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Jo would shut herself up in her room, put on her
scribbling suit, and “fall into a vortex.”


Illustrations


•  •  •

Jo would shut herself up in her room, put on her scribbling suit, and “fall into a vortex.”

The beast’s enormous teeth were bared and dripped foam that was hot when it fell onto his skin.

If there was a full moon in the sky, there would be werewolves aplenty on the grounds.

“We never feared the battlefield werewolves. They had piles of amputated limbs to pick at.”

He cried out only once as the werewolf tore away a fragment of his shoulder.

He couldn’t tear himself free of the waiting bones.

She cowered there on the floor, wishing she had not been so insistent on witnessing these games.

The distraught men gathered the bones reverently.



FROM THE OFFICE OF
WELLS PUBLICATIONS
New York, New York



APRIL 1, 1868

My Dear Miss Alcott,

This novel, as is, has a peculiar flavor, which I do not think will suit the frail palates of women readers. Your vibrant description of war amputees being pursued and felled by salivating, monstrous creatures was nearly enough to send this hale man into a swoon; I can little imagine there to be many women with the vigor and stamina necessary to survive this tale of Little Women and Werewolves.

I do, however, find the story of the sisters to be pleasing, appealing, and appropriate. Should you care to have this manuscript reconsidered for publication, expand upon the sisters and extract the werewolves and other unsavory themes.

One last note: If this has been submitted in jest, I heartily applaud your humor.

Very Truly Yours,
MANDRAKE WELLS




Author’s Note
•  •  •

MS. BARNARD WAS ODD; A SEVERE AND RIGID LADY with a great deal of hair who read rabidly and usually devoured several books a week. She obviously preferred books to people, blustering into and out of the library with a mute scowl, and as we shared a passion for literary and historical fiction, I was the only librarian to whom she spoke, and then, only about books. Even though librarians often receive small tokens of appreciation from patrons, I was immensely surprised when, before moving to a nursing facility, Ms. Barnard bequeathed to me a smelly cardboard box full of yellowed books. Actually, there were books on top, but below the crumbling volumes nestled a very old manuscript, tied together with a faded, ancient blue ribbon. Below that was an assortment of dried insect husks and a mummified mouse.

I very much enjoyed the manuscript, but I did not believe Little Women and Werewolves was really Louisa May Alcott’s original version of Little Women until I finished it, turned the last page, and found the rejection letter from Mandrake Wells. It was then I remembered having read that Louisa May Alcott preferred writing Gothic pieces and mysteries. Little Women was ultimately published by Thomas Niles of Roberts Brothers, so Louisa May obviously did not approve of Mr. Wells’s condescending tone, and so took his advice but sent the rewritten book to a different editor.

Sadly, as the box had sat in my car and then the garage for months before I dug through it, Ms. Barnard was deceased by the time I found the manuscript. And so I dedicate this book to the memory of Ms. A. M. Barnard, and of Blitzkrieg, who was my own handsome, loyal, and beloved werewolf.


CHAPTER 1
•  •  •
Pouting Pilgrims

“CHRISTMAS NIGHT WILL HAVE A FULL MOON, SO ON TOP of no presents, we can’t go out,” grumbled Jo, lying on the rug. “It’s fortunate we thought to have a Christmas play, so we could invite friends to stay overnight, or it would have been completely ruined.”

“It’s so dreadful to be poor! And it’s a horror to have no father or brothers about to do heavy chores and protect us from the werewolves,” sighed Meg, rubbing at a spot on her old dress with her thumb.

“Yes, I don’t think it’s fair for some girls to have lots of pretty things and other girls nothing at all,” declared little Amy, with an injured sniff.

“We’ve got Mother, and each other, anyhow,” said Beth contentedly from her corner. “And we can protect ourselves. Besides, Father is as sad as we that he cannot be here with us. And what does it matter that some girls have lovely clothes when they, just like us, must stay inside during a full moon? Remember that many of them don’t even have sisters, so they must shiver all alone in their pretty boots as they listen to the werewolves howl.”

Elizabeth, or Beth, as everyone called her, was a rosy, smooth-haired, bright-eyed girl of thirteen who spoke in a soft voice, had a shy manner, a timid voice, and a peaceful expression. Her father called her just that, “Little Tranquility,” since she kept herself happy and safe, beyond the boundaries where harsh reality could invade, within her own little world.

The four young faces on which the firelight shone brightened at the cheerful words but darkened again when Jo said sadly: “No matter where he wants to be, the fact is we will have no father here for Christmas, and we shall not have him as long as this terrible war goes on.”

“He would want us to be merry,” Beth pointed out. “And we each have a dollar to spend for the occasion.”

“We can do little with that, and I would hardly want to, with such suffering going on all around us,” Meg said, trying to push from her mind all the pretty things she wanted. Meg, or Margaret, was the oldest sister: sixteen, and very pretty, being plump and fair, with plenty of soft brown hair, a sweet mouth, and white hands of which she was rather vain.

“I can do a lot with it. I can buy a new book, maybe two,” Jo said. She was fifteen, very tall, thin, and brown, and brought to mind a new colt trying to learn how to use its long limbs. Her features battled with one another: a firm, set mouth, a comical nose, and sharp gray eyes that were by turns fierce, funny, or thoughtful. Her long, thick chestnut hair was her one beauty, but it was usually bundled into a net, to be out of her way.

“I planned to spend mine on new music,” said Beth with a smile, a lovely tune playing in her head.

“I shall get a nice box of Faber’s drawing pencils; I really need them,” said Amy decidedly. Amy was the youngest. She had icy blue eyes and yellow hair that curled on her shoulders; pale and slender, she always carried herself like a young lady mindful of her manners.

“I have earned a treat, spending my days teaching those dreadful children,” began Meg, in the complaining tone again.

“You don’t have half such a hard time as I do,” said Jo. “How would you like to be shut up for hours with a nervous, fussy old lady, who keeps you trotting, is never satisfied, and worries you till you’re ready to fly out of the window or box her ears?” It was her lot to spend her days reading to Aunt March, her father’s wealthy and grouchy widowed aunt.

