the other side of the room. Crates, pots, dolls, and even a few books were scattered between. A pair of lanterns cast wavering shadows. Little sunlight made its way into the den.


    Mira clasped her hands against her chest, and Hoss stared at his feet. Yuzu looked Kit in the eye before turning away. What do they expect me to do? Kit thought.


    Kit crossed the room. She swallowed and knelt, feeling the heat radiating from the boy’s skin. Kit didn’t think she could catch whatever this disease was. She had breathed the air from the carts enough that she would have taken ill by now if she could. She rarely caught anything humans seemed to catch. The twits watched her like she was a doctor or the Prophetess. Yuzu snagged Kit’s gaze again. The girl knew little could be done. Kit sighed. What would her shepherd do? Knowing him, he would mention a book about this. A book. What was it he rambled on about that one night?


    Kit dug through her memories. Timothy had a habit of rambling on about whatever had his attention. Most of it Kit had little interest in or knowledge of. She would just smile and nod while he rambled. Kit was sure her eyes must have had a glaze, but he never seemed to notice. Why would anyone want to read about trees or bridges? He said something about the bark of a tree being good for fevers. Walnut? No willow. That was it. Willow bark.


    “We need to make willow bark tea for his fever.”


    “What’s a willow?” Mira asked.


    “It’s a tree. I know where one is,” Yuzu said. “I need to talk with you, Kit.”


    Kit gazed at Hoss and Mira, watching as hope blossomed in their eyes. Stupid. Colt didn’t look far away from riding one of those wagons. “Get water in him. Put damp rags on him.” She followed the dark-haired girl—woman—outside.


    “When Colt gets better, you are going to be an official member,” Hoss said to Kit’s back.


    “He isn’t going to make it,” Yuzu said once they were far enough away from the curtain.


    “No. Although my shepherd wouldn’t give up.”


    “Shepherd? Look, these kids need someone they can trust. They…their parents all…took wagon rides soon after all this started. They are looking at you the same as they did me. Don’t get their hopes up. Willow tea. Can’t hurt to try.” Her dark gaze flicked away. “Allen always said I…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Just be off with you.” Yuzu trudged away, leaving Kit at the mouth of the alley.


    Kit tugged her hood. Not everyone could be saved. But there is one I can save. Her conscience nagged her. What harm would it do to help these kids? It’s not like Kit could do anything until after dark.


    “When I find you, shepherd, I am going to shear you for all the trouble you are causing me.”


     


    





Chapter 6


    “Timothy? Where are you?” Evelyn’s voice carried through the building. “It is time for your supper and bath. You better not be out playing at this hour.”


    Timothy smacked his shoulder against the whitewashed wall. His knees felt like paper soaked in water, and damp wool stuffed his head. He fumbled with the door’s lock.


    “I will tell you a bedtime story. Come to your mother, Timmy.”


    The lock clicked. Timothy plunged into the night, slamming the door behind. He ran as fast as his weak legs could carry, away from Evelyn’s voice. The moon’s light played hide and seek with the street ahead of him. Fires continued to burn, and a few people sat near the large pyres, eyes staring at the flames that carried loved ones away. Timothy forced his legs to work. Evelyn wouldn’t be too long in following.


    His eyes burned. The air threatened to freeze his sweat-dampened shirt. A few streets more and he could hide and rest. He shambled on, keeping close to the buildings for support. As he moved farther away, the constant smoke thinned. He stopped and sagged against a wall, gasping for breath. As the hammering in his ears cleared, he heard footsteps echo up the avenue. Timothy pulled himself upright with effort and prepared to dart. I won’t go back.


    Suddenly, Shefar emerged from the night. His face was thinner and older than Timothy remembered. Grime clung to his fine clothing.


    “Master Clarke! So you are alive.” Shefar wiped his forehead. “Come with us! I heard Lord Heim’s men look to have caught…” He trailed off. The moon appeared from behind the clouds swirling overhead.


    A way out. Timothy wanted to sink to his knees. People milled behind the tailor. A woman in a once-resplendent dress slashed with bright yellow and several other people, all dressed in rich clothing of various hues, looked ready to run down the street at a lamb’s sneeze. They clung to bulging bags. Behind them, Trent appeared from the shadows.


    Timothy shoved past Shefar before he knew what he was doing; his fists curled around Trent’s lapels. Trent tried to back away, but Timothy held firm. The peacock’s eyes widened, and he reached for Timothy’s wrist, stopping just before touching it. Trent spluttered as moonlight illuminated the black marks on Timothy’s skin. Trent turned his head away.


    “Where is she??” Timothy shook Trent. His woolen mind wondered where his sudden surge of strength had come from.


    “She?” Trent’s throat worked.


    “Kit!” Timothy shook the man again for good measure.


    “I…I haven’t seen her since…since we hid at Shefar’s manor to keep away from this.” He flipped a hand.


    “Where is she?” A small voice in the back of his mind yelled at him to stop.


    Shefar laid a hand on Timothy’s shoulder. “It’s true, lad. We have been hiding since this started. We waited until dark once we heard about the problem with Lord Heim’s men ended. You know they shot people who tried to escape, right? We haven’t seen your lady. It is best to avoid people who are…sick.” Shefar removed his hand and wiped it on his coat.


    Timothy’s strength fled him. He shoved Trent away. The man adjusted his ridiculous hat and stopped his hands short of smoothing his shirt. The man looked down at the shirt like a lamb looked at a hungry dog. Timothy refused to let his legs give out.


    “Good luck, lad. I hope…” Shefar looked at Timothy and shook his head. “She will be all right.” Shefar walked wide around him. Trent followed, staring at Timothy. The followers gave him a wide berth before disappearing into the darkness. His mind fumbled. She wasn’t with Trent. Melanie’s inn!


    He vaguely remembered looking for Kit at the inn before. Maybe it was in a dream. She would be there now. She had to be. His mind fuzzed.


    He lurched into a dogged, stumbling run. She had to be there. The familiar building front appeared in the waning light. He crashed into the wooden door, fumbling with the handle. The common room stood empty. Tables and chairs waited, undisturbed. A thin film of dust coated the round, polished tables. He fell up the stairs. The banister didn’t have any dust. He leaned and stumbled along the hall until he came to their room. The door stood open. He burst into the room, tripped over his feet, and collapsed onto the bed. He lay still for a moment on the soft coverlet, dazed. He hoped to hear her voice heckle him. He gathered his strength and pushed himself upright with quivering arms.


    The silent room stood empty.


    Several plates were stacked on the desk. The bed’s coverlet was rumpled, and a few red hairs clung to it.


    She was here!


    Now all he had to do was wait. She would be back.


    His mind drifted with the fire of the disease that tried to char his bones. He didn’t have much time. It had to be enough. She would come. She should have left the city. Was she looking for him? The bed still felt warm, as if she had slept in it just a few moments ago. The effort of getting to the inn room crashed on him, and sleep pulled him into hot darkness.


    * * *


    He awoke with a start. Morning light painted the room with soft oranges and reds. He felt someone’s gaze on him. He jerked upright, and his head spun from the sudden movement. “Kit?”


    “Such a bad boy, making your mother worry so. I had to look all night for you.” Evelyn sat in the high-backed chair. The door was closed behind her. “You are not clean yet, sweetie. It won’t be long before the entire town is clean. Yes, I think tonight. One more day for souls to burn. It will start here with us. Yes. That is best.”


    The chair creaked as she stood. She crossed the room and pushed Timothy back into the tangled blankets. He tried to resist, but his body wouldn’t obey. His mother was such a little woman, yet he felt as if all his strength had been beaten out of him.


    “Where better than a demon’s nest? Yes, I know about her. I’ve seen you with her many times. I smell her here. My poor boy. Tonight you will be free.”


    Sweat dripped from Evelyn’s face. Purple-black splotches erupted from her once-smooth cheeks. Timothy didn’t remember seeing them. She smiled.


    “I too am being cleansed within. God sees and hears prayers. Maybe I will be a lucky one. Maybe you will be a lucky one to go directly to his embrace.” With two fingers, she squeezed a ripe skin mushroom on her cheek. Timothy looked away.


    “See? Our sins are being pushed from our bodies? Yes. You understand. Clean. Dirt pushed out of our souls. We will be in heaven together and away from this world of lies and broken promises. Sleep, my little boy. Sleep.”


    He opened his mouth to protest, but his dry throat could only rasp. His legs refused to work. His fingers clawed the sheets. Evelyn settled on the bed beside him and stroked his forehead. She began to sing.


    Sweet baby boy in the crib,


    Rocking, careful of the wind,


    Momma’s here, Momma’s here.


    Sleep, sleep, sleep. Let lambs carry you to sleep.


    Don’t cry, Momma will keep you safe.


    Sleep, sweet baby boy in the crib.


    * * *


    Tera squinted. The blurry, full-length mirror—a luxury she felt guilty about—revealed a face that she didn’t know. Lines marred her eyes, and her cheekbones protruded. She counted too many ribs, but there were others who needed food more than she. There were too many orphans. At least her white skin was free of God’s punishment. She slipped a laundered habit over her thin frame.


    She took a deep breath and left her small sleeping chamber. The morning light filtered through the church’s stained glass windows. The light painted past saints and heroes across the worn stone floor. Tera wondered how people learned to make glass that turned light into living stories. She needed to draw strength from those stories now.


    She walked around a mousy boy sleeping in the walkway a few feet from a bench and a sleeping Caroline. He hugged his thin blanket. Other children slept whenever they could find space. Tera stopped and laid a hand on the old woman’s shoulder. Caroline slept upright in the same bench every night. Wrinkled eyelids fluttered open. Her sagging beauty smiled.


    “Good morning, Sister.”


    If it wasn’t for people like her, Tera wouldn’t know what to do. There was food to gather. Clothes to wash. Tera insisted on washing. She remembered Mother Mae being adamant about keeping the sick and those who care for them clean. There were always more sick. There were always those who didn’t make it through the night.


    “Bless you, Caroline. Please see everyone else up. It is good for the children to awake to a hot breakfast.”


    Caroline nodded and lifted her weathered bones off the hard bench. So far, the woman was free of God’s judgment. Caroline caught Tera’s look of concern.


    “What is it, Sister?”


    “I worry about you catching it,” Tera said. “If it wasn’t for you…” She trailed off.


    “Don’t worry about me, Sister. I am too old to catch anything. I’ve had it all already.”


    Tera’s eyes widened. “God struck you once too?”


    Caroline laughed. “I was wicked in my younger days. I wasn’t always old and wrinkled. This illness hit my little hometown once,” she winked. “The boys used to fall over themselves for my attention. But that is long past.”


    She rested her hand on Tera’s shoulder. “You are doing well. Far better than the old nun did with my village.” She squeezed Tera’s shoulder. “You need to eat more. Falling over will help no one.”


    Since Tera had met Caroline and the men had chased off the demon, people had been flocking to the church. Buildings around the church were adapted to apartments and sickrooms. Night and day blurred together. It felt like months, but Tera knew only days had passed. It surprised her how fast long days of work thinned her. She smiled and wiped away a stray tear. “I wouldn’t know what to do without people like you, Caroline.”


    “Bah. You would still do what you are doing without an old woman like me. Promise me you will eat.”


    “I will.”


    “Good. I best get these lazy louts working before the children wake.” The old woman weaved around the sleeping, scattered children with grace that belied her stooped body. What did Caroline do in her younger days? Tera wondered. She struggled to imagine the woman young.


    Tera pushed opened the church doors. The cold wind blew the scent of smoke into her face. She pulled her habit around her. Winter threatened to come sooner than it should.


    “Sister Tera.” A young man waited just outside. He bowed with a fist against his chest.


    Tera sighed. The fool boy insisted on saluting. “What is it, Vyrin?”


    “The Prophetess held another meeting last night.” Vyrin scratched at a round scar on his forehead. Many Caroline brought with her had been spared God’s ultimate judgment.


    Tera frowned. The Prophetess again. Smoke curled from the northern quarter of the town, where the rich used to live. Now, the people God claimed were burned there. Tera had to put people’s minds at ease about that. Most people thought the body had to be laid to rest in hallowed grounds, but the cemetery surrounding the church couldn’t possibly hold everyone.


    At least the Prophetess taught about using smoke to clean houses of the sickness. Caroline said that advice was sound. Tera let Caroline burn her herb bundles every night. It couldn’t hurt at least. From what Vyrin had told Tera, the people who followed this Prophetess had given up all hope. Desperate people tended to do anything and believe anything, even when those beliefs endangered them.


    “I also saw something else, Sister,” Vyrin’s voice held a sharpness that pulled Tera from her thoughts. “I also saw the demon.”


    Tera froze. “You found her?”


    Vyrin nodded. “It was heading down Singleton Street when I lost sight. I think it has a den down one of those alleys. It wore a cloak, like you said it would, and I saw the red hair.”


    Tera fingered her rosary. “Can you find it?”


    Vyrin puffed out his chest. “I grew up on Singleton Street and Butcher’s Street.”


    Tera smiled. She felt a burden lift from her shoulders. They finally found it! You can’t get away this time, fox. She laid a hand on Vyrin’s shoulder. A blush emphasized the smaller scars on his face. She could not let this chance pass. She itched to face the demon, but she couldn’t leave her people behind. The demon deserved to be burned at the stake for bringing God’s wrath upon them.


    Vyrin’s gaze flicked away and then back. His gaze drifted down to her chest. Tera frowned. He saw too much of the young woman and not enough of the nun, but either would be useful. For a moment Tera felt disgusted with herself for even considering using people like that. She decided she would confess to Mother Mae and serve a penance for it after this was finished. As much as she wanted to go finish the demon herself, she had to trust in God and young men like Vyrin to put an end to the creature. The thought gave her pause. Even just a few days ago she wouldn’t have entertained the idea of relying on others for such an important task.


    “Take as many as you think you will need. Just don’t take any young boys. She is strong and cunning. Be careful of her tricks.”


    Vyrin thumped his fist over his heart and bowed. “So shall it be.” His grin ruined the salute. The young man darted down the stairs.


    Tera followed the scent of breakfast back into the church. The sounds of waking children greeted her. More people would come looking for a meal. There were more of them each day. Tera had much to keep her busy. People relied on her, and it was her duty to care for those in need. She had to trust in God and the men. She squared her aching shoulders and faced another day.


    * * *


    Kit smelled the air. The odd, faint mix of musty books and wool tantalized. She frowned. The scent seemed to be leading her toward Melanie’s inn. She wasn’t close enough to the north end of town yet to be able to smell Timothy through the ever-present smoke scent. So why would her nose find him here? Could he have gotten away?


    It would be just like him to not be there to see my grand entrance.


    Her stomach reminded her she hadn’t raided the inn’s pantry since yesterday morning. It wouldn’t hurt to search the building, just in case, and grab something to eat. She was amazed that no one else had tried to get at the stuffed pantry.


    The sun warmed the air for a change. A few people moved along the streets. Not a single death cart rumbled down the cobblestones. Kit took that as a good sign, but the sign did little to help her mood. She spent the night brewing willow tea while Mira, Hoss, and Yuzu slept. Kit wished she hadn’t half-listened to Timothy’s rambles. Almost. Colt’s—Kit thought that was the boy’s name—fever broke with the morning gloom. The boy would bear the scars of the illness, but she suspected he would live. She yawned, and her ears pushed against her hood. The scent grew stronger as she walked closer to the inn.


    “You better not be leading me on, shepherd.”


    A voice came from behind Kit. “Who is this shepherd you are looking for? He must be important.”


    Kit glared at the girl who insisted on following her. Yuzu smiled back. “Why are you following me anyway?” Kit resisted flashing a fang. She bet the fool girl would run if she knew what Kit really was.


    “You saved Colt. It is only fair I return the help. Who is this shepherd you keep grouching about?”


    “I didn’t ask for your help. Once I find Timothy, we are gone. We have a long way to go.” Kit picked up her pace. Better that than throttling the girl.


    “Timothy is your husband?”


    “Yes.” She didn’t hesitate with the lie. She had played the role of wife for so long that she sometimes thought of herself that way. Maybe Timothy’s original idea of her being his sister would have been better. But she rather enjoyed her wifely privileges of pestering the man. A sister could not heckle in the ways that were the most fun. It is funny how I took a liking to the man. Stupid nose.


    “What’s he look like? Maybe we should look in some of these houses.” Yuzu matched Kit’s pace.


    She knew Timothy was alive, either here or at that other house. As they walked, his scent grew stronger. Maybe the book bug managed to escape after all.


    “He will be at the inn ahead.”


    Yuzu looked around. Her thin eyebrows disappeared into her uneven bangs. “You had enough money to stay here?”


    A young man with a face pocked with pink scars appeared ahead of them. He carried a heavy looking metal bar. Three more men filed out of the nearby alley. Kit heard movement around her. She didn’t have to look to know they were surrounded. What had happened to her senses? Normally she could hear people or sense they were close by. Her mind had been too addled by the girl and the heady scent taunting her. Ever since meeting that man, she had felt out of sorts. She sighed.


    “Kit?” Yuzu grabbed her arm.


    “The sister says you are a demon.” The scarred tough gripped his weapon with white knuckles. “You will be coming with us to face God’s justice.”


