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 Chapter 1

______________

 


The setting sun cast long red stripes across
the wall of the tiny stone apothecary. Rowena watched them sink
lower as she ground the pestle into the stone mortar bowl, crushing
the fragrant mindock leaves to powder. Soon she'd have to light a
candle in order to see. She clenched her teeth and worked
faster.

The apothecary was housed in a small stone
building, cold in summer and frigid in winter. Bundles of dried
herbs hung from the rafters, and neat wooden shelves along the
walls held dozens of cloth packages—medicines for common ailments,
teas, and various spices—each labeled and sorted.

Rowena had spent the previous day gathering
herbs from the woods outside the city gate, supplemented with more
from her tiny patch of garden behind the shop. Today was grinding
day, and she feared that her hand was permanently curled around the
pestle's wooden handle.

The front window showed her a fine view of
the street outside. Her shop, despite its modest size, occupied a
prime spot on the main road to the Lyedyn City gates, and all day
people surged to and fro, on foot or in carriages, on business in
the city and the neighboring towns. Often a person in a hurry would
run by on all fours, carrying a bundle of clothing in their wolfish
jaws. Rowena averted her eyes whenever this occurred.

As the sun slipped behind the houses and
trees, gloom filled the shop. Rowena pounded on, eyes screwed shut
against the headache teasing at the base of her skull. A candle
would have relieved her eye strain, but it cast shadows. When her
sickness was coming on, things came out of the shadows that she
preferred not to see.

Footsteps scuffed at the back door, and the
latch lifted. The aroma of fresh bread swirled in, followed by her
brother Andrew who carried a linen sack with two crusty loaves
protruding from the top. He hesitated in the doorway, gazing into
the darkness, the dusk's blue light flowing around his thin frame.
"Ro?"

"In here." Rowena reached for her flint
striker and lit the tallow candle. The yellow light illuminated the
shop, casting skeletal shadows from the bundles of herbs hanging
from the roof. She smiled at Andrew, keeping her eyes from the
dancing shapes.

He pulled up a stool and sat beside her at
the dented table. "John gave me the day-old bread. And look what
else!" He pulled out a tiny jar of fresh fruit preserves. It glowed
a warm gold in the candle light.

Rowena stared at the delicacy, and her mouth
watered. "Where did you get that?"

"Mistress Loretta was trying to use up the
last of the season's peaches, and she gave me this. In exchange,
she asked for some of your joint liniment."

Rowena's anxiety over the cost faded. She'd
made a fresh batch of liniment that Monday, for as summer changed
to fall, many people complained of aching joints.

She poured the ground herbs into a bag, then
went to the cold stove in the corner and lifted a small pot.
Beneath its lid was a strongly-brewed tea left in its leaves for a
full day. She poured this into two small wooden cups. "Bread, jam,
and tea! We'll have a party."

The bread vanished, smeared with the rich,
tart jam. The tea eased Rowena's headache, and the menace faded
from the shadows around them. For a time it was simply her and her
brother, laughing and talking as they had as children. Andrew told
her of his running jokes with the miller, complained about the
price of flour, and spoke eagerly of the end of his apprenticeship.
"Only six more months, Ro! Then I'll become a baker and earn a
wage." His cheerful hazel eyes turned to her, and his smile faded.
"What of your plans?"

She nodded, gazing at her hands. Animal bite
scars formed overlapping crescents across her knuckles and up her
wrists, where her sleeves concealed the rest. "I still intend to
see you settled. Business is picking up, and once I have enough
money saved, I'm leaving Grayton. I've heard that the land of
Franken is sunny and warm, and there's no ..." She nodded at the
dark windows.

Andrew gazed at his cup with a frown. His own
scars were concealed under his linen apprentice shirt—an anomaly in
a land of werewolves, where most wounds healed without a mark. "But
how will I get my tea without you?"

"It's mindock, surrage and widow's rag. They
grow along the roads as weeds. You can pick them yourself."