“It’s naughty to fret, but I do think washing and cleaning is the worst work of all. It makes me cross, and my hands are as rough as a man’s. I would so like to have soft hands when I sit at the piano and play,” Beth said, looking down at her work-reddened hands.

“I don’t believe that any of you suffer as I do,” cried Amy; “for you don’t have to go to school with impertinent girls, who tease me when I don’t know my lessons, injure me because my coat is worn, stare at my ugly nose, and think their father better than mine because of the contents of his wallet,” cried Amy.

“You certainly mean insult rather than injure, don’t you?” Jo laughed. “It isn’t as if they blacken your eyes, or rip the flesh from your bones like the werewolves would if they could get their sharp teeth around your throat.”

“I know what I mean, and I am correct in saying they injure me. It is in the figurative sense. It’s proper to use good words, and improve your vocabulary,” returned Amy with dignity.

“Don’t fight your own war within these walls when true war rages outside them,” scolded Meg.

“But Jo does use such slang words, as if she were from the lowest of classes,” observed Amy. Hearing that, Jo sat up and began to whistle.

“Don’t, Jo; it’s so boyish!”

“That’s why I do it.”

“I suppose you also howl like the werewolves.”

Jo raised her face to the ceiling and let out a low and fierce howl.

“I detest rude, unladylike girls.”

“I hate affected, niminy-piminy chits.”

“Foxes sharing a den agree,” sang Beth, the peacemaker, with such a fearsome but funny face that both sharp voices softened to a laugh.

“Really, girls, you are both to be blamed,” said Meg, beginning to lecture in her elder-sisterly fashion. “Jo, you could be concentrating on being a young lady, especially as you have grown so tall and look like one with your hair worn up.”

“I ain’t one! And if I look like a lady with my hair up, I shall wear it down till I’m twenty,” Jo cried, pulling down her hair so the chestnut-colored locks fell over her shoulders and down her back. “It’s bad enough to be a girl, anyway, when I like the work and play of boys, and have little time to worry about such things as manners. Why, I should be off fighting with Father, but instead have to stay home and knit like a poky old drooling woman. At least my socks get to see battle.” She shook the blue army sock hanging from the end of her knitting needle till the needles rattled like castanets.

“It is your burden to bear, so make the best of it,” said Beth, stroking her sister’s hair. “Fight werewolves, not your own sister, if you want to fight so badly.”

“As for you, Amy, you are altogether too particular and prim,” continued Meg. “Jo may assume the part of the wolf in our family, but you’ll grow up an affected little goose if you don’t take care.”

“If we have a wolf and a goose, then what am I, please?” Beth asked.

“A dear, and nothing more,” answered Meg warmly; and no one contradicted her. Nobody mentioned aloud that Beth was their mouse, the meek pet of the family, kept carefully caged for her own safety.

The snow fell softly outside as the sisters knit their blue socks for the fighting soldiers. The girls’ father had once been wealthy but had lost a great deal of money, so they were not fully accepted by either the rich or the poor young people in town, but the sisters had, in one another, all the friendship, diversion, and caring they needed. The carpet and furniture in the house were old and well worn, yet it was a comfortable home filled with the warmth of the fire and the scent of Christmas roses that bloomed on the windowsill.

The clock struck the hour of six, and Beth put a pair of slippers by the fire so their mother would have a warm pair to slip into when she returned home. “These are so worn,” she said, holding them out toward her sisters. “I think I’ll buy Marmee a new pair with my dollar.”

“No, I shall!” cried Amy.

“I’m the oldest,” Meg began.

“But I am the man of the family, with our dear father gone, so I shall provide the slippers. It was me that Father asked to take care of Mother while he was away,” Jo said.

“Let’s each get her something for Christmas!” Beth exclaimed. “We don’t really need to get anything for ourselves.”

“But what would we get?” asked Jo.

They thought for a moment, and then suddenly began spilling out ideas.

“A pair of gloves!” Meg announced.

“Army shoes, or perhaps boots, for the nights she insists on standing guard defending us against werewolves,” Jo said. “Or, even better for those nights, a pocket knife with a sharp and ready blade made of real silver.”

“A small bottle of cologne doesn’t cost much, so I could also buy myself a few pencils,” Amy added.

“We can shop tomorrow afternoon. Marmee will think we’re going to buy things for ourselves. There is so much to do yet for our Christmas play, but I can think about it and plan it in my head while we walk,” Jo said, pacing the room, back and forth, back and forth.

“This is my last year acting. I am really too old, even now, to be doing so,” observed Meg, who was as much a child as ever about “dressing up” frolics.

“I’ll believe you are stopping when I see it,” Jo said. “You are our best actress, and our productions will end if you quit the boards.”

“What play will we do, Jo?”

“Mine,” Jo replied, trying not to appear too boastful. “The one I wrote. The Werewolf Curse: An Operatic Tragedy is perfect for the occasion.”

“Oh, yes, Jo! It will be perfect.” Beth sighed, thinking her sister gifted with wonderful genius in all things.

“And I shall play the fiercest werewolf that ever lived!” Jo marched about the room, teeth bared and fingers curled into claws, as her sisters shrieked and laughed.

“How nice to see my girls so merry!” Marmee said, stepping into the room. Although not elegantly dressed, she was tall, had a noble air, and her girls thought her the most splendid mother on earth.

“You look tired, or sad, Marmee,” Meg said.

“I was helping at the clinic, as you know, and the Brigade stormed in and took three women, three patients away.”

“The Brigade!” Jo cried. “I thought they disbanded due to the war.”

“When the men went off to fight, it certainly appeared that way. But now there are women rising up to fight, as they call it, ‘the threat of werewolves among us,’ and a war hero leads them, one who was injured and sent home, but with a hunger for battle still in his heart. He and others returning from the war are reviving the Brigade with alarming swiftness.”

“Did they accuse all three of those women of being werewolves?” Amy asked, eyes wide.