    “She is not a demon!” Yuzu’s voice trembled. “She helped children I took care of and—”


    “A demon’s familiar, Vyrin,” a bearded man said.


    “No. She’s not—wait! I’m not…” Yuzu backed away from Kit.


    “I don’t have time for this.” Kit stalked toward the men. They backed away, holding their weapons in front of them. Just as I suspected.


    “Stay back, demon!” The lead boy, Vyrin, crossed himself. “We are protected by God!”


    “Are you?” Kit took another step toward them. If she could scare these fools enough, maybe they would run. She flashed a fang. “It seems God did nothing to protect you from the illness I caused.”


    The bearded man spat. “I am not afraid of you. We know God passed judgment on us because we let you walk free. Sister Tera told us so.”


    Yuzu stared at Kit with wide eyes.


    “Sister Tera. Did she now?” With luck I can chase Yuzu away too, get Timothy, and get out of this place by tonight. Kit needed to be back on the road. It may be gone, but I need to see my home for myself. She had already lost too much time in this town. “She and I go way back. Did you ask how she got that scar on her cheek?”


    The men hesitated.


    Just then two dozen men loped down the street, carrying clubs, hammers, and fishing nets. Kit cursed.


    “So what do you say now, demon?” Vyrin took a step toward her. “You can’t curse all of us. You will come with us one way or the other.” The men surrounded them.


    Kit glanced about and grimaced. Could she trust Yuzu to find Timothy? The men moved another step closer. Kit caught Yuzu’s gaze. There was little choice.


    “I will distract them.” Kit whispered. She wished she still had her belt knife. “The man I search for is in the inn. Don’t argue. I know he is there. Get in there, lock the door behind, and tell him to find me.” Her mouth twisted. “He isn’t much of a hero, but he’s all I care to have.”


    “What about you?” Yuzu asked.


    “These guys are nothing compared to the men I am used to dealing with.” Kit skewered the girl with her gaze. “I will be sure to reward you.”


    “This will make us even for Colt.”


    “Fine. Ready and…” Kit charged into the men. She saw Yuzu dart toward the inn. The young man grunted as Kit used her momentum to push off his chest and smash her fist into the bearded man beside him. The men milled and fumbled their weapons, uncertain what to do. Kit’s heart pumped. She twisted and jabbed her elbow into a bald man. She managed to see Yuzu close the inn’s door behind her, cutting off a dark-haired boy who chased after her. You better be in there, shepherd.


    Something hard hit her shoulder. Pain shivered, but she turned and backhanded the townsman. The men jostled each other. They certainly were not like Tahd.


    But there were also too many.


    The men closed their circle around her despite her best efforts. Her hands ached, but she refused to be prey again. A weighted net descended over her. She managed to avoid it while kneeing another man between the legs. Her hood fell back, leaving her feeling more exposed than when she was in the festival. He crumpled with a high-pitched yell. An old man with leather skin ducked under her fist and snagged her legs. She crashed to the cobblestones. She kicked at the old root, but he held on. The men circled around her, grabbing her arms. She wrestled her panic while she struggled.


    The things I go through for you, shepherd.


    “I yield!” Kit went limp. It was a struggle. Confused faces stared down at her.


    “That’s right. I yield.” She showed her palms. Her ears felt exposed with so many watching her. “That means you can take me hostage and have to show me every respect.”


    Vyrin frowned. His cheek already started to bruise. “I know what it means. How can we know you are not tricking us?”


    “You watch me. I don’t have a chance to escape strapping men like you.” Never mind I almost beat all of you into the dirt.


    “What about that girl who was with the demon?” the bearded man said.


    Vyrin looked up. Kit saw he had missed a patch of wispy stubble under his chin when he shaved. “If she is a familiar—”


    “She is just a girl I met,” Kit said. “I intended to feed on her soul, but you brave men came just in time to save her.” Fools.


    “Let’s bind her arms,” Vyrin said. “We should have someone check on the girl.”


    “She is long gone by now.” The bearded man spat on Kit’s stomach. She gritted her teeth and forced her hands not to smash the man’s foot.


    “Let’s tie her legs too.” Vyrin shouldered his metal rod.


    “Who plans on carrying me?” Kit asked


    The men’s faces turned white. Several crossed themselves.


    “Yes…well, just her arms then.” Vyrin said. No one moved. “Fine. I will do it. Help me lift her up.”


    The men hoisted Kit. Once she was on her feet, they stepped away and wiped their hands on their coats. The bearded man dropped his club and bent over to retrieve it. She took the chance to drive her knee into his face. The man staggered back, and blood gushed from his broken nose.


    “That is for your bad manners. Your mother should have taught you to never spit on a lady.” She held her arms out in front of her with her wrists together. “You may bind me now.”


    The men shared a look. Vyrin stepped forward and wrapped a thin cord around her wrists. They formed a circle around her, except for the bearded man. He sat against a building with his head tilted back, holding his nose. Someone shoved Kit forward, and the townsmen matched her pace.


    Timothy’s scent cloyed the air, and she breathed deep. She hated to admit that she missed his scent. He would regret that admission when she saw him next. She glanced up to see that the window to her room was open. She half expected to see him looking down at her. Her only option was to trust Yuzu, as much as it rankled. She watched the inn over her shoulder until it was out of sight.


    Kit sneezed. The confounded smoke was back. She frowned and looked at the sky. A heavy gray haze hung in the chill air, just above the highest slanted roof.


    “Why is the smoke so dense? We should be far enough away from the fires.” Vyrin wrinkled his nose.


    “The wind maybe,” one of the men said.


    Kit frowned. The air was still.


    The men prodded her down several streets and toward the heart of the town. The church’s spire peeked over the slatted roofs and disappeared into the smoke. The streets opened into a plaza. The church waited in a forest of weathered tombstones and vaults. Stained glass windows glittered in the smoky light. A few cobblestoned walkways, broken by brown grass, divided the large cemetery. The patches of grass felt wrong, trapped by stone roads and whitewashed buildings. Kit walked with her head held high, pretending the townsmen were an escort. Once night fell, she figured it wouldn’t prove too difficult to get away and find Timothy. Her escort stopped at the foot of the church’s staircase. Children and women sitting and working on various chores looked up. Children pointed at her exposed ears. Sister Tera waited at the top of the stairs.


    The nun’s eyes were tight around the corners. Gray bags shadowed the lower lids. The nun’s gaze settled on Kit. Kit puffed her chest up and held the nun’s glare. It wasn’t easy. She wondered if her own eyes looked so tired and worried. Her fool shepherd was going to bring her wrinkles and make her ears go bald! Finally, the nun looked away. Kit grinned.


    The nun descended the stairs and stopped before Kit. “I finally caught you, demon.”


    “It is nice to see you again too, Sister.” Kit lifted her bound hands. “Excuse me if I don’t hug you.”


    “You have a fast tongue still. We shall see if you can joke when you burn at the stake.”


    “What crime have I committed?” Kit asked.


    “What crime?” Tera gestured. “Look around. You brought God’s judgment on us for your evil ways.”


    “I brought God’s judgment?” Kit shook her head. “It is just an illness. Even if it was God’s judgment, do you think he would kill an entire town instead of just killing me?”


    “He punishes those who harbor creatures like you.” Tera jabbed her finger into Kit’s chest.


    Kit’s nose itched. The air grew thicker with smoke. Didn’t anyone else notice? “It doesn’t make sense for God to punish anyone except me. Let him strike me if my life is such a sin. I am tired of being told I shouldn’t be alive. If I am the sinner, I alone should be punished, right?”


    Sister Tera frowned, and her brow knit.


    A voice rang out. “Fire cleans! The town shall be reborn! We shall be reborn!”


    Kit’s tail furled under her skirts. She knew that voice!


    Black, acrid smoke wafted into the plaza. Out of the billowing black smoke appeared a small army of people, their once garish clothing charred and stained with soot. Women, children, and men held torches aloft. As they marched toward the church, people surged into the adjoining buildings like rabbits darting from a hunter. They battered down doors and smashed windows to get inside. A heartbeat later orange flames chased them back out.


    “God’s Will be done! Honheim. New Honheim!” The roar of the townspeople’s collective voice made Kit want to clamp her hands over her ears. Evelyn marched ahead of the crowd. Her black dress blew around her.


    Sister Tera grabbed Kit’s shoulder. “Always, something happens when I lay hold of you. It is as if you are protected by God himself. You will not escape me again, fox. Watch her!” She shoved Kit toward the gaggle of men and stalked toward Evelyn.


    Most of the buildings on the edge of the cemetery blazed. The crowd of people halted at Evelyn’s upraised hand.


    “Welcome to the day of rebirth, Sister!” Evelyn spread her arms wide.


    The nun swept everyone with her gaze. Kit’s guards ignored her and focused on the nun and Evelyn. Even the children stopped and watched the fire eating the homes. It seemed that everyone had forgotten about her, despite the nun’s order. She shifted sideways a pace. Best not to attract too much attention. No one noticed.


    “Have you all gone mad? You are burning your own homes.” Sister Tera pointed at the crowd. “Why are you following her? She is a madwoman.”


    “I was a fool.” Evelyn laid a hand on Sister Tera’s shoulder. “Water and soap only clean so well. Now fire can make things new. It took the fire of God’s judgment, this illness, to teach me.”


    Kit took two more sidesteps before Vyrin turned his head. She froze. He watched her a moment before returning his attention to the nun and madwoman. Kit inched behind a wide man straining his sheepskin coat to reach his knife. The wide man stared slack-jawed at the thick smoke and didn’t notice. She slipped it out of the sheath and flipped it in her hand. The sharp blade sliced the rope and nicked her palm. She slipped the knife into her belt sheath. Too easy. Kit glanced around the man and saw the wall of fire that burned behind Evelyn. The sight of the fire spreading across the town shocked her. She felt every hair stand upright on her ears.


    “Have you lost your mind, Evelyn?” Tera shook off the woman’s hand.


    Kit tore her gaze from the conflagration. The street to the right leads back to the inn, if I remember right. Kit sidestepped a little further. She could make it if she ran. Her eyes burned from the smoke, and hot wind slapped at her. Children coughed. The people around Evelyn stood their ground, ignoring the fire that licked its chops like some great dog.


    “We need to rebuild, Sister,” a grimy man said. “The Prophetess is right. We have to start anew. God burns out our sins with illness. We have to burn out the town.”


    Kit inched to the right. She waved at Vyrin with one hand when he looked again. He returned to watching the nun. Silly boy didn’t even notice my hands were free.


    The nun looked at the people who had now fanned across the plaza to avoid the flames that reached across the cobblestones. Kit had to get away before the fire touched the patches of grass breaking the cobblestones. It wouldn’t take much time for the fire to hop across those patches.


    “The days of sinful festivals are over.” Evelyn announced with a voice that carried. “Clean. Now we can all be clean. Go, clean this house of God.” She pointed.


    Evelyn’s people swarmed the church grounds. They raced across the plaza and through the town of tombs. People around Kit started to flee. Adults swept up children and ran away from their torch-bearing neighbors. Kit darted away with them. The men guarding her tried to stop the flow of Evelyn’s people with pleas and fists, but numbers overwhelmed them. The human tide crashed up the stairs and through the open church doors.


    Kit raced past a gnarled tree just as it ignited from a thrown torch. People’s screams mingled with the sounds of the conflagration’s gluttony. She coughed and ran away from the plaza. All around her, orange and red lapped at the windows. A man laughed as he smashed a window and threw in his torch. The heat made Kit’s tail hairs curl beneath her skirts. She leaped over a woman who crawled out of a doorway billowing smoke. The woman pleaded for help.


    Kit ignored her and ran.


    She couldn’t save everyone. There was only one person she could save. There was one person she would save even if she had to singe her tail doing it.


     


    





Chapter 7


    Timothy dipped the ink nib and finished copying the sentence. His handwriting was not as graceful as Aunt Mae’s, but it would have to do. He reached for his teacup. It was empty, and he frowned into it. His throat was as dry as the parchment that drank his ink. Sighing, he hefted the teapot, but even that was empty. He stood and stretched, back popping from long hours hunched over the desk. As much as he grumbled about his work, it had allowed them to buy the house on the edge of town. The house had a nice garden, and it was far enough away to be private but also not far enough from town to be a hassle. Kit liked the house, and he liked the house because she liked it. She kept talking about children. He felt his face flush at the thought. He wasn’t even sure if they could have children. One thing at a time. First, they had to be properly married.


    She didn’t want a ring, of course. She had just about torn his head off at the idea. Foxes don’t wear rings! Foxes are free, and rings are a human sign of possession. Well, he figured a necklace should work. It would lie close to her heart. He laughed. She would bruise his shins at that thought. He paused as the flush left his face. It felt like he had had that heat on his cheeks for a long time. It felt odd to blink and not have his eyes burn his eyelids. No matter. Today was the day. He pulled the necklace from his pocket. The delicate silver chain caught the sunlight streaming into his study. A small tear-shaped moonstone set in simple filigree rotated in the light. He wore a heavier chain with an emerald against his chest. It seemed fitting to wear a stone the same color as Kit’s eyes. Well, not the same color. Her eyes were deeper than any emerald, but it was close.


    He pocketed the moonstone and pushed away from the desk. Today was a good day. The smell of smoke was strong in his nostrils as he stepped outside their small home.


    Kit sat on her favorite bench in the garden. White tufted ears flicked toward him. Her red hair danced over her shoulders, and her white-tipped tail gave her a measure of grace no human woman could match. She wore a green dress—pale compared to her eyes—that hugged her perfect small chest. Timothy was surprised his face didn’t heat again. Who said large chests were best? He dug into his pocket and pulled out the necklace.


    “Timothy!” Kit suddenly yelled. She ran across the gardens, grabbed his shoulders, and shook him. Hard. “Timothy!”


    His eyes snapped open. A young girl stood over him. Her odd oval eyes were tight. They reminded him of Kit’s eyes, but color was wrong. These eyes were brown, and dirt smeared the face. Kit didn’t like dirt on her face. He squinted against the harsh orange light and lifted a hand to shade his eyes. His hand froze midway. Blue veins stood out against skin stretched tight over tendon and bone. Faded purple blotches speckled his too white skin. Weakness weighed on him, as if he had worked shearing an endless line of sheep and pulled a cart of books up a hill that stretched into forever.


    He reached through his memory holes. He remembered Kit with Trent. It felt like years ago. Evelyn. Her hazel gaze ghosted through his mental fingers. He knew he had seen his mother and spent time with her. More holes.


    The dark-haired girl stared down with concern. Who is she? “Finally! I thought I was never going to wake you. You’re the shepherd, right?”


    Timothy’s tongue was dust. He tried to work his voice but nothing would come. He nodded. He pulled himself to a sitting position, arms shaking with the effort. He looked up to find the girl holding a cup. He snatched it and gulped. Water scraped his throat.


    “Thank you.” His voice rasped. “What is your name?”


    The girl refilled the cup from a chipped blue pitcher. “Yuzu. I—Kit sent me to find you.”


    Timothy scratched his cheek. A thick beard scratched back at his fingers. Just how long had he been sick? A long time, apparently.


    “Kit? Where is she?”


    Yuzu glanced away. “She is in trouble.”


    Timothy slid his legs over the edge of the bed. His bare feet looked much like his hands. Pale and weak. His stomach rubbed his backbone, but food would have to wait.


    “Yuzu, would you mind finding my boots?”


    “You don’t look strong enough to stand, let alone walk.” The girl pursed her lips. “Colt was in better shape than you.” She laid a hand against his forehead. “You don’t have a fever, at least.”


    “I’m fine. Walking will help.”


    Yuzu studied him. “As stubborn as Colt too. All right. Your boots are right over there. It’s a good thing I am used to helping children with their shoes.”


    Timothy shook his head. The girl certainly knew Kit, judging by her tongue.


    It took both of them to get his socks and boots pulled over his bony feet. Timothy struggled to lift each leg. Yuzu watched him with wariness and concern. He managed to gain his feet with Yuzu’s help. His knees shook, and he willed them not to buckle. There was too much to do for that, but it felt good to stand.


    “Wrap your arm around my waist,” the girl said.


    Timothy blinked.


    Yuzu sighed and tucked his arm around her middle. “I can’t carry you, but I can still keep you steady if we are going to find her. This will make us even.”


    “Even? How did you get roped into this?” He could feel some curves beneath the baggy blouse. Not a young girl, he decided. She was at least as old as he was.


    She looked at the window, and her brow creased. “I smell smoke.” Together, they hobbled to the window. Yuzu gasped. Timothy agreed. Only one word described what he saw through the window.


    Trouble.


    Billowing black smoke engulfed the town. Orange and red flames licked higher than most of the buildings. The fire extended as far as he could see. Did I die and go to hell after all? He felt alive. He hurt and was hungry. But then, who knew what hell was like? Maybe hurting, being hungry, and that fire was what hell was supposed to be.


    Yuzu’s arm around his shoulders whipped him away from the window. He managed to catch the wall before he fell onto his face. She half dragged him to the door. “Mira. Hoss. Colt. They will be…they cannot be—” She kicked the door open enough to drag him through. It was all he could do to keep his legs working. She dragged him down the hall. Smoke started billowing into the hall through open windows. A loud crackling and popping sound drew closer.