A loud knock at the front door disturbed
their conversation. Rowena rose, biting her lower lip. "I hope it's
not an emergency ... The smith's children have had fevers for two
days ..." She opened the door.

A young man in a shabby waistcoat and
breeches stood there, a tangle of straps and buckles in one hand.
His face had the reddened, puffy look of one who drank too much.
"Hello, Miss Haywood. And Mr. Haywood." He bowed to each of them,
then stepped inside and closed the door.

Rowena gnashed her teeth inwardly, and forced
a smile. "Mr. Frederick, what brings you here tonight?"

She had already paid rent for September, so
he couldn't have come to collect already. Surely he hadn't come to
propose marriage again—the idea made her stomach twist. She studied
the tangle of leather straps. "I do hope you didn't need a harness
mended."

He gave a barking laugh that was far too loud
for the small room. "Oh no! I brought this as a gift for you." He
gazed at her with blue eyes as shallow as a serving platter.

She took the harness with two fingers and set
it on the table. "Well. Words fail me, sir. I have no horse."

"It is not for a horse! It is for a wolf. Let
me show you." Frederick pulled off his waistcoat.

Panic seized Rowena and she snatched at his
coat as if to force it back on. "Oh no, please, don't transform in
here! There is no room!"

He hesitated, halfway through unbuttoning his
sleeves. "Really, it's no trouble. The harness fits me beautifully,
and I can adjust it to fit you."

Rowena and Andrew shared a horrified look.
"Oh, I believe you, sir," she stammered. "But I do not wish to
remove my clothing before two men. I will adjust the fit
myself."

Frederick shrugged, and fixed his sleeves.
"Suit yourself, ma'am. It strikes me that I have never seen you
fully transformed. Do you not use your animal form often?"

Rowena shook her head. "No sir. I've seen the
crippling disease afflict those who turn often, and I had no wish
for that."

"But it's easily corrected with a bit of
magic," Frederick replied. "I should like to see your wolf
someday." He smiled and fluttered his eyelashes like a woman. "It's
a beautiful animal, I dare say."

"Truly," Rowena replied in a flat voice. Her
skin crawled at his presence, and the room felt as if it had shrunk
to the size of a wagon.

Frederick ran a dismissive hand along the
dusty stone windowsill. "If you'd consent to marry me, I would
write off your father's debts."

Heat flowed into Rowena's face and hands, and
her heart beat in her throat. "Sir," she said, struggling to keep
her voice even, "we have discussed this, and my answer remains
no."

Frederick grinned rakishly. "Come now, my
dear. I am young, titled, and unattached. We could move to the
sunny south and start a new life, two werewolves in love."

It was so much like her own dream that Rowena
felt the faint desire to retch. If this conversation lasted much
longer, the desire would become reality. Behind her, Andrew
remained seated, but one of his hands had closed on the heavy
pestle.

Rowena opened the front door. "Thank you for
your visit, Mr. Frederick. I will put the harness to good use."

"Think about my offer," he said with a wink.
"Goodnight, Miss Haywood."

She closed the door harder than she meant to,
and slid the bolt home as if delivering a blow to Frederick's
chin.

Andrew returned the pestle to the stone bowl.
"If he offers to harm you, sister, I will beat his brains in."

"Don't talk nonsense," she snapped, returning
to the table. "He is a werewolf. If word ever gets out that we are
not ..." She held up her scarred hands. "We must get out of this
wretched city."

"You may think that," Andrew replied, "but I
like it here. Now that King Charles has opened the gates, trade
goods are flowing in. People have money to spend again."

Rowena gulped the rest of her bitter tea. She
could not explain how this walled land, this shop, and Frederick
were like ever-tightening nooses around her neck. Andrew had a
bright future ahead of him creating the baked goods he loved so
much—but Rowena had been reduced to accepting a bowl of soup at the
charity house three times a week.

Andrew pushed back his chair and stood. "I'd
better be getting back or Master John will have my head for not
setting tomorrow's sponge. Goodnight, Ro." He slipped out the back
door.