“They said two were werewolves and the other a werewolf sympathizer. One had an infected wound, and they produced a knife said to have cut into a werewolf as it attacked, and they swore it a perfect match to her wound, although I did not think it was, and I said as much.”

“I’m glad the clinic is so far from us if that’s where werewolves take refuge,” Amy said with a sigh.

“But there is no proof they are what they are accused of being. And you’re safe here, Amy, just as we have always told you. I know you fear the werewolves more than anything else on this earth, but you are well protected, my child,” Marmee said as she smoothed her youngest daughter’s hair.

“And the other women?” Jo asked. “What was the Brigade’s case against them?”

“The other accused of being a werewolf had a weak infant, and we all know pure werewolves, those born of both werewolf mothers and fathers, languish during their first few years. But hunger and poverty also cause infant weakness, a fact the Brigade chose to ignore completely.”

“What of the sympathizer?”

“I have no idea what evidence they had against that woman. They took her out by her hair as she kicked, cried, and screamed; but what is saddest is that sometime during the mêlée, the ailing infant perished. It is so unfair that they continue to lay blame only at the feet of the poor; I cannot recall a time that a wealthy person was executed as either a werewolf or a werewolf sympathizer. Oh, but the Brigade frightened us all, stomping about in those horrible breastplates and helmets, and I saw absolutely that some of them were women. The whole affair was surely as brutal and inhuman as anything on the war’s battlefields.”

“We are all so helpless against that foul Brigade, it’s a wonder they have amassed such great support,” Meg said.

“People are afraid, and they are selfish. They cannot see what it’s like to be another, to live as a werewolf with a need for human meat. And because they are the werewolves’ prey, they vilify the poor creatures and view them as purely evil. I think, although most citizens disapprove of the Brigade’s tactics, they yet view it as necessary.”

“If only the whole world had Father’s generous outlook!” Beth exclaimed.

“If that were the case, he would be here by our sides because there would be no war either against werewolves or against each other,” said Marmee.

“Come warm yourself by the fire, Mother,” Meg suggested.

Marmee nodded and held her hands out toward the comforting flames of the hearth. “I reminded the Brigade that it was nearly Christmas, but they turned the table and reminded me of the woman slaughtered and eaten last month who had children of her own left behind and alone for Christmas. But I then spoke up once more to add that they would be quite busy if they wished to rid us of werewolves completely, for with so many gone in the war, a full one-quarter of our population are now werewolves, rich as well as poor; of all ages and both men and women.”

“And what was their reaction then, Marmee?” asked Jo, inching forward to better hear and memorize her mother’s tale of confrontation.

“They differed, as expected, saying that nowhere near that many werewolves exist, but there were many others present who believed my figures accurate. No one in that room could remember a time when there were no werewolves among us; some recalled even long-dead forebears relating their childhood memories of bolting their doors on nights with full moons.”

“I overheard Father, just before he left, estimating that it was close to one-third of this town’s population who are werewolves,” said Beth.

“It can’t be that many!” Amy exclaimed.

Marmee glanced at her other daughters, and they all quickly assured Amy that the quoted numbers were inflated, although in their hearts they feared the numbers to be even higher.

“And the werewolves all live far from us, don’t they?” Amy questioned.

“They do, indeed,” Marmee said with a smile. “Just as we have always told you.”

“What happened then, Marmee?” Jo asked, wanting sorely to hear the remaining details of the story.

“The Brigade declared before everyone present that their newly formed band is true to the original goals established nearly one hundred years ago, and that they will hunt any and all werewolves, that privilege carries no weight in their eyes.”

“Privilege always carries weight,” said Meg with a heavy sigh as she looked down at the threadbare carpet.

“I like Father’s idea to school the werewolves in self-control so they might dampen their urges, just as we all learn to resist sin,” Jo said. “I believe it is an innovative concept, one that would prove meritorious, and might allow others to trust them more readily. As Father always said, man slaughters as swiftly as any werewolf. I feel the good sense of his words each time I walk past a butcher shop and see the hapless animal heads and body parts displayed and awaiting some family’s supper table. After all, everyone knows the unfortunate truth that werewolves must, occasionally, eat human meat and blood to be healthy and strong. Eating only animals, they will eventually wither and languish, sicken and die. Some allowances must surely be made for that.”

“Anyone who opens his mind and heart could see as much,” Marmee agreed, “and I am thankful your father is not here now to witness the Brigade’s atrocities. The dear man respects all life equally. He always did, and for that rare, compassionate stripe, I fell in love with him. For there have been instances when werewolves stopped suddenly in mid-attack, and we can only assume it was because they recognized their victim. They, like us, become what they are taught, so I, too, think education is essential.”

“But what of those victims not born werewolves? Those whom if they are bitten, but their hearts are not eaten, then become werewolves?”

“Well, they still live, so can learn. Live and pray and work and love, as we all do, except for that one short night each month. This wrathful contempt for werewolves is impious.”

“Speak no more of this, Marmee. Rather sit and relax,” Beth urged.

“Yes, I should.” Obviously fatigued, she sank into her chair as the girls bustled about and got the tea table ready. “We are all so tired out by this war, that little concern has been paid to the werewolves of late, yet the attacks are now greatly slowed. I much prefer to apply my efforts to helping the poor, not condemning them.”

Once everyone was sitting with tea or toast in hand, Mrs. March produced her prize—a letter from Mr. March.

“Father is quite a saint to go to war as a chaplain, although too old and weak to serve as a soldier,” Meg said.

“I would happily go as a drummer. Or perhaps a nurse, to cut off ruined limbs and throw them to the battlefield werewolves,” Jo said, sawing the air with her butter knife.

“Jo!” Four voices wailed in unison, pretty noses wrinkled with disgust.

Jo sighed. As usual, she had said the wrong thing.

Mr. March’s letter was filled with hope and cheer, and he sent his love to each of his “little women”; and each resolved in her soul to be all that Mr. March hoped to find in his girls when the year brought around the happy coming-home.