    She bound down the stairs, but the pace proved too much for Timothy. His knees gave out, and he pulled Yuzu off balance. Together, they rolled and thumped down the hard oak stairs. Lights flared in Timothy’s vision, and a heavy weight pressed against his chest. He forced himself to breathe against the welling panic of suffocation. Yuzu lay on top of him. Her jaw-length hair stuck out in odd directions. She looked as dazed as Timothy felt.


    “Are you hurt?” They both said at the same time.


    Timothy could feel firm softness beneath the worn slops she wore. She wasn’t as muscled as Kit, but he was sure her kicks would hurt just the same. Would he have two pairs of feet to guard against? Seriously? The entire town is on fire, Kit is missing, and I am thinking about getting kicked? He wanted to laugh.


    Yuzu pushed off him and offered an arm. Timothy could feel a little strength returning to his legs. Walking down the hall, or perhaps the tumble down the stairs, had helped his remaining muscles remember their use. He wobbled but stood. He nodded, and together they plunged outside the inn.


    Heat and smoke slammed into them as soon as they stepped outside. Ash and sparks scattered in the air like sheep at new pasture. People rushed past. Some carried torches while others carried children. Timothy could hear cries for help from open windows and doors. Yuzu tightened her grip on his shoulders and weaved through the fleeing townspeople. She aimed for an alley the fire hadn’t found yet. He focused on keeping his feet moving. Ash kicked up with every step. They weaved through the back alleys, avoiding those the fires gnawed. He gave up trying to keep track of where she was taking him. Yuzu finally stopped, breathing hard against him. Timothy struggled to find air amid the smoke and ash.


    The sound of fire eating the town around them drowned out the cries for help. It was a small, selfish comfort. He knew there was nothing he could do for any of them. Yuzu’s eyes were wide as she looked around the street. Here and there people dashed with arms loaded with bundles. One man carried a massive chair on his back. What good would that do him? Sweat and soot made Timothy’s beard itch.


    “Who are you looking for?”


    “Some children I was taking care of.” Yuzu pointed at a bonfire. “They lived over there.”


    “I am sure they are fine.” The conflagration laughed at the lie.


    “One was sick! Mira is just a little girl, and her brother…They—”


    “I am sure they are fine. Children are tougher than people give them credit for.” He remembered Aunt Mae saying that a lot. “We need to worry about ourselves.”


    Yuzu looked around as if she was seeing the danger for the first time. “Y…yeah.”


    “If we can still get out,” said a voice from behind.


    Timothy almost fell as Yuzu whipped him about. Just when he felt like he could stand unaided, his knees had to remind him of reality.


    “That fuzz on your face will be gone as soon as we have a spare moment,” Kit said. A fanged grin split her lips. Her green gaze skewered him. “It might not be the only thing I’ll use a knife for considering all the trouble you’ve caused me.”


    Yuzu’s eyebrows disappeared behind her bangs.


    Timothy laughed. “Getting rid of the fuzz will be a favor.”


    It was good to see Kit. Ash mussed her red hair, and stray hairs clung to her forehead. Soot stained one of her cheeks, and exhaustion pulled at her eyes. Her hood was singed in a few places.


    She was beautiful.


    “You don’t think me serious? Foolish shepherd. You don’t know how much I’ve worked.”


    Timothy’s mirth died as he remembered. That was one memory that didn’t have holes. “Kit. About…about your home. I should have told you. I should have told you as soon as I knew. You probably would have been better off with Trent. At least he—”


    “You idiot!” Kit stalked to Timothy. Yuzu pulled away from him. He stood alone on wobbling legs. Kit’s gaze burned hotter than the fire around them. “Do you really think I would after how he grabbed—you do, don’t you?”


    She snatched his shirt in her fists. He was too weak to resist. Not that he would. He deserved what fate dealt. Keeping the destruction of her home a secret was wrong.


    “I thought maybe a little jealousy would teach you something. I misjudged how much wool is stuffed into that scholar brain of yours! Me and Trent? You followed along like a puppy. I wanted a mastiff! I almost thought you were going to pummel that peacock like he deserved. You looked ready to, yet you backed down. Why?”


    Timothy had wanted to smear that man all over the paving stones. “That would have been wrong.”


    Kit’s hands tensed. She quivered.


    Finally, she relaxed and shook her head. She reached up and grabbed his chin fur. Her fingers wagged his head in time with her own. “Timmy, Timmy. Just what am I going to do with you?”


    “A shave would be nice.” Timothy’s stomach muttered at him. “And food would be better.”


    Kit stepped back and looked him up and down. She chewed her lower lip. “You are too bony for my taste. I am not a dog who will play fetch.” She hesitated. “You know, I wish you would get mad at me and yell every once in a while. I did what I did with Trent, knowing it would hurt you, but here you stand, just accepting it. Accepting me.” She looked up through her red bangs. “I don’t understand you.”


    He shrugged. “I don’t understand me either. I am only happy you are well. Besides, what I did to you was worse.”


    Kit frowned. “You think that silly note was worse than what I knowingly did to you? I saw you hiding in that stall, and I hung on Trent just to get back at you!”


    “Uh,” Yuzu said. Timothy had forgotten about her. “Are you two going to keep arguing or are we going to get out of here? The fire?”


    Wind fanned the flames toward them. Some of the buildings leaned dangerously toward the street.


    “Good idea, I’d rather not have my tail singed.”


    “Tail?” Yuzu asked.


    Kit wrapped an arm around Timothy’s waist, and he put an arm around her shoulders. Kit really needs to be more careful with what she says.


    “No grabbing. Your bony hands will cut me,” Kit said. She dragged him down the street much faster than Yuzu had. He could feel firm muscles working in her shoulders. He carefully kept his hand away from her chest. Yuzu matched their pace.


    “You don’t have anything for me to grab onto if we fall anyway,” he said.


    Kit growled something unintelligible. Yuzu glanced at him with a mix of disgust and shock. What? It was a good joke.


    They stumbled down the street. The streams of people began to thin as the fire continued to chew at the town.


    “They have to be all right.” Yuzu watched the flames. “They will escape.” Doubt stole upon her voice.


    Timothy struggled to keep up with their pace, but the molten air lent incentive for his weak legs to work. The town groaned its last breaths now. Buildings gave up, crumbling as they passed. He tried not to think about how many people couldn’t get out of those buildings. Sick, abandoned, alone. He had almost been one of them. He shivered despite the heat. Only a few people scurried down the streets now. One man held fistfuls of jewelry. Kit furrowed her nose at the man, and her lips pulled back to show fangs. Timothy agreed.


    “Almost there!” Yuzu shouted from ahead. Timothy could see the opened gate. Fires burned along the stone walls.


    Crack.


    The tallest building on the street toppled as if a giant had taken an axe to its foundations. Clay tiles chimed and shattered in a stream against the street. A storm of dust, soot, and sparks showered around them. The building crashed into the street, blowing them with gray dust. Yuzu froze a few feet from the ruins, eyes huge. If she had been moving any faster the entire building would have fallen on top of her. Timothy leaned on Kit and breathed hard. His stomach was a hollow.


    Flames taunted them. The shattered building blocked their path to freedom.


    Without a word, Kit pulled Timothy around and started down another street. Timothy stumbled more than he stepped. He licked his dry, cracked lips. The heat made his fool beard furious on his cheeks. Yuzu slipped under his other arm. They moved faster. His eyes burned from the smoke. Ash fell like corrupted snow. It covered the avenue they turned down. Sparks fluttered like fireflies.


    A wall of fire waited. Kit coughed and cursed. Timothy felt panic rising. There had to be a way out.


    “This way,” Yuzu said.


    Another building crashed onto the street. Timothy choked on the kicked up ash. Kit’s eyes gleamed in the fire’s glow. The way back was a mass of burning timber and stone. A wall of fire blocked their way forward. Trapped. Timothy heard Kit growl deep in her throat.


    Yuzu wiped her eyes. “They couldn’t  have made it through this. Not with Colt being sick.”


    “I will be damned if we are dying here after all the effort it took to find you, shepherd. I still need to knock sense into you for being so thick-skulled,” Kit said.


    “If we get out of here, I may just scratch your ears,” Timothy said.


    “Humph. I may just let you. Come on.” Kit pulled him toward the wall of fire, and Yuzu followed. The heat felt like it could burn off Timothy’s beard and eyebrows. Flames whittled at a tangle of fallen beams. Between the tendrils, Timothy could see the open gate. Fire licked at the double doors, but they were open. That was all that mattered. So close.


    Kit studied the ruins, tapping her lower lip. “We might as well try it.”


    “What? Run through that?” Yuzu pointed. “We wouldn’t make it.” Her shoulders slumped. “It is hopeless. There is no way the others would have made it through this.”


    Kit shifted Timothy. “You can stay here, but we are getting out of here.”


    “Just don’t singe your tail. I like it, but too many bald spots…” Timothy said.


    Yuzu looked at Timothy like he had lost his mind.


    Kit barked a laugh. “You are almost worth singing my tail. Almost.” She tapped her lower lip and measured him with her gaze. “You should be light enough now. Lucky for me. Just don’t skewer me with your ribs, Timmy.”


    Timothy blinked. “What?”


    Kit let go of him and crouched with hands behind her back. She looked over her shoulder and waved her fingers. Yuzu shook her head, muttering under her breath.


    “Who is going to grab a handful of whom?” Timothy asked.


    “Just get on before I sling you over my shoulder.”


    Yuzu shook her head. “You two are crazy, but it is better than burning to death.”


    With Yuzu’s help, Timothy climbed onto Kit’s back. She straightened and bounced him until she was satisfied. Her hands squeezed several times. He was almost too big for her, skeleton or not. His feet hung close to the ground.


    “Next time I want something to squeeze.” She pinched. “All right, let’s go.” Kit leaped into the flames. Timothy felt the heat kiss his skin, and they were off. Yuzu ran behind them. Kit raced around clumps of fire, jumping through the thinner walls of flame. Her body rolled under him. Softness sheathed her muscles, and her sweat soaked into his shirt. She twisted as a piece of building crashed ahead of them. Timothy squeezed her chest to keep from falling off as they rushed through the pieces of building showering them. Kit began to slow, and Yuzu raced past them. Timothy could see the gate ahead of them. A large crash shivered the air close to them. Timothy looked up just as a building toppled toward them.


    The building began to fall. It was right in their path. We are not going to make it.


    Kit growled and pushed forward. Timothy pressed closer to her. Yuzu cleared the gate.


    Creak, split, snap.


    Death’s shadowed fingers reached for them.


    Closer.


    Debris twinkled around them.


    Large timbers speared the cobblestones. The space to freedom grew smaller, too small to run through.


    He wondered how much it would hurt to be crushed.


    Kit dove to her side and skidded in the ash. Timothy squeezed her chest with what little strength he had left.


    The world went gray.


    At least neither would have to die alone.


     


    





Chapter 8


    Evelyn watched the town smolder from a hill. Nearby, a sleek black horse tried to graze around the bit in his mouth. He tossed his head whenever the reins dangled too close to the patch of green grass. Signs of soldiers were scattered around the hill. Stacked pikes forested the empty camp in jagged clumps. Stone-circled campfires had long since grown cold. The town below looked much the same, surrounded by its walls. Refuse was strewn everywhere. Here and there a mound of clothing lay in the cold wind. The air did little to chill the heat that seared her veins. Her breath rasped in her throat.


    “My boy, my little dirty cheeky boy, we will see the pearly gates. Your momma will hold your hand so you won’t be scared.”


    Evelyn knew she looked a mess. She could feel the ash on her skin. Her once-black dress was gray with the stuff. There was no need to be clean on the outside. God would take care of cleaning her soul now. Soon she would be at peace. If only Joseph hadn’t died. No, not yet. They had to see him together.


    “Joseph. Joseph, Joseph. Why? So long I waited. Gone. Dead. Why did you leave us? Did you break your promise?”


    Joseph never wanted this, a voice within her mind said. He would have wanted us to be happy.


    “Why did he leave me then? Why did God take him?” The voice didn’t answer. It never had any answers. Well, soon she would be free of it, and together with Joseph and her Timothy. But she couldn’t be selfish and go first. No. A mother was never selfish.


    She noticed a few people staring at her. Most had fled. The people looked like burnt coals. A few children huddled in their mother’s arms, and several of the men looked at the town as if they were uncertain what had happened.


    They lost everything because they trusted you, the small, insane voice in her mind said. People just want to live peacefully, just like Timothy. That girl of his is good for him. He looked happy whenever we saw them together.


    That voice was always insane.


    It was time to speak as the Prophetess one last time. She turned to the remnants of her army. “Sin is gone. Burned. Once the last burns away, you can rebuild the town anew, better. The illness is burned out.”


    At least most of the illness was. It cleaned and sent to heaven. Only Evelyn still had more sin to burn out. She had much to answer for. Why else would Joseph have gone to heaven without her? Why else did he have to die but because of her? She had enjoyed her marriage too much. Some nights, in her dreams, he was still there. She enjoyed those dreams too much. They felt too good.


    It is good to love. It is good to be sad.


    Evelyn squashed that insane little voice. It wasn’t love. It was lust. Sinful. Bad. The worst of the deadly sins.


    The handful of followers looked at their Prophetess. “You will build a paradise out of ash. This prophecy is my last telling. Live in God’s peace. I will see you in heaven.”


    She turned away from her flock. Her knees shook with weakness she ignored. She had time yet. God wouldn’t allow her to go to heaven first. Not after all the years she had waited. It took that red-haired demon to inspire her to finally act. Her soul shook within her when she saw it beside her Timmy. Seeing the demon awakened her to what she needed to do to save her boy.


    “God knew that my boy would run into that demon. It was the first sign. My life was full of signs. I am not sinless yet, but his mercy still robes me.”


    She wandered down the hill. For some reason, the horse followed her. He puffed to try to get her attention, but her eyes focused on the refuse scattered in the grass. The wind rustled the mounds of cloth, revealing gazes empty of life. God’s punishment scarred their pallid skin. The canvas tents fluttered in the cool breeze, and her skirts danced in time with the canvas. The horse nudged her shoulder. She ignored it and ducked into the tent.


    Her nose wrinkled at the smell of rot. A man looked like he was sleeping on the low cot. Black sores marred the young man’s face, and a bare foot dangled over the edge of the cot. The red uniform, slashed with white, was rumpled. Evelyn ignored the scent that clung to the canvas around her. A musket jutted from behind a small chest. She pulled aside a powder horn and found a pouch of round lead balls and paper wattle. More memories of Joseph fluttered in her mind. His strong arms encircled her as she placed the wooden butt against her shoulder. She could still picture his mussed brown-blond hair. The sound of thunder and the shock of the recoil running into her shoulder felt like it had just happened. Joseph’s laugh sounded in her mind.


    He wanted you to be able to hunt if something should happen. He wanted you to defend yourself and our son.


    Evelyn shook her head, clearing the memory. She ignored the musket and pulled the man’s long knife from the belt resting on the chest. She ducked out of the tent flaps. The horse still waited. Reins dangled as he watched her. She walked up and placed a hand on his nose.


    “You were sent here,” she said. The horse tossed his head and puffed. Evelyn felt her stomach grumble. She could see supply wagons in the fields beyond. She guessed it was going to be a long journey. She doubted little Timothy would have gone to heaven in the fire. He was always giving the nuns trouble, after all. He would cause his mother trouble too. Her bad little boy was smart like Joseph. Only Joseph did not use his intelligence for jokes. Well, not too often, and never for mean-spirited pranks. She needed to find her Timmy. She patted the horse’s neck.


    “I would know if he was gone. You are still here to help me find him.”


    The horse puffed.


    She swung onto its back. She knew how to ride and ride well.


    That was something Joseph had taught her too.


    * * *


    Tera stood on one of the hills overlooking what was left of Honheim. She could make out a few stone structures, blackened bones of the once-bustling town. The cold wind held the smell of char, and the heavy clouds promised a short autumn. She gripped her habit. The fox had slipped away from her once again. The demon had her master’s luck. Tera had no doubts that she had escaped the fire. What could fire do to a creature of hell? Part of her wanted to go out searching—the vixen could not be far—but Tera had responsibilities.


    Evelyn. Tera knew the woman was out of her mind but to do this…When Tera left the woman in front of the burning church, she wished Tera happiness. Happiness! As if happiness can be found after seeing so much. Evelyn’s lucid spells were more chilling than her usual madness. Tera could almost like the woman when she was sane. Of course the woman was alive. People reported seeing the Prophetess riding a horse around the walls of the town. When did Evelyn learn to ride?


    Her fists shook. It wasn’t right that this happened. So many people gone. The demon that caused everything was free. Where was God? Where was justice?


    The young nun turned and watched the people—her people—gather wagons, horses, and supplies together. Caroline, with her bent back, organized and directed. Nearby, a pennant snapped against the wind. Vyrin and several of the young men lifted children into a wagon meant for weapons. Tents and old cook fires dotted the hillside. People stepped around mounds of cloth. It would take time for Vyrin and the others to dig graves. The wind slapped Tera with cold fingers. There were too few blankets. How many people? Tera hadn’t had a chance to count. At least two hundred, she guessed. They were lucky Lord Heim’s men left the camp in a hurry and left behind what they did. Lucky that some died and others did not? How did God choose who lived and died? A group of children wandered near Tera.