She locked the door behind him, then tidied
up from their small dinner. Her insides continued to nag her with
hunger, but she drank a cup of water and tried to ignore it. Hunger
was its own trap that she could not escape: her constant, dreary
companion. Every penny she earned went toward rent.

As business improved, she could save up extra
and move away. Each rent payment contributed toward diminishing her
father's debts, but there were many thousands yet owed to
Frederick's estate.

Rowena carried her candle upstairs to the
tiny room above the shop. It was big enough to contain a narrow bed
and the trunk where she stored her few belongings. She combed her
thin reddish hair, and was glad that she had no mirror. Tooth marks
scored her face in small, puckered crags, ranging up her right
cheek into her scalp—she felt them as she washed. She was fortunate
the monster had spared her eye.

She had been bitten enough to turn ten
men—yet she had never turned. Neither had Andrew. It was their
alarming secret, and often they had debated—why? What about them
kept the curse from taking hold?

The question troubled her as she undressed
and crawled into the chilly bed. Perhaps one day, as children were
born outside the curse, the werewolf generation would die, and the
land of Grayton would once more be inhabited by humans.

Perhaps money would rain from the sky, and
she would sprout wings and fly from here.

She blew out the candle. Darkness enfolded
her, as impenetrable and oppressive as the walls imprisoning her
soul.


 


 


 Chapter 2

______________

 


At dawn the next morning, Rowena rose and
hauled water from the pump in the town square, where the other
young women were doing the same thing. She filled two buckets and
attached them to a carrying yoke over her shoulders. One bucket
went to water her herb garden, while the other refilled the shop's
water jug.

As she was chewing through a cold baked
potato for breakfast, footsteps clacked on the front step, and
someone knocked. Rowena shoved the potato into her apron pocket and
hurried to unbolt the door.

A lordly gentleman stood there, dressed in a
fine blue waistcoat with gold buttons, and doeskin trousers. His
black boots were polished to a mirror finish. He had sand-colored
hair, and the type of sharp, intelligent face of a man accustomed
to the upper echelons of business.

Rowena curtsied, conscious of her smudged
hands and damp skirt. "Welcome, sir. What may I do for you?"

His gaze roamed the shelves with the
intensity of a magnifying glass. "Do you perchance know what
carpensonia is?" His tone implied his doubts about her
education.

Rowena bristled. "Yes sir. It's known also by
its common name, which is cat's paw."

The gentleman graced her with a look that
took in her scars, her ragged hair, and her soiled skirt. "Well,
perhaps you aren't the idiot you appear. Have you any cat's paw?"
He said it with an arched eyebrow, as if he condescended to use the
common name.

Rowena could fake a smile to most customers,
but this man rattled her self-control. She raised a hand to her
cheek in mock horror. "Gracious me, I don't! But if you'll pay in
advance, I'll have some by closing time tonight."

The man's eyes narrowed, but he reached into
his waistcoat pocket and pulled out a handful of coins. Rowena
looked away, lest she be tempted to snatch such wealth and run to
the grocer's.

He held out three silver crescents. "Double
upon delivery. I need five ounces, powdered. Surely that will not
tax your formidable skills."

"Nay, sir, it is no trouble," she replied,
although she was aghast at the idea of locating five ounces of
cat's paw. "Will you stoop to coming yourself, or shall I expect a
servant?"

"Doubtless a servant," the man snorted. "I
have no need to visit this establishment more than once."

Rowena pulled out the slate and chalk where
she took down custom orders. As she wrote, she sensed the man's
attention fixed on her scarred hand. Blast, she should have donned
gloves. "What name should I put it down for?"

"Laurence Grayton." He spoke with a smirk,
awaiting her reaction.

Inwardly she shriveled with horror. Prince
Laurence Grayton, younger brother of Henry Grayton, who was heir to
the Grayton throne. While gossip held that Laurence studied alchemy
and magic, she had never expected him to set foot in her shop.