They all sat silently, sad and dismal, until Mrs. March broke the silence by reminding them of the Pilgrim’s Progress game they used to play, where they would put packs on their backs and pretend to travel the world. They would work their way up from the City of Destruction, which was in the cellar, to the Celestial City, which represented heaven, or eternal reward, on the roof, where a treat of cake and milk awaited the good pilgrims who had survived the valley of the hobgoblins, fighting Apollyon and sneaking past the two roaring lions who tested their faith.

“Now, my little pilgrims,” said Mrs. March, “suppose you begin again, not in play, but in earnest, and see how far on you can get before Father comes home. Look under your pillows in the morning, my dears, and you will find your guidebooks,” she added mysteriously, and would say no more.

They worked a couple of hours on their boring, but necessary, sewing, and then stood around the old, out-of-tune piano as Beth coaxed music from the yellowed keys. They sang together, as was their household custom each evening, Marmee’s rich, beautiful voice leading her girls through the tunes, and then they all went contently off to bed with their lullaby yet wafting through their heads.


CHAPTER 2
•  •  •
A Christmas Show

JO WAS THE FIRST TO WAKE IN THE GRAY DAWN OF CHRISTMAS morning. No stockings hung at the fireplace, and she should have anticipated as much, but her memory still teased her with Christmases past when they each received a sock crammed with goodies. Things were very different now.

Jo suddenly recalled Marmee’s words and dug beneath her pillow, unearthing a crimson-covered book. Pilgrim’s Progress! It was a wonderful old story about the best life ever lived, and a true guide for any and all pilgrims during their life’s journey. When the girls were younger, the book was their daily focus, but as they grew older, they referred to it less and less. Jo understood Marmee’s intent in gifting them each with a copy, for one should not grow too far from righteousness. Meg woke next to find a green-covered edition, Beth found hers dove-colored, and Amy’s was bound in blue. They sat discussing the story while the east grew rosy with the coming day. When they trudged downstairs to wish a merry Christmas to their dear mother, they found only Hannah, who had lived with the family since Meg was born and was considered more a friend than a servant. She told them their mother had rushed off to help some poor creature who had come begging. “She run straight off to see what was needed.”

They decided to have everything ready for her return and assembled a basket with all their presents. They heard the door slam and quickly hid it, but found it was only Amy, who, after reading a bit of Pilgrim’s Progress, felt guilty and went to exchange the small bottle of cologne she had purchased for a larger size for her dearest Marmee.

The street door slammed again and they all hurried to greet their mother, eager for the breakfast whose aroma made their stomachs rumble with want. “Merry Christmas, Marmee! Thank you for the books!” they all cried.

“Merry Christmas, little daughters! Before we sit down, I want to tell you about a poor woman with a brand-new baby and six hungry children not far from here. They are cold and in need, and my only wish for Christmas is that you give them your fine breakfast as a Christmas present and content yourselves with our usual milk and bread for your own Christmas feast.”

The hungry girls wanted to protest, but knew their mother only wanted them to do what was right. For a minute no one spoke; then Jo exclaimed impetuously, “I’m so glad you came before we began to eat!”

All the girls began to pack up the food to carry it, in a small, ragged procession, to the hungry family.

As they started down the path from their home, Jo looked to one side and saw a handsome young man, the Laurence boy, the grandson of the man who owned the fine estate next to their house. She lifted her chin in greeting, her hands being too full to wave. A lovely smile blossomed across the boy’s face and the others called out wishes of a merry Christmas to him.

“I wonder why such a handsome boy keeps so much to himself,” Jo mused aloud.

“He and his grandfather have always done so,” said Marmee. “The old man keeps his mind on his business and a strict rein on his grandson. Those are people with much to lose, for, as we well know, it is hard work not just in making a fortune, but also in the keeping of it.”

“It’s our poor luck to live next to such a pair of hermits,” said Amy with a frown.

“I have often felt an aloof neighbor is preferable to a nosy one,” Marmee said, laughing.

The little parade reached their destination, and their hearts ached when they saw the bare, miserable room and the pale, wide-eyed children dressed in dingy, torn clothes.

Without a moment’s hesitation, Hannah, who had carried wood, made a fire and stopped up the broken windowpanes with some of her old clothing that she had brought. The girls spread the table while Mrs. March fed the sickly mother tea and gruel. The children called the March family angels as they ate, stuffing food into their chattering blue lips with cold, chapped, purple hands.

The March women walked back home, feeling content and merry for giving away their breakfasts to neighbors in want.

“That woman,” said Jo, “should make a Christmas gift of a few of her children to the werewolves. The youngest, as the older ones may be able to work and help around the house.”

“That’s a terrible thing to say, Jo, even for you!” Amy exclaimed.

“But it would leave more for the rest of them,” Jo argued.

“Enough, Jo. I worry much about the Brigade’s growing strength. Werewolves should not be a topic of frivolous conversation. And you know well that a mother could never do such a thing as feed her child to wolves,” Mrs. March stated, shaking her head.

“Marmee, are you saying you would not sacrifice Amy in order to feed more to me?” Jo teased, looking out of the corner of her eye to watch Amy’s reaction.

Realizing her sister’s game, Amy grinned, grabbed up some snow, and threw it at Jo.

After giving Marmee her presents, the girls dedicated the rest of the day to getting ready for the evening’s festivities, as nobody could leave the house that night once the moon appeared, full and round in the sky. Every blanket and quilt the family owned had been gathered from drawers and trunks. Some would be used for the stage; others would serve to warm guests through the night once the production had ended.

There was no money to spend on props and décor for the stage, but the resourceful March sisters found scraps and bits throughout the town. They searched trash piles constantly, often venturing as far as the pickle factory, where they knew bits of spangling tin could be scavenged. No gentlemen were admitted to their shows, so Jo played the male parts, and more than one of their guests in the audience that Christmas night sighed heavily at the sight of Jo, dressed as a handsome villain with clanking sword, slouched hat, black beard, mysterious cloak, and her favorite russet-colored boots.