    “I am going back for Yuzu,” a boy, all knees and elbows, said. “She will be alive.”


    A young girl tossed her soot-stained, golden locks. “No, Colt. Yuzu is with her. I know she is.”


    The thin boy looked the girl in the eye. He looked older than she was, but they were about the same height. “How do you know, Mira? She could have taken a wagon ride!”


    “Shut up, Colt. Yuzu is alive. I know it. You know it.” A boy with tangled brown hair towered over the pair. “Mira is right.”


    “Hoss,” Colt whined, “I want to thank the red woman.” He took a few steps toward the town.


    Mira looked at Hoss. “Maybe he should thank her. I want to see Yuzu too.”


    Hoss shook his head.


    Tera stepped forward. No use allowing these children to put themselves in danger. “Your older brother is right. Your friend is probably with us right now.”


    “No, she isn’t. I would have found her,” Colt said.


    “She is with—” Mira stopped, wrapped her thin arms around herself, and shivered. “Cold.”


    “You need to get some blankets,” Tera said. “It is getting cold. The…red woman is probably looking with Yuzu for you over there by the wagons. “


    “No, she is not!” Colt stamped a bare foot. A few disease marks scarred his legs. He was one of few lucky ones, Tera guessed.


    Hoss took a threatening step. “Colt. If you don’t—”


    “You want to see Yuzu too!” Mira shielded the knobby boy.


    “I do. Kit too, but we don’t know where they are. Or if they are,” Hoss said.


    “They are alive!” Colt and Mira said together.


    Tera blinked. “Wait. You said Kit?”


    Hoss froze and nodded. Mira bounced. “You know Kit?”


    “Red hair, freckles. Green eyes. Strange ears.” Tera bent with her hands on her knees. “It is with a brown-haired man with a nice smile. It had—”


    “That is Kit. But I don’t know about a brown-haired man, and I didn’t see her ears,” Mira said over Colt. “She was looking for someone. Yuzu disappeared with her after she helped Colt get better.”


    Colt nodded and grinned, gap-toothed.


    “Yuzu wanted to help Kit to repay her for helping Colt,” Hoss said. “It was then that everything happened with the fire. We ran out here but didn’t see them.”


    “Wait. The dem—Kit helped Colt?”


    “I was real sick. Wagon ride sick.” Colt crouched and plucked at the grass. “I was going to see Mom and Dad, but I didn’t want to go yet. The red woman—Kit—helped Yuzu make me a tea that took away my fever.”


    “I drank it too,” Mira bounced on her bare toes. “It was yucky.”


    Tera glanced at Hoss. He looked her in the eyes and nodded once. Tera wondered just how old the boy was. The demon helped the boy? It was obvious Colt had been sick, deadly sick. His skin was almost transparent. Bones stretched his skin where there should have been softness. His eyes were too big for his thin face. Why would the demon do that? It had to have been Timothy.


    “Are you sure there wasn’t a man with her?”


    “No. Yuzu went with Kit to find him.” Hoss looked over at the wagons.


    Tera shook her head. It wouldn’t surprise her if Evelyn had Timothy. She did want to mother him in her own way. Still, a demon like that vixen helping these kids?


    “I miss Yuzu,” Mira said.


    Tera’s people pulled more wagons together. The mules and horses seemed happy to be put to work. What would Mother Mae say when she arrived with all of the people? A village full of people at the abbey. Kit didn’t matter. These people mattered. Maybe, just maybe, Timothy was changing the demon if what these children had said was true. She had never heard of such a thing, but what was that saying—“God works in mysterious ways”? Besides, Tera had her responsibilities. It pained her to admit it, but she couldn’t leave these people. They were more important than chasing a single demon, no matter how evil. She couldn’t spare anyone to go out searching for her. With so many children and weak people, she needed as many able bodies as she could gather. A few were still sick or recovering.


    “I know they are well. How about a wagon ride? A good wagon ride to my home. We bake bread everyday for people and make honey cakes too.”


    The three children lit up. “Really?” They said at once.


    “I have a large home with other nuns like me. Now you will have to work a little. Weed the garden. Cut firewood. Help cook. But you are more than welcome to come with us. There are many old ladies to tell you stories, and they need your hugs too.”


    “Honey cakes?” Colt jumped to his feet and wilted. “I wish Yuzu could go too.”


    “More for us if she doesn’t,” Hoss said, watching Tera. The boy was far older than he looked.


    “I want some too!” Mira jumped up and down.


    Tera shepherded them toward the wagons. Vyrin stood up in a driver’s seat and waved. Young, old, and middle-aged faces smiled as she passed.


    “Bless you, Sister.”


    “Thank you, Sister Tera.”


    “We are ready to leave whenever you are,” Vyrin said. A bruise marred his cheek.


    Tera tried to push the demon from her mind. The demon died in the fire, she told herself. For all she knew it was the truth. It is over. These people are my concern now. She was responsible for these people. She could not leave them. She would have to trust the fox to God’s justice.


    “Are the honey cakes sweeter than Mom’s?” Colt asked.


    Tera ruffled his hair. “Mother Mae makes the best in the world.” She smiled. Who knew responsibilities could feel so light?




    



Chapter 9


    Kit coughed and spat out ash. Her legs burned and almost gave out from under her as she stood up. Gray ash and soot coated one side of her. She felt the stuff in her shoes. Much of it still danced in the air around them. Timothy groaned and tried to raise himself behind her. The man was still heavy even if he looked like a hairy skeleton. That beard just had to go. Later. Heat still billowed from the blocked gate. The fire’s hands tried reaching for them through the ruined opening. Kit knew stone didn’t burn, but the fire burned so hot that she wouldn’t be surprised if it started to melt like wax. Somehow the ash had gotten up her skirts. She moved her tail and frowned. She hadn’t been able to wash and comb her tail properly for days, and now it felt as if she had half the town stuffed in the fur. She bent over to help the shepherd stand and almost joined him on the ground. Her arms trembled. She could still feel his arms pressed against her chest.


    “I told you not to grab,” she said.


    Yuzu sat on the other side of Timothy, breathing hard and staring at the conflagration. Kit looked at Timothy’s wan face. He needed more food. They needed supplies if they were going to get back on the road. At least they were on the eastern side of the town.


    Timothy offered her a grin. His teeth gleamed against his blackened face.


    “What am I going to do?” Yuzu asked “Hoss is strong, but with Mira and Colt…They couldn’t have gotten out. We almost didn’t.” Tears slid down her face. The fire reached closer to them.


    “We are going east,” Kit said.


    Timothy’s eyes widened. “Still?”


    Kit looked around. We have to gather supplies. Maybe a cart. I can’t lug him until he has his strength back. Pennants sagged on the crest of the far hill, and military tents dotted the area. With the light fading, Kit doubted any of her human companions could see anything beyond the light of the flames. Should we brave the soldiers? Not like we have much choice. “Where else can I go?” she asked.


    Timothy wiped his face with a shaking hand.


    Kit touched his shoulder. Fool man still worries about his note. Maybe I was too hard on him. “I have to see for myself. I need to remember more than I do.”


    He nodded.


    Yuzu stared at the fire with her lower lip quivering. “They are all gone. Allen. Mira. What am I going to do now?”


    Kit bent over and hooked Timothy’s arms over her shoulders. “Do what you want. We’re leaving.”


    Timothy sighed and clambered back onto her back. Kit’s hood, plastered to her hair, tugged. Somehow it had remained on her head through all of that. The fabric smelled burned though. The scent of books and wool, his scent, sneaked through the sooty corruption that drenched the air. Darn nose causes me no end of trouble. Fool shepherd had better be worth this effort. Kit’s thoughts skirted around a dangerous thought. No. I don’t feel that way toward him. Not at all. “It’s your fault,” she said over her shoulder.


    His arms loosened around her chest. “I know. I should have told you.”


    Kit shook her head and started across a field strewn with discarded clothing, furniture, and other memories from people who managed to escape Honheim’s madness. Yuzu hesitated, glancing between Kit and the blackening stone walls. She smeared her cheeks with a hand, stood, and followed.


    “You can’t let it go, can you?” Kit forced her legs to work. It wouldn’t help her image as a heroine if she dropped him in the dirt.


    “But I—”


    “I hurt you too,” Kit said. She took a deep breath, pressing his arms against her chest. “That makes us even.” Her hood rustled with his head shake. I wonder if the fabric melted to my head. She moved her ears. It almost felt that way.


    The air cooled as they increased their distance from the fire. Kit felt grateful that the hill had a gentle incline. So tired. But she refused to show it. Her shepherd needed her.


    “Where are the soldiers?” Timothy lifted his head from Kit’s shoulder. Wagon and tent silhouettes broke the hill’s crest. Waning moonlight slivered around their edges.


    “What soldiers?” Yuzu asked from behind.


    “Last time, I…was watching people trying to leave and there were soldiers surrounding the town. They…shot at people.”


    “It doesn’t surprise me.” Yuzu’s whisper touched Kit’s ears.


    Kit topped the rise and paused for breath. The faint, onion scent of disease and of fear lingered. She lowered Timothy to the grass and looked at the dark-haired girl. “If you are going to stay, be useful and see if you can find food, blankets, and other supplies.”


    “I can help,” Timothy tried to stand.


    “You stay put and let me handle it,” Kit said. He grimaced and sat back.


    “I…I don’t know what I should do. Everyone is gone. I…I am alone.” Yuzu shook her head. “They couldn’t  have made it out of that, could they?”


    Kit sighed and tugged at her hood. The ash cemented the fabric. I bet it could stand on its own. I must be tired to think about this! “I don’t know. You know them better than I do, but I doubt many made it out of that.” Kit hoped the fool girl would leave.


    Yuzu frowned into the darkness.


    “Make yourself useful while you think.” Kit moved toward the tents.


    It didn’t take long for the scent of decay to pull at her nostrils, but compared to the town, the rank smell didn’t bother her. Inside the larger tents, men filled cots or lay where they had collapsed. Kit guessed each of the camps surrounding the town looked the same. She found a couple of large, oiled leather packs and stuffed them with whatever food she could find. She moved between the tents, gathering what little food and supplies she could find. Inside another small tent, free from bodies thankfully, she peeled off her cloak and proceeded to make herself a little more comfortable. She found a clean kerchief and tied it over her ears. It wouldn’t do to have Yuzu see me. The girl is going to be a pain if she doesn’t leave. While she worked, her mind wandered.


    The entire detour to Honheim had almost proved disastrous. Timothy had almost died, and Kit had learned little more about her home. Belafonte’s location still remained vague: in a forest somewhere to the east. She learned that it was guarded by papal soldiers. That alone meant someone still lived there—why else would the Church station troops there? Timothy’s dusty book was likely wrong, but the possibility of being the last of her kind frightened her. Where did she fit in if she was the last fox? She had to know, yet the idea of knowing terrified her. Not that she would admit it. Not even to her shepherd.


    She dug through her memories as she dug through the fallen soldiers’ belongings. She remembered feeling safe, as safe as Timothy made her feel. Trees. Tall trees and old. There was a bubbling river too.


    Screams, fire.


    Her breath caught. Those were new.


    She remembered running. The heat of the fire seemed like a hand trying to grab her. A man with red hair pulled at her hand. She didn’t know why he didn’t pick her up. Her short legs had to take three steps for every one of his. He carried a sword. That was why. A sword glistened red in his other hand. It glistened with more than reflected flames. Kit looked behind her. A tall woman with streaming red hair offered a terrified smile. A grand crimson tail, touched on the tip with snow, streamed behind her. Suddenly, her eyes widened. Black steel blossomed on her chest, and she plunged to the ground. Kit wailed in her mind. The red-haired man grabbed her then. Tears slid down his cheeks.


    Kit rushed back to the present. The memory left her shaking, and she swallowed dryness. Were those my parents? She shook her head. Not now. I have to take care of Timothy. She smeared her damp face on her sleeve and left the tent. She dragged in two overstuffed packs and thumped them beside Timothy, startling him from sleep.


    She dug a strip of jerky from one of the packs and handed it to him. “Eat.” She shoved another strip into her own mouth.


    He took it and squinted at her. “What’s wrong, Kit?”


    Now of all times he decides to see. “Nothing. Just tired.” She slumped onto the grass beside him, realizing her strip of salted meat was gone already. When did I last eat? She pulled out another strip, a pair of hard biscuits, and a water skin. She hoped the food didn’t pass the disease, but they had to eat something. Timothy needed to eat before he skewered her with his ribs.


    Kit tensed at the sound of footsteps. Yuzu approached with a single, drooping pack. She tossed it to the ground and wiped her cheeks. “W…where are we going?”


    “We?” Kit said around a mouthful.


    “I..I don’t have anywhere to go now. I don’t have anyone.” The girl glanced away. “Can I…come with you?”


     Kit curled her lip. I just want to travel with my shepherd. “No. We are going without you.”


    Yuzu’s shoulders quivered, and she bit her lip.


     “Just let her come with us,” Timothy said. “You know how it feels to be alone, Kit.”


    “We don’t need her,” Kit said.


    “Kit.”


    Kit growled. “Fine. Just don’t go gawking at her, wool brain.”


    Yuzu let out a long breath. “I…thank you. Do you know where you are going?”


    “Belafonte,” Timothy said.


    Yuzu froze. She looked at them through her dark locks. “Why do you want to go there?”


    “So you know something about it?” Kit asked. Might as well make her useful. Darn shepherd. How am I going to take care of my tail now?


    Yuzu shook her head, and her voice was tight. “Cursed. I heard a story about the only man who managed to get out. Somehow he escaped the church soldiers stationed out there.”


    “Wait!” Kit brushed back her bangs. “So people know about it?”


    “Why wouldn’t they? It is only a few weeks journey on horseback. The Church posted soldiers to protect us from the demons that used to live there.” Yuzu tilted her head. “Why do you want to go there?”


    Timothy squinted at Kit and said, “So your grandmother didn’t have as far to go as we first thought.”


    “Tell me more,” Kit told Yuzu.


    “Well, the man was out of his head, talking about fox spirits and skeletons that dance. He…the story said the man was possessed by a fox demon. Soon after arriving in town, he tore out a woman’s throat with his teeth.”


    Timothy gazed at Kit and rubbed his neck. He grinned, and Kit rolled her eyes. “So he was here?” she asked.


    Yuzu nodded without looking at her. “I not only heard the story, but I…I saw him. He was in a cage. He kept lunging at the bars and growling, and…” Yuzu glanced at Kit and away again. “He had red hair.”


    “Are you sure it was him?” Timothy asked.


    “The man who told me the story pointed him out. He said it was his sister that the man killed.”


    “We will just have to see if that story is true for ourselves.” Kit said. Timothy yawned, and she touched the back of his hand. “Sleep. I will keep watch.”


    Yuzu stood. “I will take the first watch. You need to sleep too.”


    Kit sighed. I don’t trust her yet, but at least she smells honest. She tossed Timothy a blanket that she had tied onto one of the packs. “Sleep would do us well.”


    * * *


    Timothy and the two women spent the better part of the week traveling east, away from Honheim. They were not the only ones. Small clumps of people moved in a daze with their lives strapped to carts or, more often, their backs. Timothy felt grateful for Kit. Somehow she convinced a couple to part with their cart and mule. He didn’t see how much money she handed to them, but he doubted that he could have walked much farther. After buying the mule and cart, Kit set a faster pace. She said they were too close to Honheim to stop at any of the villages. After seeing the second village empty of people with a trench full of half-buried bodies, Timothy agreed.


    Each day brought deepening cold. Variegated leaves floated on the wind and crunched underfoot. Early winter chased a short autumn.


    The two women nattered over him like mothers. Kit was the worst. She made him walk beside the cart every morning while fretting over their lack of food. Kit skipped meals, shoving hard biscuits, salty meat, and apples at him like he was a pig needing to be fattened. As his strength began to return, he hoped Kit wasn’t pushing herself too hard. He knew little about foxes. Perhaps they didn’t need as much food and sleep as people? But then, he knew from past experience that Kit could out-eat him. He wasn’t sure if she could even get sick. Was she that much different from him? Yuzu also offered some of her meals, but for the most part the girl kept to herself. She spent a lot of time watching him and studying people they passed. She spent a fair bit of time pulling on her lower lip as she watched Kit.


    On the seventh evening, a village came into view. Wooden houses were clustered on top of a flat-topped hill.


    Kit looked Timothy up and down.


    “You look like you have enough padding that you won’t stick me,” she said. Her breath frosted the air.


    Yuzu wrapped her arms around herself. “A bed would be nice. And a fire.”


    “Don’t get ideas,” Kit said. “I can warm Timmy better than you.”


    Timothy liked the thought of Kit’s warm tail. The wool cloak Kit had found for him did a fair job keeping some of the cold away, but he missed the coat she had bought him. He scratched his beard. It itched, but at least it kept his face warm.