He wanted her to grovel for forgiveness,
perhaps kiss his shiny boots. She smiled instead. "How nice to meet
you, my liege. It is a pleasure to find that your education
included such important topics as the names of rare herbs."

His small, amused smile did not change. "One
could say the same of you, ma'am." He bowed from the waist with
exaggerated courtesy. "While it has been a pleasure trading barbs
with you, I have other business to attend to. With your
permission." He departed with the air of a man shaking dust from
his feet.

Rowena stood there with the heavy silver
coins weighing in her hand. This was half a month's rent, with the
rest coming tonight—if she could locate enough of the herb.

She hid the money beneath a loose brick
behind the stove, retrieved her gathering basket, changed the Open
sign to Closed, and hurried outside. First she would buy herself
the meal she had dreamed of for weeks—then she would spend the day
gathering cat's paw from the few spots where it grew. No matter how
long it took, she would have the correct amount by nightfall.

 


***

 


Laurence returned to the market square, where
his two-wheeled gig awaited him, pulled by a sleek palomino. He
stroked her golden nose and stepped into the gig's box.

His man servant, James Francis, clucked to
the horse and they drove off at a smart clip. "Any success, my
lord?"

"I found a girl who had actually heard of
carpensonia, so it's progress," Laurence replied. "The minx claimed
she'd have the full amount by tonight. I offered her six crescents,
but I doubt that I will part with so much."

They halted a few minutes later to pick up
another gentleman, who stood outside a larger herb shop, waiting
for them. He climbed into the gig, puffing, battling his own girth.
He extracted a handkerchief and mopped his balding forehead,
although the sun had not yet warmed the autumn air beyond its
morning coolness.

"Any luck, Bernard?" Laurence asked.

Bernard shook his head. "The herbalist said
that they'd been sold out of carpensonia for some time. I have my
doubts he knew what I was talking about. What of your efforts?"

Laurence's mouth twisted. "A girl claimed to
know where to get some, but I have my reservations."

Bernard snorted. "You must conquer this
insufferable disdain for women, your highness. Her gender is no
evidence of her mental faculties. My wife Charlotte possesses a
mind sharp enough to cut oneself upon."

"The girl was nothing but a peasant,"
Laurence said with a dismissive wave of his hand. "Filthy dress and
hands, terribly scarred. She's in no danger of attracting any man's
attention."

Francis looked at both of them, his hands
busy with the reins. "Scarred, sir? That cannot be."

"What sort of scars, Laurence?" Bernard said,
leaning back to see around Francis.

Laurence frowned. He had attached no
significance to the girl's disfigured appearance until now.
"Definitely tooth marks. Face and hands alike."

"Werewolf?"

"Certainly."

The three men exchanged a puzzled glance.
Bernard shook his head. "The bites heal upon the first
transformation, leaving no marks. Could it be that this girl has
never transformed?"

Laurence leaned back in his seat.
"Impossible. We have been under the curse two years, and no one can
fight the transformation that long."

Francis offered, "Perhaps a wild animal set
upon her while she was gathering herbs. Sometimes such wounds take
a month or two to disappear."

"Yes," Laurence replied, who was sick of
discussing the girl. "Obviously. Now, once we have the carpensonia,
we can set about brewing the next version of the elixir—"

Bernard nodded, but thumbed his lower lip, as
if deep in thought about other matters.

The gig turned a corner, and the Grayton
Palace came into sight. It had been built hundreds of years ago as
a stronghold against invaders from the nearby sea. It had been
remodeled since then, with glass windows, additional wings for
living space, and better ventilation.

They arrived back at the mage college, which
was a cheery building of orange marble, turrets at all four
corners, and a wide staircase to allow mages to sweep up and down
in their flowing black robes. Here the Alchemy Guild met to discuss
new types of potions, and the mages practiced their elemental
magic. There was much crossover between the two—Laurence divided
his time between studying various curse treatments, and practicing
small spells such as conjuring and obscuring. The castle loomed
behind it, somber gray, a testament
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