The introduction was a tremendous success, and the dozen girls in the audience hooted, clapped, and stomped in anticipation of a thrilling production. Jo, behind the scenes, pulled on her fearsome wolf mask, made from scraps of sheep hide rubbed to gray with hearth ashes. The lights were turned down to begin the second production, The Werewolf’s Curse. As a light came on to illuminate Jo, wearing her horrible mask, she raised her head to howl, but from outside came the cry of a real werewolf, long and sorrowful, and bloodcurdling enough to inject terror into the very marrow of the girls’ delicate bones. Trembling, the girls huddled together. Jo could not have asked for a more fitting start to her play, and the result was that her audience was captive and awed throughout the entire production. At the end, they cheered even louder than they had after the first play.

“Do you think there are girl werewolves as well as boys?” one girl asked.

“There must be,” another responded. “There have certainly been women, as well as men, who have been bitten by them and thus cursed to become one.”

“But people here are not bitten by werewolves, they are devoured by them!”

“Yes, they are torn to pieces and eaten, with only a skull, and perhaps a foot or an elbow, left of them to bury and mourn.”

“Once the heart or brain is destroyed, the werewolf dies, so anyone eaten thus would not survive,” Jo informed them all.

“Still, some must be merely bitten or scratched, and survive to become werewolves themselves each full moon.”

“There can’t be any that are girls,” Jo cried, and then in a complaining voice added, “There are no girls allowed outside when the moon is full, so none can be bitten and turned into werewolves.”

“We are only kept in for our protection,” Beth said with a smile.

“Well, I can protect myself,” Jo said, rising up and taking her foil in hand. “And I can protect all of you as well. Back, werewolf, back!” she cried merrily, dancing about and thrusting her sword through the air.

“The Brigade is gaining strength and numbers, I hear,” said one dark-haired girl.

“I find the Brigade every bit as frightening as the werewolves,” another confessed.

“As they intend,” Jo said with a snort. “For they have no other reason to wear those terrifying breastplates and helmets now than to scare the citizens. Long ago, when the Brigade once hunted werewolves under the full moon, they were justified in wearing thick leather and chain mail as protection against the bites and scratches. Back then, there was no error in who was hunted, for the werewolf wore its pelt as proof of who it was; today, they extract whomever they choose, in the safety of daylight and multiple witnesses, and seem to only condemn the poorest among us.”

“But the group has been around as long as the werewolves themselves—as far back as any living person can recall, and beyond. Does that not mean they serve a purpose?”

“Not as they once did, I tell you!” Jo insisted. “Although, sadly, most people think them essential. The Brigade was originally founded out of what had been viewed as necessity, when people lived in frightfully frail shelters, but now we have sturdy homes in which we can wait for the moon’s cycle to pass.”

“Then you don’t believe the Brigade keeps us safe from werewolves, Jo?”

“Once, but no longer. I would join the Brigade immediately if they yet hunted under the fullness of the moon and wore that thick studded leather and chain mail.”

“I doubt there are women in the Brigade.”

“But there are, I assure you. Marmee saw. You well know that since the war began and the men followed it off, women have had to step in to do everything.”

“Do you suppose, when the men return from the war, that they will slaughter all the werewolves because they have slaughtered some of our people?” one girl asked nobody in particular. “Perhaps they will all be killed off then.”

“There are a lot of them to kill!” said Jo. “Have they ever not been among us in great numbers?”

“I think not,” answered one girl. “My grandfather once told me that when he was my age, his grandfather told him stories of large packs of werewolves from his childhood, and that at that time, most of the population were werewolves.”

“Do you mean from the childhood of your grandfather’s grandfather?”

“Yes!”

“That was a very, very long time ago!”

“Yes, decades and decades.”

“It hardly sounds possible.”

“But it is,” Jo said immediately. “Father has always told us that our families have lived with the werewolves in this area for many generations. He said we must welcome them as we would any other neighbor, but to just be careful and never tempt fate when the moon is full.”

“But we seldom know who they are. It’s hard to protect oneself against enemies you cannot name,” Amy said.

“Then, as Father would suggest,” said Beth, “treat everyone with kindness, but be well aware that the devil knows how to tempt us all.”

“Not everyone is as kind and forgiving as your father, though,” one girl reminded them all. “Most people in this town applaud those helmeted men who happily hunt and kill the werewolves.”

“Yes, and I imagine, once the others get back from their war, their bloodlust will be boiling over for the want of spilling more.”

“I would much rather become a werewolf than be eaten by one,” said one girl.

“I would rather go to my eternal reward than reside as a being who had to hide itself from the world,” said Amy assuredly.

“A werewolf sympathizer must hide just as well,” Jo reminded her. “They are forced to live in as great a fear as the werewolves, as the penalty for being such is far too similar. Is this war not producing enough blood for them? Why must they also don uniforms and declare enemies?”

“Well, they could never accuse me of sympathizing with werewolves,” the dark-haired girl declared. “I would like to see them all dead.”

“No need for that,” Jo fumed. “We have learned well to coexist.”

“Coexist? You believe that?”

“Absolutely. Once each month, we barricade ourselves against them, and the rest of the time we put them out of our minds,” said Jo, widening her stance for effect.

“I want to hear no more of werewolves!” Amy cried, pale and trembling. “I cannot bear another word, or I shall not sleep a wink tonight for fear of dreaming of enormous packs of them circling this house.”

Hannah appeared suddenly, announcing that supper awaited them below. The sisters looked at one another questioningly as their guests followed Hannah downstairs. There had been no money for supper. What could Marmee have found to serve?

“You two go on ahead while we get out of our costumes,” Jo told Amy and Meg, who made short work of bounding from the room and down the stairs.

Jo scratched her chin where the beard was glued on, as she peered out the window. The window looked down into Mr. Laurence’s large, lovely house. She inhaled with a gasp as she saw Mr. Laurence’s handsome dark-haired grandson standing in the moonlight. He wore no shirt. The view did not allow her to see if he wore trousers, for the angle down cut him off at midchest, but the sight of his muscled shoulders and chest made her heart twirl.