    He was out of breath by the time they topped the hill. Kit refused to let him ride in the cart. The dirt road cut through the town and rolled down the other side of the hill. In the far distance stood a single mountain surrounded by a green smear. Snow began to fall.


    “Are you going to just stand there?” Kit shoved Timothy. It was more gentle than normal.


    “Tea. Hot tea. And soup!” Yuzu said. Her ears were red with cold.


    The Warm Bed blended with the other houses except for a carved sign creaking in the wind. Kit sent Yuzu to stable the mule and cart. She herded Timothy into the inn. The busy common room filled him with relief. He had started to wonder if the entire world was sick. The healthy faces of hunters and farmers watched the pair with curiosity, not sickness or wariness.


    “Tonight you will lose that fur,” Kit said. She patted Timothy’s bearded cheek with her knuckles.


    “What?”


    She tugged his chin. “I am done with this fur.”


    “So you are jealous,” Timothy said.


    “I am going to ignore the way you insulted my tail.”


    “Not so loud!” Timothy glanced around the room.


    Kit laughed, knuckled his cheek again, and approached the innkeeper at his counter.


    “What can I do for you, lass?” the man asked.


    Kit’s hand dropped a few coins on the counter. The innkeeper watched her hand more than the coins. Timothy knew those hands lied. They looked delicate, but they could crush boulders. Well, not boulders. Mountains perhaps. But those hands looked thinner than he remembered.


    Was she serious about his beard?


    “A room with one bed,” Kit said.


    “Three beds,” Timothy said.


    Kit’s foot smashed his shin. Her smile never faltered. “One bed. We need hot wash water as well.” She must have thought him better to return to her normal level of fond abuse.


    The innkeeper made the coins disappear. His hands were huge, with course black hair across the knuckles. He smiled.


    “Name’s Al Doni. Call me Big Al. Do you know any good stories? It looks like you’ve seen the road a ways.” He bounced the coins in a meaty hand. “A good story for one of these coins back.”


    “Have you heard of a story of a fox and a shepherd?” Kit asked.


    “Don’t think I have.”


    “Kit…” Timothy said.


    Kit giggled and snatched Timothy’s arm. “Well it is a dull one. It looks like my husband is anxious for a warm bed.” Despite her light words, Kit’s glance told Timothy she was still concerned about him.


    Big Al boomed a laugh. His shirt strained against his broad chest and stomach. “I can’t fault him with a chill night like tonight. We don’t get many travelers this way, so welcome. The room is down that hall. Fourth on the left. I will keep these coins until you tell your story, lass.”


    “A black-haired girl will be coming in shortly,” Kit said. “Mind sending her with the wash water?”


    “Sure. Saves one of my girls from doing it.” Big Al cocked his head. “Not many in these parts have servants. From the looks of you, I should expect some good stories, eh?”


    “Like you’ve not heard before, I’d guess. Thank you.” Kit led Timothy down the hall. “I think you are well enough for me to play with again. It has been a long while.”


    Timothy shrugged. Memories of Honheim, though fragmented, still hounded his sleep.


    Kit whispered, “You can’t let what happened bother you. You are alive.”


    Timothy had thought he was doing good job of hiding how much Honheim troubled him. But apparently he had not.


    She nestled his arm against her chest as they walked. “And I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


    “Yes, but…” Timothy said.


    “Here it is,” Kit said. She opened the door. A single bed with a dark green coverlet dominated the room, and a small fire crackled in he hearth. She flung Timothy at the bed hard enough that he bounced on the hard mattress. She leaned into him, a hand pressed against his chest.


    “No buts. You forget it, and I will also forget it. It bothers me too, you know. I lived. You lived, and you are with me. That is what matters.” She hesitated. “I…I am sorry for what I did.”


    “No! I—sorry for what?”


    Yuzu entered with a steaming wash basin balanced in her arms. Her tongue stuck out at the corner of her mouth. She stopped at the sight of them. An eyebrow lifted before she shrugged, sloshing a little water on the floor. Yuzu plunked the basin on the room’s table and crossed her arms. “I didn’t join you to be your servant. I was barely through the door before some girl shoved that at me.”


    Timothy tried to sit up. Kit shoved him back and lay on his chest. Her ears pushed her green head scarf, and she smiled at the dark-haired girl. Timothy expected to see sparks. Instead, Yuzu laughed.


    “Could you teach me how to do that?” Yuzu asked.


    “Do what?” Kit kept her head on his chest. Her warmth felt nice.


    “That.” Yuzu waved her hand. “I was so awkward around Allen. He made no end of fun of me for that.” Her voice broke, and her eyes glistened. She shook her head and crouched at the hearth, out of Timothy’s limited vision. “How you handle him, I mean,” Yuzu said.


    “How I handle him?” Kit asked. She pushed away and regarded the hapless shepherd. “I’ve had  enough of that beard.”


    Timothy did not like the sound of that. Kit rolled off of him and rummaged in a travel pack she had tossed onto the floor.


    “Ah!” She produced a knife and a whetstone.


    She slid the knife along the whetstone with an amused gaze aimed at Timothy. Yuzu coaxed more heat from the hearth. Timothy made for the door.


    Yuzu moved and cut off his escape. Her wide, delighted smile condemned him. “Big Sis is right. That beard needs to go.”


    Kit paused her sharpening. “Big Sis?”


    “I always wanted a big sister,” Yuzu said. “I think I can learn a lot from you. You are more capable than me.”


    Kit frowned, and the knife whispered against the whetstone faster.


    Shish, shish, shish.


    Timothy scratched his beard. Did fleas like beards? He could shave himself. His hand did not tremble that much. He wondered if he could move the dark-haired girl.


    “Unlike face fur, some things are hard to get rid of, it seems,” Kit glanced at Yuzu.


    Maybe Kit doesn’t like Yuzu because as long as she is here, she has to keep her ears and tail hidden.


     “I will not tolerate fleas.” Kit’s gaze lanced Yuzu. “Or antics.”


    Shish, shish shish shish.


    “So you grew up on the streets, Yuzu?” Timothy asked, his beard beginning to feel resigned to its fate.


    “It doesn’t matter. What matters is losing that beard.” Kit held the knife up in the feeble sunlight that filtered through the window.


    “I can do it myself,” Timothy said. Just then a knee decided to buckle, and he had to put a hand on the wall to keep from falling. Maybe no one noticed, he thought.


    “You are still too weak,” Kit said. “I can’t have you accidentally killing yourself after all the trouble I’ve gone through to get you here. Yuzu, if you are going to be here, make yourself useful.”


    “Food,” Timothy said. “I’m hungry. Do you smell stew? Smells good doesn’t it? Maybe it will even have beef.”


    The women ignored him.


    “I’ve never shaved a man before. Allen liked his beard.” Yuzu smiled and herded Timothy toward the bed. His knees gave out, and she plopped him on the mattress.


    “I can do it myself.”


    Kit brandished the knife. The edge caught the hearth’s light. “I think not.”


    “He is weak still,” Yuzu said.


    Kit glanced from the knife to Yuzu, and she smiled.


    Timothy’s mind spluttered. Just a moment ago they had looked ready to pounce on each other, and now they were smiling? He tried to get up. “I am fine.” But Yuzu’s hands on his shoulders held him firm.


    “His hair is too long,” Yuzu said.


    Kit nodded and looked at the blade. “I remember we had scissors in one of the bags.”


    Kit approached him with the knife in one hand and a bar of soap in the other. “I’ve never shaved a man either.” She grinned.


    Maybe she is my punishment for my childhood pranks.


    A moment later, lathered almost to his eyebrows, Timothy tried to remain completely still. The fire Yuzu managed to stoke failed to drive all the cold away, but his cheeks were hot under the lather. He sat in dignified silence. Yuzu held his shoulders firm and massaged them. As if he was going to stand up with that knife against his throat. Both women wore wide smiles now, and he worked to keep the frown from his face. Kit’s hand held steady as she worked, but the tip of her tongue stuck out between her lips as the knife caressed his throat.


    “Do you know anything about the fox spirits, Yuzu?” Timothy asked while Kit wiped the knife on a rag. He trusted Kit, but to have anyone run a knife over his throat wrenched his nerves. Yes, he did trust Kit. Best not to move too much though.


    Kit tsked.


    “Only what I told you.” Yuzu’s fingers dug into his shoulders. Couldn’t they see he had already given up? How long would he be treated like an infant?


    “Timothy is already possessed by this vixen,” Kit said.


    “I just might let you have him,” Yuzu said. Her voice brimmed with concealed mirth.


    Kit froze. “We will see.” She returned to work.


    Timothy groaned. Kit looked like she wanted to use the knife on Yuzu’s throat. Finally, she wiped the knife on the towel and pointed the blade at him. “You are nothing but trouble.” She laid the knife aside and wiped off the remaining lather on his cheeks with the towel.


    Timothy’s bare cheeks felt cold, but he had escaped without a single nick. He ran a hand over his smooth neck.


    “I should have cut you on purpose. A beauty scar,” Kit said. She turned and rummaged in the pack.


    “Beauty scars.” Yuzu made an approving sound and run a finger along Timothy’s temple. “Not large, but not too small. Allen had one on his temple.”


    Kit caught something between her fingers and flicked it away. She produced a pair of scissors. “If your beard gave me fleas, Timmy…” She shook the scissors at him. “I’ve never cut hair before.”


    “I have.” Yuzu held a hand out.


    Kit grimaced. “I will let you only because I don’t want my shepherd bald.”


    Yuzu had to take them from Kit. “I rather like hair on a cold night. We should leave it a little long.”


    Kit snorted. Timothy could do nothing but endure with dignity.


    “Timmy is cute when he sulks, isn’t he?” Kit said. She mussed his long hair.


    Yuzu’s smile wilted. “Should we really be doing this? After all we’ve seen?”


    Timothy’s mood slipped.


    Kit grimaced. “Do what? Live? We have every reason to laugh. We are alive.” She ruffled Timothy’s hair again. “The best way to remember people is to live and appreciate it. At least that is what Grammie used to say.”


    A grin flashed on Yuzu’s lips before fading and returning wider than before. “You are right, sis! Allen, Mira, Hoss, and Colt would want me to be happy.”


    “Sis?” Kit tasted the word and frowned.


    Timothy shook his head, earning a glare from Kit. “I’m not disagreeing,” he said. “It’s just—”


    “Just nothing.” Kit patted his cheek. “I am glad you made it. You have to repay me for the trouble you’ve caused me.”


    He sighed.


    A half hour later, Timothy escaped to the common room with pleas of needing to eat and take care of nature. Kit offered—offered!—to help him with nature because he was still too weak. At least I managed to distract her. He left the two staring daggers at each other when he mentioned he would sleep on the floor. Kit could be indecent with her jabs, but Yuzu seemed to be trying to one-up her for whatever reason. He doubted Yuzu had any interest in him. She seemed focused on dogging Kit like a sheepdog after a stray lamb. But then, he wasn’t sure.


    The common room broiled. A fierce fire danced in the hearth that dominated the far wall; a stuffed stag head watched with glassy eyes from atop the fireplace. The antlers, Timothy guessed they were called, were wider than the dressed stone hearth. The equally wide innkeeper strained his apron behind a long bar. Leather farmers filled half the room.


    “O-ho! There, my lad. I am surprised to see you so soon. Jer over there had bets going on how much creaking we would hear and when. Why, what happened to your face, lad? No. No. I know what happened. That redhead of yours kept frowning at you. A man needs a proper beard and meat on his bones if you ask me, but women have a different view on the matter.” Big Al stroked his own bushy, paunch-length beard.


    Timothy took a seat at the counter. Jer, Timothy assumed, shot a grimace from his seat at the other end. Apparently the wager hadn’t gone his way.


    “Do you know of a place called Belafonte, uh, Big Al?” Timothy asked.


    Jer groaned, and the innkeeper laughed. “Belafonte? That’s the forest close to the Grove Mountains. Certainly, my boy. Elsie!” Big Al shouted at a plump woman tending to tables. The woman straightened after plunking a mug in front of a red-haired man. The man looked at Timothy. He wore a brown bandana over his scalp, and his coat was a worn mix of brown and green. His hair is as red as Kit’s!


    “Get some warm cider for the lad. And some roast with mash. He needs meat on his bones,” Big Al said.


    Elsie glared, and Big Al scratched his cheek with a finger.


    “Please, honey? I mean, Mistress Doni?”


    Elsie tossed her gray-streaked hair. “You will know manners one day.” She disappeared into the kitchen.


    “Yes, well, wives are stories of their own,” Big Al said. “Now, my story! Oh, it’s all on the house for listening. These louts don’t know a good story if it grabbed them by the ears. And I think you have ears to listen.”


    “That’s because we hear it every week,” a grizzled farmer said.


    “And you never add anything new,” another added.


    “Bah. A good story doesn’t need lies to spice it up,” Big Al said. Elsie reappeared and slapped a plate heaped with slices of roast and gravy placed on top of some type of lumpy white vegetable. “There you go; eat up so you don’t look so sickly. A woman needs a strong man. Two women need a thick man.” Big Al boomed a laugh. Elsie shot him a long-suffering look before returning to the tables.


    “I hope the room is cold enough for ya, lad. Cold is good for getting a woman to bed. Needs to be colder for two.” Big Al winked. His lined face became serious. “You saw that stag over there, lad. When I was young, I used to live by Belafonte. Hunted there often, I did. That stag was from my last trip five years back. My story is from my younger days. It is a pity it is such a long ride. I am too old for two weeks in the saddle now. Burn my bones for true.”


    “You are too old and fat for walking to the dinner table,” the grizzled farmer said. The common room filled with laughter.


    “Could you add something new this time? I don’t care if it is a lie or not,” Jer said.


    “Be quiet, Marc. You are older than me! You haven’t heard this story, Jer. It’s one I never told nobody. Never thought I would either.”


    Jer rolled his eyes. “You always say that.”


    Timothy was surprised to find his plate half empty. Big Al noticed and boomed another laugh. “Mash is good stuff with gravy roast, eh?” He cleared this throat. “No. This story is one I have never said. God burn me for truth. The lad’s redhead—she is a pretty one—has me in the mood for telling.”


    The grizzled farmer, Marc, chuckled, joined by several of the other farmers. “Is he old enough to hear this one?” Marc asked. “The boy doesn’t look to be bedding those two. They be nursing him more than anything else.”


    “Every lad has wild oats to sow, Marc. You did your fair share. This is not one of those stories anyway.” Big Al turned to Timothy. “I was just a lad then. Younger than you. Back in those days, as you know Marc—Jer is even too young—there used to be a village in Belafonte.”


    Marc and several of the older farmers frowned. The younger men looked in askance.


    “The lot of us—Marc, Giffer, and me, among others here—used to live close to Belafonte and hunted the woods. That was before our farming days here. It was a village full of red-haired people. Like our guest there.” Big Al waved a fat hand at the red-haired man. The man lifted his mug. “The girls there,” Big Al made a baritone grunt of approval, “looked like your lass. Only many had something for a man to grab onto. I thought being wrapped with their warm…arms would be the way to die. Fierce ones too. Pity I was too young for much more than looking and dreaming. Don’t frown at me, Marc. I don’t doubt you had a dally, being older than me. There were men there too, of course. Never seen hunters like that in my life. They could bring down that stag over there with just a belt knife. That they could.”


    Timothy stirred a pool of gravy. Kit should be hearing this.


    Big Al noticed the empty plate and grinned. “Elsie! Bring the lad some of that pie of yours before he eats the plate. You remind me of one of my sons, lad. They could all eat a horse and not show it. Anyway, I was hunting a bear on that day. A big, black bastard with a head the size of my belly.” He smacked his barrel stomach for emphasis. “It was far too big for a lad like me at the time, but I was young and dumb. I had a boar spear and my bow. Not enough to hunt what I was hunting. I was stalking his trail when I heard screams. They were nothing like I have ever heard. Screams of pain, high and sharp. No animal I’ve ever known made noises like that.”


    “You really shouldn’t be telling this story,” Marc said. The room grew quiet; not even a mug thumped a table. Timothy swallowed. I never would have guessed I would meet someone from Kit’s town. He glanced at the adjoining hall. Was Kit listening?


    “It is past time I told this story. People need to know it. You remember those people too. Kind and good, if different.”


    Marc pursed his lips and gazed into his mug. Elsie plopped a plate with a still-steaming wedge of pie in front of him. Timothy smiled at her. The pie smelled wonderfully of apples.


    Her streaks of gray hair contrasted oddly with her smooth round face. She shot a look of concern—and fondness?—at the innkeeper. She scooped up the gravy-smeared plate and scurried off. Jer watched the innkeeper. His mug sat forgotten.


    Big Al continued. “I followed the sounds deep into the forest. The evergreen trees made it as dark as night, even at midday. The screams grew louder. I could make out sounds like this.” He picked up a fork and a knife. They clanged together in his meaty hands. “Only louder. I could feel the fire at the edge of the village. People were yelling something fierce. I almost rushed out to help them put out the flames. You know how our little village went up years back. Only other sounds stopped me. Steel. I saw men wearing armor and white cloaks—black-robed priests among them. Priests with swords of all things! People ran everywhere. The priests and the soldiers were spitting people like I would a boar.”


    “With a fork?” Marc asked. A few chuckles broke the silence.


    “Hush. This is serious, and you know it,” Big Al said. “Those priests had less remorse and even less reason to it. I could only stand there and watch as a priest skewered one of the girls I was eyeing. She was my age too.”


    “If they were such good hunters, why didn’t they fight back? Why were priests there in the first place?” Jer asked.


    “You speak of Riley, don’t you, Al? She was a good lass,” Marc said. “I stole a kiss from her once. Those ears of hers…”


    Timothy’s slice of apple pie was good. Was. How is Kit going to react to this? Wait. Did he say ears?


    “They did, Jer. Or they tried. Yeah, Riley was her name. Wait, you stole a kiss?” Big Al asked.


    Marc’s grin showed missing teeth. “I am older than you, Al. You would like that story.”


    “Lucky bastard. You need to tell me that one,” Big Al said. “They did try, Jer. Urien was one of the hunters; he taught me how not to stick myself with a spear. I saw him and a knot of hunters going hard at the soldiers. But they were hunters without armor against trained soldiers. A trained man is different from hunting an animal. Well, Urien and his men blooded them something fierce before they went down finally. I tell it true. I was scared. It was a wonder I didn’t fill my pants. I am man enough to say that too.” Big Al cast a challenging look across the common room. Not a man said anything.


    Big Al stroked his beard. “I managed to slip away. I couldn’t save even a one. I hope God burns me forever for that. Not even one lass, lad, or grandmother. It is past time we be telling this story, Marc. Seeing two reds after all these years tells me that.” The grizzled farmer looked Big Al in the eye and nodded once. Big Al returned the nod. “Our entire village was told to move by those priests a few days later—forced to move to tell the truth of it. Now only ghosts haunt Belafonte. One day I will return and confess my sins to those poor souls. I will.”


    “I will too, Al. I miss Riley. Don’t be telling Ira that now,” Marc said.


    The common room was quiet except for a few coughs. Timothy felt numb. To read about an event was one matter. Hearing it from someone made it feel real.


    Big Al groaned. “Ah, well. Good way to kill the mood. A common room should be a place to relax, not to be worried. Pretty women always make me eat my beard, even when they are not around.” Big Al grinned at Timothy and leaned close. “Speaking of women, I once had—”


    “It’s getting late. We will need to be leaving early tomorrow.” Timothy said.


    Big Al pulled back and nodded. “I understand, my boy. You can’t be keeping your red wife waiting—lucky lad! Don’t try to deny it. I could see right off she is your wife. The dark-haired girl is just icing for ya. A lucky man to have a wife willing to play a little.” Big Al’s hearty laugh pulled a few from the other men in the room. “Redheads have fire between their legs. A man with a wife like that needs more meat on his bones.” He slapped Timothy’s shoulder.


    “That hasn’t helped you with Elsie,” Marc said.


    Timothy left the common room with laughter blooming behind him. The innkeeper’s story had made his head swim. He could see why Belafonte was a place to avoid. Not because of bears and stags. The Church could label anyone who went near a burned fox village as a demon or heretic, even if they didn’t know about it. Timothy frowned. Did Al know about foxes? He had a hard time believing an entire village would hide their ears and tails. But then, how else could they have avoided the Inquisition for however long they did? Big Al’s story didn’t seem to be a lie.


    Timothy wondered how Kit would take the story. His stomach felt heavy with more than food. As he approached the room, Kit’s muffled voice slipped from the wooden door. He took a deep breath and swung open the door.


    Yuzu and Kit were wrestling on the rumpled bed. Each had a hand in the other’s hair. Fury painted Kit’s face. Yuzu laughed.


    “I need to wash. Get out!” Kit tugged at the dark locks as if she wanted to haul Yuzu out of the room.


    “Why? We could wash together. Like sisters!”


    “You are no sister. Timothy! Tell this…” Timothy lost the word when Yuzu shoved a pillow into Kit’s face, “to get out so I can wash!”


    “Oh, so he can stay?” Yuzu slipped out of Kit’s grip and bounded across the floor. Her hair stuck out at all angles.


    Kit untangled herself from the coverlets. Her tangled hair ruined her effort to look dignified, and her head scarf threatened to show her ears. A flick of red and white fluttered, barely hidden under the rumpled skirts. Yuzu didn’t show any signs of noticing Kit’s tail.


    “He has seen me many times. Only he can see me,” Kit said.


    “Belafonte is gone. Big Al…he saw what happened,” Timothy said. He slumped onto the bed. “The innkeeper told me a story from when he was younger. It seems many of the farmers around here used to live around the woods.”


    Kit shrugged. “I know.”


     “Kit—” Timothy stopped what he was going to say. “What? You know?”


    Kit settled beside him. She ran her fingers through her hair to tease some of the snarls. “I heard some of it when she,” Kit stabbed a finger at Yuzu, “wasn’t pestering me. I also remember what happened. I…I think I have always remembered, but I didn’t want to admit it.”


    Timothy wanted to ask, but the look on her face stopped him. She laid a hand over Timothy’s. “Someday I will tell you. Not now.”


    “So does this mean we are not going?” Yuzu asked.


    “We are still going. “ Kit’s voice fell into a whisper meant for only Timothy. “I have to see for myself. There is nowhere else to go anyway.”


    Despite himself, Timothy yawned.


    “I agree,” Kit said. “It is past time for sleep.” Her smile forced Timothy to lean away. “It is going to be a cold night.”


    “The bed isn’t too small,” Yuzu said.


    “You are going to sleep here.” Kit pointed to the floorboards.


    Yuzu folded her arms under her breasts. Her lips pressed into a line. “Sisters share.”


    “I am not your sister.”


    “Really,” Timothy said. “I will sleep on the floor, and you two can take the bed.”


    “No!” They both said.


    Kit leaned in and licked Timothy’s cheek. Licked his cheek! “He has already enjoyed a meal. Roast and gravy, I am guessing. I doubt he is hungry for both of us.” She smiled fangs at Yuzu.


    “He is still bony. He needs as many meals as he can handle,” Yuzu said.


    Timothy swallowed. Yuzu had missed what Kit had meant. Then again, red splashed her cheeks. Timothy jumped to his feet and made for the door.


    “Where are you going?” Kit snatched his hand.


    “I am going back to talk with Big Al.”


    “You are not going anywhere, shepherd.”


    “Yes.” Yuzu snatched his other hand. “You need to sleep; otherwise you will get sick again.” She smiled at Kit.


    “You won’t be sleeping near him.” Kit tugged his arm.


    “You really are a selfish older sister.” Yuzu said.


    Kit pushed Timothy down. “You won’t be sleeping in those boots or those clothes.”


    Timothy found himself bootless under the coverlet a few moments later.


    Kit ruffled his short hair. “You are pretty when you sulk,” she said.


    He suppressed a sigh and turned his back to her. She pressed her own against him. Kit still wore her skirts and lay over the coverlet. Yuzu lay on the other side of Kit, wrapped in a cloak.


    “You should change, Sister. What happened to washing up?” Yuzu asked.


    “If I am your elder sister, you had best show me respect,” Kit said. Of course she wouldn’t change with Yuzu around. Timothy could feel Kit’s tail push against his legs through her skirt. At least if Kit was on top of the coverlet he didn’t have to worry about fleas. He hoped so anyway.


    He was almost asleep when Kit shifted. Her breath heated his ear. “You did well to tell me. It must have been hard considering the way I behaved before. I am not upset with you.”


    “I was afraid you would be upset,” he whispered.


    “Always thinking of others.” She brushed her fingertips down his cheek. “Much better without the fur.”


    “Just so you don’t give me your fleas.”


    She flicked his cheek. “If I don’t get to comb my tail soon, fleas will be the least of your worries. She needs to go away.”


    “You are her sister.”


     “Don’t start that too. I…I just want to travel with you. Only you.”


    Timothy was quiet for a time. He wanted to travel with her too. Somehow she had wormed her way into his mind. It felt like he had known her for longer than these last few months. It felt like a lifetime since he had found her among his sheep.


    “I don’t want this journey to end,” Kit whispered.


    “What will you do when we get there?”


    A few moments passed before her breath kissed his ear. “I don’t know. I don’t even know why I want to go anymore. There is nothing there for me but hurt. I just want to be at peace. I don’t want to be hunted anymore.”


    Timothy pulled a hand from the coverlet. The air was cold, as was her hand. “I have a little dream. It is a silly one, really.”


    “What is it?”


    “I dream of owning a library. I would help people learn and write my own books.”


    “No shepherding?” Kit asked.


    “Like I said, a silly dream.”


    Yuzu began snoring. The girl could rival an army of lumberjacks in an ironwood forest.


    “No. It is a good dream. You are entirely too helpful, you know. You should care about yourself a little more,” Kit said.


    “How can I when a certain fox doesn’t care enough for herself?”


    Kit chuckled. Yuzu sounded like she was tearing the sheets.


    “You are part of the dream now too.” Timothy said.


    “Now that is a silly dream. You better sleep.” She patted his cheek and turned away. He wished she would stay where she was, but she did squirm until she pressed against the whole of his back.


    Timothy’s last thought was walking through a garden with Kit’s hand in his own.


     


    





Chapter 10


    Sunlight needled Timothy awake. He stretched, feeling better than he had in a long time.


    “Good morning.” Kit watched from the pillow, her clothes rumpled. She shared his yawn.


    “You are drooling,” Timothy said.


    “Am not.” Kit wiped the back of her hand over her chin anyway. Her hair tangled around her face.


    “Yuzu is gone,” Timothy said.


    “I hadn’t noticed. Just as I didn’t notice her elbows all night,” Kit said. “I might be able to finally comb my tail in peace.” She slid from the bed and fiddled with her skirt.


    Timothy threw back the coverlet and reached for his boots. “She is probably eating breakfast.” His stomach growled. He stomped toward the door to settle his feet. “Do you want anything?”


    She tossed the skirt onto the bed and stretched her tail. “Mmm. Been too long. Keep her busy for about an hour. That is all I want.”


    Timothy blinked. “You are passing up food? Are you feeling all right?”


    “Look at it!” She waggled her tail. “My beautiful fur is still covered in ash and dirt.” She pulled something from her tail and flicked it into the air. “I blame her. If she didn’t come along, my fur wouldn’t be in such a terrible state!”


    “Well, just don’t go eating your fleas.”


    Kit grimaced.


    He closed the door behind him with a smile tugging his lips. In the common room, Marc sat in the same chair as last night. Big Al wasn’t in his place behind the counter, but Elsie scurried about, cleaning tables and chairs. The common room was cooler than last night. Frost glazed the paned glass windows.


    “Honheim took sick, and the lord burnt the whole town,” a bearded man said, leaning close to Marc.


    “I doubt that, Luke.” Marc took a swig from his mug. Foam clung to his mustache.


    “Tel ain’t a liar.” Luke stroked his beard.


    “Never said he was. I doubt the lord did the burning. Jut has the sickness too. Ira has a sister there.” Marc clunked the mug onto the table.


    “I’m sorry, Marc.”


    “Oh, Allie is alive. She is too stubborn to die. Just like my wife. Best get to home. Ira will have my hide if she finds out we were here.” Marc stood.


    “Yeah, my girl will do the same to me.” Luke took a swig from his mug, tossed a coin onto the table, and followed Marc. A gust of frozen wind took Luke and Marc outside.


    Yuzu sat across from the red-haired man. Why is she talking to him? Timothy caught her gaze and crossed the room. Elsie passed and touched his arm, pulling his attention away from Yuzu and the man. “I don’t normally say anything, but we are a small town and don’t see travelers like you too often. People talk, you understand.” She leaned close. “I am too old to catch, but you are not still sick, are you? You have the look. People will wonder considering all this foolish talk of Honheim.”


    “No…I am fine now,” Timothy said. “What…they said of Honheim is true though. We came from there.”


    Elsie pursed her lips. “I will have to tell Al so we can be sure to have medicines stocked just in case it comes here. Our granddaughters are coming for a visit soon.” She gave him a hard look.


    Timothy understood what she meant. “We plan on leaving today.”


    Elsie nodded. “Nothing against you, but it is best to be careful. For my granddaughters and the young ones in the village, you understand. We may have to turn away travelers for a time just to be safe.”


    “Elsie,” a man called.


    She patted Timothy’s arm. “Best be careful if you are still weak. Rest and eat.”


    “I could use breakfast.”


    Elsie nodded and moved toward the man waving at her.


    I hope for their sake the illness stays away.


    Yuzu glanced up as Timothy approached.


    “Broke. I had only a belt knife and he his claws,” the red-haired man said.


    “Sis is still sleeping?” Yuzu asked. The red-haired man adjusted his bandana. Timothy guessed the man was popular with women. Timothy had seen girls make ewe eyes at faces with less perfection.


    “She is combing her fur…hair.” He took one of the chairs. Yuzu’s bowl smelled of porridge and berries.


    “Daeric was just telling me of his adventures in Belafonte.” Yuzu stirred her porridge and smiled at the bandana-wearing man.


    “Daeric Rhine.” He dipped his head. “You are a lucky man to travel with such a beauty as Miss Yuzu.” He snatched Yuzu’s free hand from the table and pressed it against his lips. Yuzu’s cheeks flushed.


    “Daeric knows the way to Belafonte and the dangers there,” Yuzu said.


    “I know not why a beauty such as you would want to go to such a dangerous place. Some places even I dare not tread,” Daeric said.


    “We have our reasons,” Timothy said.


    Elsie appeared with a steaming bowl, a fresh honey cake, and a mug of tea balanced on a wooden tray. She plunked the tray down and stared a hole into him. “Not to eavesdrop, but that is where you are off to? Is that your fool idea? Al should have kept that story to himself last night.”


    “It is Kit’s—my wife’s—idea.” Timothy spooned a mouthful of too hot berry porridge. Yuzu arched an eyebrow, and Elsie sniffed. What did I do? It’s the truth. “She grew up near there. She wants to show her sister, Yuzu, where she grew up.” Timothy said around the porridge.


    “Eat or talk. Don’t do both. You are as bad as my husband.” Elsie snapped her towel and stalked off.


    “She runs the inn well,” Yuzu said.


    “That she does, my rose.” Daeric reached for Yuzu’s hand.


    Yuzu lifted her tea with both hands, and Daeric frowned. “It is nice how she lets Master Doni enjoy his evenings,” Yuzu said.


    Timothy stared into his empty bowl. He didn’t remember eating that fast. His hand reached for the honey cake. His hand was still thin, but at least he could no longer see through it. A little healthy color had returned.


    “Your wife is the red-haired goddess?” Daeric asked.


    Timothy affirmed around the roll. They had carried the story for so long that Timothy now thought of Kit as his wife. She would probably bruise his shins if she knew that.


    “My…sister,” Yuzu said, “grew up near Belafonte.”


    Daeric looked beyond Timothy and his eyes widened. Timothy turned to see what made the man slack-jawed. Kit crossed the room, wearing her brown cloak over a cream blouse. Her skirts were a deeper brown, and a green scarf tied under her chin set off brushed hair that almost touched her shoulders. He wondered how much she had paid that farm girl for those clothes, but whatever the amount, it was certainly worth it. Timothy smiled. She is beautiful. She met his gaze and smiled. Freckles stood out on her cheeks.


    Daeric leaped to his feet, almost overturning the chair. He bowed with a flourish that didn’t stop his eyes from roving over Kit. “The sun walks among men, and we are blinded by her brilliance,” he said.


    Yuzu groaned. Timothy already did not like the man. Who said such things?


    “Oh, my rose.” Daeric flashed a smile at Yuzu. “You are the moon as much as she is the sun.”


    “The moon does not shine with its own light,” Kit said.


    Daeric tripped over the table leg as he offered her a chair. Kit’s cheeks held a touch of pink. “Why, thank you Master…”


    “Daeric Rhine. You and my rose can just call me Daeric.”


    “I am glad to see someone knows how to treat a lady,” Kit said without looking at Timothy.


    She might as well have shouted at him with her nose touching his, but Timothy took the bait anyway. “Ladies like it best if they are ignored. Wouldn’t you agree, Rhine?”


    Daeric frowned. “Why would a gentleman ignore any lady?”


    “Yes,” Kit said, “why would a gentleman ignore a lady?”


    Timothy caught Elsie’s gaze from across the room and raised a finger. Let Kit order her own breakfast. He could use another bowl. “So, Master Rhine, you know the way?”


    Yuzu looked at Timothy as if she had found a sour berry in her porridge. Kit wore a small smile. Timothy wasn’t jealous. He just didn’t like how the man preened.


    “I don’t think a beauty like your—wife?—would like Belafonte. It is dangerous for such a nymph,” Daeric said.


    “Oh, it is not his idea,” Kit said. “I have had to drag my stubborn husband this far. He does think I am made of glass.”


    “No glass or diamond could do you justice.” Daeric took Kit’s hand and bowed in his seat. He stopped just shy of kissing it and smiled at Timothy’s grimace.


    “More like a choking bramble,” Timothy muttered. Kit kicked him under the table.


    Elsie appeared and replaced Timothy’s bowl. Timothy agreed with the disgusted look Elsie gave Daeric, but why did she include Timothy too? He ran a hand through his hair. Yuzu was good with scissors, even if she had left his hair a little long.