“Beth! Come see!” she whispered.

The sisters stood, watching breathlessly, as the moonlight caught his eyes, which shone like jewels as he stared with longing at the moon. His head jerked once, and then again, as his face distorted and lengthened. His neck stretched, thickened, and darkened with sprouting hair. He stared up to the ceiling as his nose and mouth stretched out into a muzzle, and his ears grew up and out. Dripping, pointed teeth pushed out from his open mouth as he writhed in what appeared to be intense pain. Hair began to grow and fall quickly over his skin as his shoulders thrust forward. And then he dropped down and could be seen no longer.

Jo stood transfixed, a chill running up her spine. It was not a chill of terror, as one might think, but rather one of excitement and desire. It had been thrilling merely to watch, but her hands itched also to stroke the hair that covered the youth’s body, to feel the animal breath in her face, and to stare into the eyes that had glinted golden in the moonlight.

“The Laurence men are werewolves!” Beth exclaimed.

“It explains the old man’s reluctance to befriend others,” Jo said. “But Beth, we cannot tell anyone. Swear to me you will not tell a soul. Not Marmee, not Meg, not Amy. And not even our father when he returns.” Jo looked at her sister and knew that Beth, sweet, odd Beth, would never tell. She would savor this secret and hide it away deep in the forest of her pretend kingdom, where her cats were queens and her soiled old dolls their subjects.

“I swear, Jo. I would not care to be responsible for their fate if anyone was to know. We have lived alongside that family our entire lives without a problem. Werewolves or not, they are our neighbors. I could not turn on them, no matter that they seldom speak to us; I could not bear having their blood on my hands.”

“There is one matter more to consider,” said Jo. “Our Amy. Think of her reaction if she knew werewolves lived in the house next to ours.”

“She would never sleep through another night!” Beth cried. “She believes they all live far off, beyond the borders of the town, in their own community.”

“Yes,” Jo said. She thought it a wise falsehood invented by Father when Amy was small and suffered so severely from nightmares. She remembered how Marmee and Meg sat up many a night with the weeping child; Father could no longer stand seeing them so exhausted, and so created stories to soothe her.

“There is only one thing to do. Let us add this knowledge to our burdens and we two, alone, shall carry it,” said Beth decidedly.

“Then we agree to be eternally silent in this matter,” Jo said, holding out her hand so Beth could shake it to solidify their oath.

Flushed and aroused with the thrill of what they had witnessed, the sisters ran downstairs, stopping short at the sight of a feast of ice cream both pink and white, cake, fruit, French bonbons, and, in the middle of the table, four enormous vases filled with hothouse flowers.

“Marmee! Where?” Beth asked.

“You could never guess. The others certainly couldn’t. So I will tell you right off. Old Mr. Laurence sent it all,” Mrs. March said with a wide smile.

Beth and Jo stared at each other for a moment, happier than ever for the pledge of silence they had made.

“Did he say why he sent it?” Jo asked.

“Hannah told one of his servants about your breakfast party. He was so impressed with your charity that he felt he had to do something pleasant for you in return.”

“I bet his grandson put him up to it,” Jo said. “He looks as if he’d like to know us, but he’s bashful. I wish we could get acquainted.”

“But Mr. Laurence seems like a nice enough man himself. Even if he doesn’t care to speak much with girls,” Amy said.

“His house is so big and rich-looking,” one of the guests said with a sigh.

“I think he keeps his grandson locked up, like a captive, and makes him study constantly,” Meg added.

“The boy brought this all over himself. I asked him in, but he said he could not stay, even though he looked wistful at hearing the frolic upstairs, and evidently having none of his own,” Mrs. March said. “And then, after he brought the last of it, he hurried away as if on fire.”

Jo felt herself warm at the mention of the boy, and she recalled the sight of him, first with no shirt, his strong, lean arms and shoulders exposed, and then as he transformed from boy to wolf. She exhaled heavily to calm herself.


CHAPTER 3
•  •  •
The Laurence Werewolf

“HOW DO WE LOOK?” JO ASKED, AS SHE AND MEG STOOD dressed and ready to go to Mrs. Gardiner’s New Year’s Eve party.

“Beautiful!” Beth exclaimed, being ever blind to the poorer details, such as where Jo had burned off Meg’s hair trying to curl it, or that Jo’s gloves had to be held balled in her hands to hide the lemonade stains on them.

“I have a burn mark on the back of my dress, but I don’t plan to dance, so I’ll stand all night with my back to the wall,” Jo said, looking back and pulling her skirt forward to eye the miserable stain.

Before entering the party, Jo asked Meg to kindly point it out to her if she lapsed into behavior that was less than ladylike.

“I will nod if you are fine, and lift my eyebrows if anything is wrong. Now hold your shoulders straight, stand tall, take short steps, and, above all, don’t shake hands when you are introduced to somebody. Only boys do that.”

“How can one ever remember all the proper ways to act?”

Meg was asked to dance immediately, and readily accepted the offer, though her slippers were too small and pinched her feet terribly. Jo sidled along the wall. She saw a tall red-haired boy advancing toward her, undoubtedly wanting to ask her to dance, so she fled, forgetting about hiding the burn on the back of her skirt. She went from one group of people to the next, ducking behind the tallest of them, and peering out to find the boy following her each time. She was finally able to lose him by slipping behind a hanging drape. She watched the boy continue on and breathed a sigh of relief.

She turned around and saw she was in a man’s study of sorts. A curtain blew inward on the other side of the room, so she stepped through it and onto a long balcony. She took a deep breath of crisp night air, turned, and found herself face-to-face with the Laurence boy. Her heart fluttered in her chest like a newly caged bird, and her feet itched to turn and carry her far away from the boy she knew to be a werewolf, but manners had to be respected, werewolf or no.

“Dear me,” she stammered. “I had no idea anyone was here.”

The boy laughed. “Don’t mind me. Stay, if you like.”