    “We could use a guide to show us the way,” Yuzu said.


    Kit curled her nose as she watched Timothy’s spoon. He hoped no one else noticed her head scarf was moving.


    “I would enjoy guiding the moon and sun!” Daeric looked like he wanted to flourish a bow again. Could any man enjoy preening that much? The man was worse than Trent. “It is two weeks’ ride in the best of weather.”


    “I can pay you.” Kit stared at Timothy’s bowl. Why didn’t she just order one? He sighed and pushed the bowl to her. She beamed at him, slipped her hand from Daeric’s, and attacked the bowl. Porridge slopped onto the table.


    “Very ladylike,” Timothy said.


    Daeric scowled at him. Yuzu stirred her porridge and watched Daeric from under her eyelashes. Kit ignored Timothy and continued her attack. The porridge didn’t stand a chance.


    “Oh, I do not want your money. My fee is just to travel with you and enjoy your companionship.” His hands twitched toward Kit. “And with you, my moon,” he added with a smile for Yuzu.


    Timothy leaned back and crossed his arms. It was time to end this nonsense. “Thanks for your offer, but we decline. We will be fine on our own.”


    “You don’t look like you know the bow and spear,” Daeric said. “This is dangerous country. Bears and boars. Bandits.” He looked at Kit. “Do you think you can defend…your wife?”


    I pity any bandit or bear that tries to attack Kit.


    She watched him from her bowl. Why did she keep smiling? Anger seethed just below the surface. It had to be anger. I am not jealous.


    “We will be fine without you,” Timothy said.


    “We will be leaving once we have our things together,” Kit said.


    “We don’t need him!” Timothy slapped the table.


    Yuzu jumped, and Daeric patted her shoulder. The girl leaned into his hand! “Do not worry, moonflower. He will not hurt you while I am around.”


    “Husband.” Kit looked ready to throw her bowl at Timothy. “It is best we have a guide. I don’t want any more incidents. Master Rhine can protect us.”


    The man stood and flashed a bow. “I swear you will make it safely, my sunflower. I swear I will protect you, my moonflower.”


    “Of that I have no doubt. Husband, please prepare for our travels. I need to speak with Mistress Doni about our tab and supplies,” Kit said.


    “Come, moonflower.” Daeric offered a hand to Yuzu. “I am sure the man can handle everything on his own. I will show you that I am not all bluster. Have you ever seen an arrow split by another?”


    Yuzu giggled. She let him place his coat over her shoulders and lead her outside.


    Kit elbowed Timothy. “If glares could kill, he would be dead thrice over.” She patted his cheek. “It is about time you behaved properly.”


    “I had best gather our things as my lady commands.”


    “No need to sulk, husband.” She grabbed his arm and hugged it against her chest. “You did do well. A man is best when a little jealous.”


    “I am not jealous. He preens too much, and his eyes need to stay in his head.”


    Kit chimed a laugh.


    “We don’t need him, Kit.”


    “I agree.” She stared at the closed door with pursed lips.


    “Then why?”


    She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Because he would have followed us. There is something…unsettling about him. I saw him yesterday when we first came in. I could feel his eyes on me. He smells…odd too.” She tapped her lips with a finger.


    “Maybe he needs to take a bath.”


    “Not like that, muttonhead. Everyone has a certain scent. Yours is…” She trailed off and smiled. “Nice. People all have a certain type of scent. Animals each have different ones too. His scent is almost like it is both.”


    “Both?”


    “I do not understand.” She frowned. Timothy knew she hated that admission. “But I do know he would have followed us. His scent reminds me of a hound at bay. This way we can keep an eye on him.”


    “I don’t like it.”


    “I told you before, a little jealousy does a man well,” Kit said.


    “And how much about men do you know, wife?”


    She pushed his arms between her breasts. “Enough to know you are collared and leashed to me.


    Timothy cleared his throat. “Should we tell Yuzu?”


    Kit’s breath touched his ear. “No. How could I tell her anyway? Say, ‘I think this man smells funny?’ I don’t like traveling with anyone but you. I can’t take proper care of my tail or ears, but it looks like I will have to stay hidden longer. It was nice during the festival to walk with my ears and tail free.”


    “Nice for you. I almost died from the stress, but I do look forward to seeing your ears and tail free in the sun.”


    “Why, Timmy, I do think I need to watch for your silver tongue too.”


    He rolled his eyes.


    * * *


    Evelyn patted the horse and handed it off to the inn’s stable boy. How many days had it been since Honheim had been cleaned? She didn’t know. It didn’t matter. God had decided not to claim her after burning away her sins. In his mercy, he allowed her a chance to be a good mother. If only she could find her troublesome boy. There were few places for him to hide. She followed her instinct to search east. Most of the villages around were punished and redeemed like Honheim. Here and there she found a single surviving person who, like her, still had a job to do in God’s plans. This village was the first she’d seen that showed no touch of God’s judgment. Evelyn felt the Prophetess stir within her. This village needed cleaning too, but some things were more important. Joseph was waiting.


    She walked into the Warm Bed, as the sign proclaimed. Evelyn’s breath frosted the air. Dark clouds overhead threatened to fall. A dim part of her mind remembered the beauty of snow, as if anything in this sinful world could be beautiful. Well, the fires that cleaned Honheim were beautiful, but that was a spiritual beauty.


    Evelyn entered the inn. A few men looked up as she entered and then glanced away. A round man with a bushy beard bellowed behind the bar, and a plump woman with gray touching her temples scurried about the common room. The hearth danced warmth. Not as warm as Honheim. Not as warm as the fires that burned away her sins, but her body still welcomed the feeling. The woman kept the room reasonably clean. Evelyn knew who the owner was. Men didn’t appreciate a clean room, a clean mind, and a clean soul. Except Joseph.


    What you are doing is wrong.


    Evelyn squashed that tiny, mad voice. It had grown more insane and incessant since she’d renounced being the Prophetess. If only she could spread more of God’s truth. These farmers needed to drink of the purging fires. Evelyn still did not understand why God decided to pass the fire from her. She could have done much good if she’d carried the fever in her bones.


    He wants everyone to live and be happy. How can they find him dead?


    “Get out, get out, get out.” Evelyn chanted to herself. She ignored the eyes on her and found an empty table. Greedy eyes. Hungry eyes. The round man with the beard told a story with wide gestures. His eyes, too, were greedy and hungry.


    “Hands on the rack. I pulled and twisted. The burned thing dragged me toward the pond…”


    “Cold night for a woman to be out alone.” The plump woman cast a shadow over Evelyn.


    “I am looking for my little boy. He is dirty, filthy…He travels with a red-haired slattern—girl.”


    “Little boy and red-haired girl? There was a red-haired girl who left this morning.”


    Evelyn smiled at the owner. She had to be the owner of the inn. The big man telling the story was too much of a buffoon, like all men. Except Joseph. “I am Timothy’s mother. He ran away with that girl without my permission.”


    “He is a man. If those two are not married, I’ve never seen a couple.” The woman looked over at the big man.


    The man acted as if he was holding onto something above his head. “There I dangled, holding on for dear life. The stag and I slipped farther down the hill. Not even the big bastard was strong enough for my meatiness.” He slapped his wide stomach. People laughed.


    The laughter clattered in Evelyn’s mind. These people should be praying for salvation! Mirth was sinful. Joseph was gone. How many other people were dead and gone? So many. So many broken promises.


    “He ran away from me.” Evelyn wanted to rant. She wanted to be the Prophetess. Maybe just once more.


    “You have the same eyes and look. The boy looked like he was recovering from illness. Is it true about Honheim?” the plump woman asked.


    “It is clean. Burned. Fire burns and cleans.”


    The woman backed up a step. “Well, fire does do that.”


    “Which way?” Evelyn leaned toward the woman. “Which way did my baby boy go?”


    The woman hesitated. Her eyes darted around the room before settling on Evelyn again. “West.”


    East. Evelyn saw the lie. Joseph always said she was dangerous with how she could know the truth. It was people’s eyes. The eyes always gave it away. They flicked and dodged. Truth made people see straight and true. Truth made people look straight into the soul.


    “Splashed all over me!” The big man finished his story.


    “Al, your embellishments are better than the real stories,” a man said. “Why did it take so long?”


    “Bah, Marc. This isn’t an embellishment. It is God’s own truth. It is just not one of my finer moments.”


    Liars. The world was full of liars. Except Joseph. He had taught her how to live. Why did he have to leave her? It wasn’t right. They were barely together for a year when he had broken his promise.


    Evelyn stood up. The inn owner’s gaze followed her. Her eyebrows lifted as Evelyn felt the Prophetess surge within.


    Don’t do this again. You are not the voice of God. The insane voice squirmed in her mind. Leave these good people alone.


    Evelyn squashed the voice.


    “You are all liars. Sinners!” Evelyn scythed the farmers with a finger. She felt the Prophetess fill her with strength. Her voice rang across the room. “God will smite you with his justice on you unless you repent. He will burn your souls. Chop it. Chop out your sins. You will never see the Gates of Heaven or your families if you do not.”


    “Now see here, woman,” the rotund man said. “We are all God fearers here and good people.”


    “Only those who burn with inner fire are cleansed. You need to burn to be healed!”


    “Are you mad, woman?” the fat man asked.


    Farmers grumbled and looked at Evelyn like she was the spawn of demons instead of them.


    Joseph would not have wanted this.


    “Shut up! Leave me alone.” Evelyn told the voice. The Prophetess turned toward the sinners. “I have seen. I have been cleaned! Liars, slatterns, thieves. I am the Prophetess!”


    “You are leaving. I will not hear this blasphemy.” The plump woman stepped toward Evelyn.


    The Prophetess speared a finger at the woman. “You are the blasphemer for not listening to a voice of God.”


    Evelyn’s vision exploded into a quilt of colors. Pain lanced up her jaw, and she hit the floor hard. The insane voice in her mind groaned.


    The woman stood over her, massaging her knuckles. “I will not hear anyone speak such under my roof, mad woman or no.” She grabbed Evelyn’s coat and hoisted her.


    “You will burn for eternity for this.” She squirmed in the woman’s strong grip. Her toes scraped against the floorboards as the fat demon woman dragged her toward the exit.


    The women kicked open the door and flung Evelyn to the hard, frosted ground. Evelyn twisted to see the woman wipe her hands on her apron and cross herself. “Don’t speak your blasphemy here. Go and confess to a priest and hope God will forgive you. Don’t bother your boy, if he is your boy. He is a good man, if in over his head with those girls. Now go!”


    Evelyn picked herself up, ignoring the pain in her jaw. “You are cursed! Damned to hell.”


    The woman harrumphed and slammed the door.


    You were never a prophetess. You—we—are just a crazy woman who never got over Joseph’s death. The people of Honheim were desperate. They wanted hope, and you gave them fire. Not here. Not these decent people.


    “Liar! Cheat! I was the Prophetess! I did God’s will,” she shouted at the voice.


    You did nothing but kill innocents. We are beyond salvation, and we will never see Joseph.


    “No! You are wrong! I did God’s work. I will bring my son, my baby boy, to see his father. We will be together as a family forever.”


    You will hurt our son. We are not the woman Joseph loved.


    Evelyn shoved the voice to the back of her mind. Why did she have to have an insane woman in her head? She had already survived God’s cleansing illness. Was the insane voice her final trial? Yes. It was the last lock on heaven and Joseph.


    East. Evelyn would head east. The fat demon woman had lied. She turned toward the stables next to the inn. A few moments later, she was galloping after her son. “He will want to see Joseph. It has been too long.”


    I will not let you have him.


    Evelyn laughed and cried into the biting wind.


     


    





Chapter 11


    If not for the company, Timothy would have enjoyed the week of traveling. The sun appeared each day and chased away most of the cold. Farmland gave way to forest accented by patches of open grassland. Stubborn leaves fell in a spectacle of oranges, reds, and golds. Sunlight filtered through the trees in ways stained glass could never hope to imitate. The mule set a sedate pace, dragging the little two-wheeled wagon heaped with pots, food, blankets, and clothing. Timothy wondered more than once if Kit had cleaned out the entire village and stuffed it into the wagon.


    Yuzu and Kit took turns walking and riding in the driver’s seat. Kit insisted on Timothy walking most of the day. She also insisted on feeding him salted ham, jerky, and whatever fresh game Daeric brought in. At least the cheese was good. Timothy should have been pleased with how fast his strength was starting to return. He was still thin, but he didn’t feel like a strip of sheared wool hanging in the breeze.


    The miles passed with increasing irritation, like a burr nestled close to a sheep’s skin—all because of that man in the fool bandana.


    Daeric rode beside the wagon on a horse. A stallion, Timothy guessed. He didn’t know anything about horses. The best times of the day were when the man rode ahead to scout. He usually returned with rabbit or squirrel for stew that evening, but each time, Timothy wished the man wouldn’t return. Daeric spent the better part of each day recounting stories of his adventures, and he spent each evening twirling one or both of the girls around to dance to the sounds of the stars as he called it. Yuzu and Kit only encouraged him with their lamb eyes and flushing cheeks. Despite his odd smell, Kit seemed to enjoy the man’s company too well.


    It wasn’t that Timothy was jealous or anything. Daeric was simply the one of the few people Timothy genuinely didn’t like. Jealousy had nothing to do with it, no matter what Kit said. No man should fawn over another man’s wife—even if she wasn’t a wife in truth! If Kit’s nose was right, why did she encourage Daeric like a ewe teases a ram?


    When Daeric wasn’t needling him, Timothy found his thoughts turning toward his mother. Had she made it out of Honheim? Somehow, he knew she was alive and hunting for him. She wouldn’t give up, not in the state he remembered her being in.


    “You will love my hunting lodge,” Daeric said. He brushed his horse. The sun hugged the horizon, and long, skeletal shadows clawed the clearing in the trees. Timothy wrestled the tent from the wagon while Yuzu tended to the mule. Not that Kit or anyone would help him.


    “Winter is coming fast,” Yuzu said. She stood beside the man, tending the mule. The mule leaned into her hand brush.


    “Nothing warms a lodge better than fair company, my moonflower,” Daeric said.


    Kit offered Timothy a small spade despite his hands being tangled in the tent. “Do you want dinner or a tent? A firepit needs to be dug.”


    He shot her a glare and took the spade, letting the tent bundle drop onto her tapping foot. Her grunt was satisfying. He crossed to the center of the camp and drove the spade into the soft soil. He flung a few spadefuls at Kit. I don’t ever see Daeric doing any work.


    “I have books. Many books.” Daeric patted the horse and moved closer to Yuzu. The girl dropped her brush.


    Kit laid a hand on Timothy’s back as he bent and shoveled. “You are getting stronger, my shepherd. That should be deep enough.” She patted him.


    Just a few days ago, digging even just a shallow firepit would have had his arms complaining. As much as Kit’s ministering rankled him, he had to admit that it worked.


    “Setting up camp would go faster if a certain someone would help.” He drove the spade into the ground and leaned on it. He jerked his head at Daeric.


    “Yuzu has him working,” Kit said. She wrestled the iron tripod they used for cooking over the firepit.


    “The Adventures of Farwalker, The Romance of the Three Kings.” Daeric massaged Yuzu’s neck with a hand. She seemed torn between liking it and wanting to tear the man’s arm off. He was getting too familiar.


    “Yuzu treats the mule better.” Timothy bent and ringed the pit with hand-sized stones. He didn’t want to wake up with his blankets on fire. But then, it wouldn’t hurt Daeric’s face if it was singed a little. He piled tinder and brought the fire to life with his flint striker.


    “You are looking better, Timmy. Almost as handsome as when I first saw you.” Kit grinned and her hands squeezed the air. “If you ride on my back now, I will have a little more to hold onto.”


    He ignored her and fed the fire. Kit’s brow furrowed. She pursed her lips a moment before shrugging. She grabbed his upper arm and squeezed. “You almost make me want to carry out my wifely duties. Almost.”


    Timothy spluttered. Daeric looked up from where he was now helping Yuzu with one of the tents. She had done most of the work while he spent his time touching her hands or pressing his side against hers.


    Kit laughed and ruffled Timothy’s hair. She crouched and leaned her head against his shoulder. Daeric’s face pinched. Yuzu let out a long breath and shook her head.


    “Daeric smells increasingly dangerous,” Kit whispered. “Yuzu also smells dangerous now.” She chuckled.


    “Do you have to encourage him? All you do is make ewe eyes at him.”


    She pulled away from him and rapped his head with her knuckles. “Think. We want him to think we accept him as one of us. Appearing to like him gives us the advantage of surprise. He will think us easy prey and make mistakes.” She gazed at Daeric. “If only we knew what he was after.”


    “Are you sure he doesn’t know you are a fox? You haven’t taken any baths I don’t know about, have you? You bathing has caused us all kinds of trouble.”


    “Only once to your knowledge.” She frowned. “He can’t know.”


    “Abel did, remember? He knew by how you walked,” Timothy said.


    “That was different. He was an old man and had lived before—we are just going to have to keep our eyes on Master Rhine.” She patted his shoulder again, straightened, and left to set up the other tent.