“Shan’t I disturb you?” Jo asked, her heart thumping even harder and her nerves tingling as she stared at his suit jacket and recalled his bared shoulders and chest.

“From whom are you hiding?”

“A dreadful boy who was determined to ask me to dance. And you?” she asked, stepping back as he approached. She looked behind her and took comfort in a group of boys standing just outside the open door of the study.

“From everyone. The stench of all the different perfumes and pomades turns my stomach. I fear I’m sensitive like that.”

“Well, I wear no perfume, so unless I speak carelessly, I shouldn’t turn your stomach.”

The boy laughed. When their eyes met, they both looked quickly away. From under her lashes Jo took in his brown skin, curly black hair, handsome nose, fine teeth, and small hands and feet. She concentrated on his hands, and imagined those fingers touching her, running down her arm, or holding her cheek.

“I have had the pleasure of seeing you before. You live near us, don’t you?” he asked, interrupting her fantasy.

“Yes. Next door,” Jo replied. She was nervous but realized she was a bit more at ease than she had expected to be in the presence of the first werewolf she’d ever personally known.

“Do you care for a bite?” He held out his plate of food, but she declined his offer when she saw it held no tarts, fruit, bonbons, or cakes, only mutton, sausages, and slices of what looked like pork. She might have taken a bonbon or cake if there had been one, but it was just as well there were none, for her hands trembled noticeably.

“I suppose you are going away to college soon?” she said. “I often see you with your books.”

“Not for a year or two. Not until I’m seventeen.”

“Aren’t you but fifteen?” asked Jo, looking at the tall lad, whom she had imagined seventeen already. “I’m fifteen, too.”

“I will be sixteen next month.”

“I wish I could go to college.”

“I hate the thought of it.”

“What would you like to do?”

“Live in Italy and enjoy myself in my own way.”

“My mother told me you were born there. In Italy.”

“Yes, I was young when I came here to live with my grandfather, but I miss Italy yet.”

An Italian werewolf! How utterly romantic! Jo’s heart pounded. “You don’t enjoy living with your grandfather?”

“Not really. The master and the slave.”

“He can’t be as bad as all that. He seems kindly, as he sent us that great feast. Or was that your idea?”

“He can be, and often is, that bad. He’s very stern. Believe me, the gift was his idea. I can put very little into his head, since what I say he cannot absorb, Miss March.”

“I ain’t Miss March, I’m only Jo.”

“Then call me Laurie.”

“Laurie Laurence. What an odd name.”

“My first name is Theodore. The boys called me Dora, so I made them call me Laurie.”

“And how did you make them?”

“I thrashed ’em.”

“I wish I could thrash my Aunt March! She forever calls me Josephine instead of Jo, and insists I forever read the same tiresome books to her over and over again, while an entire library of thrilling books sit at the ready.”

“Are they her books?”

“They were her husband’s. He died some time ago. He used to build railroads and bridges, and he always had fine tales, and cards of gingerbread for me. The moment Aunt March falls asleep, or sees to company, I run to find another book. There are books on poetry, romance, history, travels, and some with glorious pictures of places all over the world, and some places that lie only in someone’s imagination.”

The two smiled, and then Jo asked, “So do you and your grandfather share no interests at all?”

“One. We share one.”

“What is it?”

“Just something of gentlemanly interest.”

“And do you engage in this interest together often?”

“Oh, yes. Monthly.”

Jo felt the hair on the nape of her neck stand out and a quiver shake her spine as the knowledge that she was actually speaking with a werewolf surfaced anew. Yet she was surprised to realize that she was greatly at ease with this young man, much more so than with any of the stuffy, pretentious young men loitering around the dance floor and refreshment tables. Never before had she felt such an immediate kinship with anyone upon first meeting.

“You’re shaking. We could go inside if you’re cold.”

“No, I’m fine. I’m actually quite warm. Someone must have walked across my grave just then,” Jo said, allowing superstition to explain away her shiver.

“Let’s go inside anyway.”

They had just settled into chairs when Meg’s head appeared in the doorway and she beckoned Jo out.

“There you are! I searched everywhere, simply everywhere, for you,” she cried, throwing herself down on the hallway sofa. “I’ve sprained my ankle. That stupid high heel turned, and gave me a sad wrench. It aches so I can hardly stand, and I can’t see how I will be able to get home.”

“I knew you’d hurt your feet in those silly shoes. I’m sorry, Meg, but we must either sleep here tonight or hobble home. It isn’t as if we can afford to hire a carriage. Besides, it’s past nine and dark as Egypt out there.”

“I can offer a solution,” Laurie said, stepping out from the room.

Meg gasped and looked from his face to Jo’s.

“I have my grandfather’s carriage. It isn’t as if I’ll have to drive out of my way to take you home.”

“I couldn’t ask that of you. It’s so early,” Meg protested.

“I always go home early. Truly, I do. And I’m bored with this party.”

Jo could think of no reason to refuse his kindness. The moon was not full, and she would not be able to tell her sister the truth about the boy, so the young women graciously accepted young Mr. Laurence’s offer.

Meg felt quite festive and elegant in the luxurious closed carriage while Laurie and Jo rode up in the box to guide the horses. Jo thought she would certainly remember this night for the rest of her life, as she had never before taken a moonlit ride with a werewolf and probably never would again.

Jo came up with a mischievous plan to see how Laurie would react to a conversation about werewolves.

“Let’s pretend it’s a night of the full moon and that werewolves hide everywhere along our route.”

Laurie glanced at her queerly and then smiled. “So you hope to meet a werewolf?”

“I hope to know many—to have them as friends.”

“Even during a full moon?”

“Especially during a full moon.”

“And would you strip down to your bloomers, or beyond, to run through the night with them?”

Jo was flustered, but she regained her composure quickly. “That is a question that a little woman should not be asked by a young gentleman. A true gentleman would never make reference to what a lady wears beneath her garments.”

“Jo, you’re right. I apologize most profusely, and of course I expect no answer to my wicked question.”