    Timothy didn’t need the warning to keep an eye on the man. He was far too familiar with Kit and poor Yuzu, but he hadn’t done anything threatening yet. Kit’s reservations made Timothy feel a little better. Her nose and ears would give them some type of warning. Unlike the problems with Tahd, they had Daeric outnumbered and under their gaze, but Timothy suspected Kit playing the wife was a thin shield against the man. He shook his head and worked on making dinner.


    Night’s chill settled in with the promise of morning frost by the time their dinner of green beans and ham was eaten.


    “So there I was, surrounded.” Daeric flourished the air. His breath misted. “I demanded a challenge by combat.” He waved a finger at Yuzu. “Only I didn’t challenge him to a duel of weapons. I challenged him to dance.”


    “And he accepted?” Yuzu asked.


    Timothy yawned. The man acts like a strutting ram.


    “That he did. Let me show you the dance.” Daeric bowed to Kit. “I could use your help, sunflower.”


    Kit yawned. Timothy wondered how no one noticed those fangs of hers. “I must decline tonight. Our travels make me tired, and it is cold.” She made a show of wrapping a blanket over her shoulders.


    “Yes, I am tired too. I will love to hear the rest of the story tomorrow,” Yuzu said. She laid a hand on Kit’s blanketed knee. “I will retire with my sister.” Kit’s eye twitched.


    Daeric sighed. “Tomorrow then.” He drew himself to his full height and puffed out his chest. “I will take second watch.” Daeric placed a hand on the hunting knife at his belt. “Second watch is the most dangerous in these woods. With day close, the danger grows. The waning hours are the hours of the hunt.”


    “I will take first,” Timothy said. Did the man have to announce he was taking the most dangerous watch every night?


    “Good night, my moon and sun.” Daeric took Kit and Yuzu’s hands and helped the women to their feet. He managed to flourish a bow at the same time. “Even just a tent away, life is dimmed without you.”


    Timothy groaned. The man spoke more cheese than a herd of cows produced.


    He walked the women to their tent and helped each with the flaps before turning to the tent he shared with Timothy. Timothy made it a point not to be under the same canvas as the man. Daeric disappeared without a glance in Timothy’s direction.


    Timothy stoked the fire before moving out of its light. It took only a few moments for his eyes to adjust to the night. He didn’t expect any trouble from outside the camp, but he kept his eyes sharp anyway. He listened to the night. The wind whistled between the ebb and flow of insects. In the distance an owl hooted.


    Honheim felt like a dream. People had died, yet Timothy felt little. He didn’t know them. He felt sad, but it wasn’t like he thought he should feel. Aunt Mae had taught him to be kind and feel for everyone. People had died, and he only felt happy he didn’t number among them. Or Kit. Especially Kit. He leaned his back against a tree. What were they going to do when they reached Belafonte? He doubted anything would really change. People would still hunt Kit just because of what she was. Maybe others like Kit lived in Belafonte still. The town was destroyed, but someone would have survived. They would have returned to their home, just like Kit. She could live with her own kind.


    But could he?


    The question chilled him. Somehow, Kit had become as much of a part of his life as breathing. She had risked herself to save him, and she had nursed him back to health. The thought of not seeing those green eyes or her red locks sheared at his heart. But wouldn’t it be better for her to stay with her own kind? At least then she wouldn’t have to worry about being called a demon and being hunted for her ears and tail. But could he go on without ever seeing her lovely snow-capped tail again?


    Kit suddenly materialized beside him. Timothy jumped and thwacked his head on a low tree limb.


    “Some watcher you are,” she said. Her eyes shined in the moonlight.


    Timothy rubbed his scalp. Kit untied the headscarf and tossed it aside. She sighed with relief. Her ears flicked.


    “Is that a good idea?” he asked.


    “My sister is dead asleep. Daeric snores. I could hear them coming anyway.” She leaned forward with her arms behind her back and squirmed. Her skirts came free and joined the scarf. Her dark leggings blended with the darkness, making her body and tail appear to float. She leaned on the tree beside him.


    “You were staring. I am not your wife, remember?”


    “It is only fair. I catch you watching him often enough.”


    Kit produced a comb and started working her tail’s thick fur. “Stupid tangles.” She plucked at the comb. “Stupid fleas! We already spoke about this. Besides, he is prettier than you.”


    “No man should look like a girl.”


    Kit laughed, and her tail caressed his face. “Jealousy is good for a man.” She muttered and pulled at a matted area. “Daeric often reminds me of a rabid dog chasing a skirt.”


    “He tries to look up your skirt enough.”


    “Only you are allowed to look up my skirt!” Kit pressed her side against him. He enjoyed the extra warmth. She fell silent and combed her tail.


    “Something is bothering you,” Timothy said.


    “Humph. I almost liked you better when you were afraid of me,” Kit said.


    “I wasn’t afraid of you.”


    Kit’s gaze grabbed him. He leaned back. “All right. Fine. I was a little afraid of you. I still am.”


    Her shining eyes crinkled with a smile. “I am glad you are not yet a fool. Fear does a man well.” She looked into the darkness. “I’ve been thinking about my home.”


    “Not everyone is gone. I’m sure some escaped. Some may have even returned.”


    She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. It would be nice to know I am not the only fox, but mostly I want to see for myself. I thought…maybe we could live there. If it was burned, it would be forgotten. It would be safe. We could be safe.” Kit hugged her tail.


    Timothy wasn’t sure if there was a “we” in their future. Do I want spend my life labeled as a heretic?


    “I remember the fire. Like Honheim.” Kit stroked her tail’s white tuft and worked the comb into a snarl. “I remember running. I couldn’t keep up, but a man had me by the hand. Shouts. People yelling everywhere.”


    Her voice grew distant. The comb worked her tail, but her eyes did not see the fur. Snores from the tents drifted across the cold night air.


    “Mom ran behind me. She smiled at me. I heard thunder, and…and the smile died,” Kit said. “Mom fell, and Dad…”


    She fell silent, and the comb paused. Timothy fidgeted. Should he say something? Maybe an arm around her shoulders?


    “Dad told me that I had to run and hide. ‘Hide your ears and tail, Kitsune. Do not show anyone.’ He hugged me and…and I ran.”


    Timothy rubbed her shoulder, feeling awkward. The silence stretched.


    “Sorry, would you mind?” She shrugged off his hand. Her eyes glistened in the moonlight.


    Timothy pushed away from the tree. “I feel like a walk. It is a good night for it. “


    Kit nodded, biting her lower lip. Her tail brushed against his hand.


    * * *


    Evelyn watched her little boy and that filthy slattern from the shadows. Somehow, she had found him soon after that wretched woman had thrown her from the inn. Yes, God approved of her mission, but the timing had to be perfect. So she followed, and waited, and followed for a week. For a week, she watched that red-haired man peacock. Oh, she could see how much the man made her son jealous, but it all would end tonight. Just this morning she had decided and had let her horse run free. Enough time had passed. She was sure her terrible boy thought his mother dead. Tonight, she would surprise him.


    Her son walked away from the demon. Evelyn remembered her first encounter with it, long ago at the abbey. It was a tricky thing, hiding those ears. Evelyn feared the demon then, but that was before she knew God’s approval.


    The demon’s shoulders quivered and sobs drifted from her lips, but Evelyn was not fooled. Demons did not cry. Yes, tonight was best, for the sake of little Timmy’s soul. “I finally found you, my dirty boy. Liars and cheats and the devil cannot separate a son from a mother’s love,” she whispered.


    I will not let you do this. He needs to live his own life.


    “No!” Evelyn wanted to shout, to rage, but she kept her voice silent. “Tonight, we will save him before it is too late. Tonight, I will keep my promise.”


    Joseph will not want this.


    Evelyn ignored the mad voice and pulled her knife.


    * * *


    The night froze, and nothing stirred. Even the stars looked frozen in the clear sky. Timothy let his legs and mind wander through the woods. He stuffed his hands into his coat. The gnarled trees spoke of solidity and peace. He hoped the trees heralded the future. He couldn’t guess what they would find at Belafonte. Maybe he could convince Kit to continue to travel east. There was much to see. Already, he was farther from home than he had ever thought he would go. It was funny how Kit’s home pulled Timothy away from his.


    Leaves crunched.


    Icy sharpness pressed against his throat. Timothy managed a wordless yell before a thin, strong hand closed around his mouth.


    “Tonight your dad is waiting, my baby boy.” Evelyn’s voice warmed his ear.


    Damp warmth slithered down his throat.


    “I made him wait for so long! Too long! But we had to be clean to join him. I had to be ready. Joseph.”


    Even just swallowing threatened to lay his throat open. Instinct drove his hands to grab Evelyn’s wrist. The knife didn’t move. Evelyn’s arm might as well have been the trunk of an oak. He thought he had gained back most of his strength!


    His mother didn’t seem to notice his struggle. “No! What I do is good. We will be in heaven. You are wrong! Wrong! Clean. I am clean and you are a dirty voice in my mind. Insane!”


    Timothy heaved with all his strength. The knife pulled away from his skin. A hair. A knuckle.


    * * *


    I will not let you harm him, the mad voice shouted in Evelyn’s mind.


    “Shut up!” Evelyn shouted. “You are always there telling me what to do. Not now. Tonight we will go see Joseph! He is waiting. I will keep my promise.” Timmy was so weak from all the sin burned out of him. If only that voice would get out of her way, she could send her son home.


    Evelyn growled and demanded her arm to obey. It shook with the effort. It didn’t matter if she had to fight both her sinful son and the mad woman inside her head. A mother did what she had to do. For her child’s sake.


    For my child’s sake.


    * * *


    Evelyn’s arm moved back and forth in his grip. The blade plunged close despite Timothy focusing everything on keeping the knife away. Suddenly, the knife pulled back.


    His mother’s face twisted as she raged. “Stop getting in my way! Mad voice. Devil! Give me my arm back, promise breaker.”


    A dim part of Timothy’s mind wondered just who she was speaking to. His arm shook from keeping the sharp edge from his skin. If he let go, he just might end up seeing if this Joseph—his father?—really was waiting for him. He managed to force her arm a little farther. Evelyn’s fingers clawed into his cheeks.


    “Of course he wants to go! Joseph never saw my little Timmy. Timmy will want to be with his mother! He should be clean enough now. He was sick. Burned it out of him. Burned some of it out of me. I am not worthy of Joseph, yet he was kind to me. Kind to us! You don’t deserve it. You always hound me. Bite me. Question me. Hate me.”


    Her hand slipped from Timothy’s mouth. He tried to yell, but his throat clenched with fear. His arms burned from keeping the knife away. He would never have guessed his mother’s thin arms held such strength. All those years of washing gave her muscles to rival a swordsman.


    “I am excited too. I cannot go first. It would be selfish, my dear. But I will follow soon. Mother is never far from you my filthy, troublesome boy. Mama keeps her promises.” Evelyn stroked his hair.


    The knife started to edge closer. Timothy could feel his arms giving out. If only Kit had made me walk on my hands for the week! A half sob, half laugh escaped.


    Timothy saw a whirl of motion in the corner of his vision. A heartbeat later the woods around him tilted. The ground drove his breath from his lungs, and silver spots flickered in his vision. Stars flickered through the few stubborn leaves defying their fate.


    He rolled to his side, gasping for air. A flurry of red and black rolled just a few feet away. Steel gleamed and disappeared. A white-ended tail flicked and disappeared.


    “Demon! I will clean you! Joseph. Joseph!” Evelyn rolled on top. A fist smashed into Kit’s face. Once. Twice.


    Kit grunted and heaved Evelyn back to the leaves. Her ears lay flat against her head.


    Timothy pushed himself up. His arms shook under his weight. He had to stop them. He had to—


    Evelyn rolled to the top. She held the knife up in two hands. Kit growled and clawed at Evelyn’s face. “Tonight. Tonight. Tonight.” Evelyn chanted. “Joseph!”


    The knife fell. A heartbeat. An eternity.


    Somehow, Kit caught Evelyn’s wrist and twisted the knife away. The tip of the blade pointed at Evelyn’s chest. Evelyn cursed, and her left hand grabbed her wrist. Kit’s tail lashed, and her free fist smashed into the side of Evelyn’s face. The two rolled. Metal caught the moonlight. Kit twisted around and on Evelyn’s back. She slammed the woman’s face into the ground. Timothy’s mother jerked. Kit smashed Evelyn’s face deep into the soil.


    “Stop, Kit.” Timothy lurched to his feet. “Stop it!”


    Kit crushed Evelyn’s head into the ground twice more before he reached her. He grabbed her shoulder. Leaves and twigs matted her hair and tail. She struggled against him for a moment before her eyes regained focus.


    Kit gasped, rolled off Timothy’s mother, and turned her over.


    Evelyn lay still.


    Kit leapt at Timothy. “Oh, Timothy! Don’t look.” She wrapped her arms around him and turned him away. “I didn’t mean—”


    Timothy pushed her away and gazed at his mother.


    Her right hand gripped the hilt of the knife. The left hand grasped the knife hand’s wrist. The blood on her chest looked like a rose. She liked roses, didn’t she? Timothy didn’t know. Evelyn wasn’t his mother. Aunt Mae was more his mother than this woman. This woman was just some mad woman who cleaned too much. She was just some mad woman who cried out in the middle of the night about broken promises. Evelyn’s blank hazel gaze stared at him without accusation. Timothy didn’t remember the wrinkles around those eyes. Her lips curved into a smile. Timothy never saw a peaceful smile on his mother’s face. Maybe she was seeing her Joseph.


    Kit wrapped her arm around him. He stroked her hair as she stroked his back. He felt like he should feel something. Mostly, he felt numb. She was his mother, yet not. He should feel something, shouldn’t he?


    “You really need to comb your hair,” he said.


    Kit looked up and frowned. Her cheek was going to be purple in the morning. Sweat and tears cut through the dirt. “You are bleeding!” She ran her fingers over his neck.


    “I am fine.” He looked at his mother. “I am fine.”


    Kit’s ears twitched. “I hear Daeric and Yuzu. You are not fine, muttonhead.”


    She pushed back and regarded him with hands on her hips.


    “Really. I am fine,” he said. “She was my mother, but she wasn’t really. I didn’t know her very well. She was only the crazy lady who—”


    Kit’s slap shattered Timothy’s vision. “She was your mother! Your mother, Timothy. I killed your mother.”


    Timothy felt tears in his eyes. Kit really did have an arm on her. Her words rang in his ears: I killed your mother.


    “It wouldn’t do for them to find me like this.” Kit’s tail lashed. Tears choked her voice. “I will see you in the tent.” She turned and shot a concerned look over her shoulder before disappearing into the darkness.


    Yuzu and Daeric crashed into the small clearing a moment later. Daeric held a long knife, and Yuzu held a stoat stick. They stopped when they saw Timothy.


    Yuzu stumbled back with a hand over her mouth. Her eyes locked on the knife in Evelyn’s chest. “Who—”


    “My mother,” Timothy choked on the words, “tried to kill me.”


    Daeric looked at Timothy. Timothy thought it was the first time the man actually saw him. His brow drew down, and his hand tensed. “Almost did from the looks of you.”


    “I need…” What did he need?


    Yuzu stared at Timothy, and her brow knitted. Why are her eyes wet?


    “I don’t know where Sis is, but you—Daeric, take care of things.” Yuzu grabbed Timothy’s hand and pulled him toward the camp. Daeric said something, but Timothy didn’t know what it was.


    Timothy followed in a numb haze. Kit really did have an arm on her. His eyes still watered.


    “Seriously, Big Sis, where are you?” Yuzu asked.


    Timothy followed on wooden legs. Their pair of tents dominated the tiny camp. Smoldering coals of the campfire offered a dim red glow. Kit sat outside one of the tents with her skirts fanned around her.


    “There you are, Sister,” Yuzu said. “Where were you? Something happened. Timothy says—”


    “I know what happened,” Kit said. “Mind giving us some time, Yuzu?”


    Yuzu nodded and gave Timothy a frightened, concerned look. “I will help Daeric with…with…” She shook her head and backed away.


    Really, I am fine.


    “I’m sorry. So sorry. Come here.” Kit held her hands out. “I didn’t mean—”


    “You had to. She would have…Evelyn would have…” Timothy’s throat squeezed the words.


    “So you are not—” Kit’s outstretched arms quivered.


    “I’m…” He collapsed to the ground, and his head fell into her lap. He tried to say he was all right, but no words came. Tears slid down his cheeks.


    He wanted to tell her she had too strong an arm. That she did what she had to do. That he did not blame her. That Evelyn wasn’t really a mother.


    No words came.


    Her hands stroked his hair. She cooed soothing sounds. A dam he didn’t know existed broke. Years of memories flooded and surged.


    Evelyn tending his scraped knee. Aunt Mae comforting him after Evelyn’s first mad rant. Soft hazel eyes and stern hands. Sharing honey rolls. Evelyn pushing him away. Aunt Mae stopping Evelyn from beating him. Memories of Honheim, still too fresh, added to the maelstrom. He felt fear. Fear he had hurt Kit. Regret that he didn’t feel more for those who had died. Regret for not being able to save Evelyn from her madness.


    Kit’s hands and voice anchored him against the torrent. “I am here, my shepherd.”
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