Something in the way he held himself, in the very way he breathed, and in his animal alertness made Jo want to sit nearer to him. She knew she would feel safe nestled against him, inhaling the intoxicating musk of his skin, but she fought the urge and stayed where she was. She sat crookedly, though, to face him, and she breathed deeply, hoping to swallow the very same air he was exhaling as he recited an amusing story he had heard.

They chatted easily the rest of the way home. Meg and Jo thrilled their mother and sisters with tales of the party, the mishap, and the handsome and gallant boy who rescued them and guided them home safely.

Jo had laid a hand on Laurie’s arm when she thanked him for the ride home. A jolt had run up her arm, and she could feel the cloth of his sleeve on her fingertips until she fell asleep that night.


CHAPTER 4
•  •  •
Befriending Werewolves

THE HOLIDAYS WERE OVER, AND THE SISTERS HAD TROUBLE returning from their week of merry-making to their daily tasks. Meg was especially cross one morning as she prepared for the day; trying to decide which of two shabby dresses was least shabby, she bewailed her situation, railing about all she did not have and the life of luxury she was not living.

“It could be much worse,” Beth consoled her. “You could have no home or clothes at all.”

“Or you could be a werewolf,” Amy added.

“You don’t imagine there are any rich or happy werewolves?” Jo inquired, laughing.

“I only know I would hate it,” Amy sniffed. “Turning into an animal and eating off the ground.”

“But then, at least, you would have a solution to your flat nose. It would grow out into a lovely, long snout,” Jo teased as Meg and Beth chuckled.

“I will keep my nose and my body as they are. Nothing could possibly be worth even associating with werewolves,” Amy said, feeling her nose with her fingers.

Jo and Beth exchanged a quick glance. Jo began whistling, which swiftly earned her a scolding.

“Let’s go down and see to breakfast,” Jo said to Beth. “It will be so much kinder to our ears down here,” she added when they reached the kitchen.

But their poor ears had short respite, as Meg was soon downstairs complaining about almost falling over one of Beth’s kittens. She railed on and on, and Beth soon retreated to lie on the couch. Jo went to check on her a short time later, and found her with tears running down her cheeks.

“Dear Beth, don’t let her sour mood ruin your day.”

“I can tolerate complaints, so long as they’re not directed at me,” Beth sobbed.

“Well, you have no time for this. You have six little ones to ready for the day.”

Beth cheered up a bit and allowed Jo to lead her over to the six dolls she tended as carefully as if they were living children. There was not one whole or handsome doll among them; all were old and ugly outcasts. But Beth cherished them even more for that very reason and set up a hospital for infirm dolls where they were all nursed, caressed, fed, and clothed with unfailing affection. It was unnerving for the other household members to walk into the room and have eleven little eyes (one doll was missing an eye) instantly upon them. The worst doll of the lot had no top to her head and hadn’t any arms or legs, but Beth wrapped her in blankets and put a bonnet on to cover her head wound. This doll made Jo most uncomfortable, for it was she who had reduced the poor thing to such a condition and then tossed her into the ragbag to be discarded. The doll seemed to awaken to Jo’s presence the moment she entered the room, and its sharp blue eyes flung constant accusations at the girl.

Beth began to sing to the dolls, and the cats gathered around like nursing assistants, rubbing up against the girl and the dolls to administer their own feline doses of healing care. Jo took one last glance at her sister, who would spend her day cleaning, cooking, and tending to the imaginary friends who peopled her world. Perhaps Beth would one day outgrow this life, but Jo suspected, as time went on, it was more likely that she would move further and further into this safe, pretend land she had created.

Jo drank some milk, trying to think of other things so she did not have to absorb the complaints of Meg and Amy, who were comparing their lives to those of girls from more affluent families. She tried to think of what her mother would say if she heard her daughters going on so and decided that Marmee would probably invent a story that would show her daughters their sins and weaknesses. Jo opened her mouth to begin such a tale but closed it again after deciding her time could be better spent clearing snow. She donned rubber boots, an old sack and hood, and grabbed a broom and the shovel.

“What in the world are you going to do now, Jo?” Meg asked as Jo passed through the hall.

“Going out for exercise,” Jo replied with a mischievous twinkle in her gray eyes. “I don’t like to doze by the fire like a pussycat. I’m going to find some adventure.”

She went outside and began to dig paths with great energy. The snow was light, and with her broom, she soon had a path all around the garden for Beth to walk in to give her invalid dolls some air. She stopped and found herself facing the Laurence house, which was separated from theirs by this garden. The stately stone mansion had always been mysterious to the March girls, as none of them had ever seen the inside, but they often played games, when Marmee was absent, where they guessed at the house’s contents and secrets. It seemed a lonely, lifeless sort of house.

Jo’s eye glided up the stone wall to Laurie’s window. She did not see him, so made a snowball and lobbed it up. Laurie’s surprised and handsome face appeared, losing its listless stare the moment he spotted Jo. His big eyes brightened, and his soft lips spread out into a smile. Jo laughed and called out, “How do you do? Are you sick?”

Laurie opened the window and croaked out as hoarsely as a raven, “Better, thank you. I’ve had a horrid cold, and been shut up a week.”

“So you can’t come out?” Jo frowned.

Laurie shook his head and coughed into his hand.

“What do you do to amuse yourself?”

“Nothing; it’s dull as tombs up here.”

“Don’t you read?”

“Not much. They won’t let me.”

“Maybe a visitor could read to you,” Jo said. “Maybe I could read to you.” She thought her idea brilliant, for being with a werewolf in daylight would be perfectly safe, and she would finally have the privilege of seeing the interior of that stately mansion.

“Would you?” Laurie croaked.

“Shut that window, and wait till I come.”

With that, Jo marched into the house to get ready, and Laurie flew about his own house, preparing for his guest.

A surprised servant announced Jo, and she entered and presented Laurie with a blancmange decorated with a garland of leaves and the scarlet flowers of Amy’s pet geranium. She next unearthed from her pocket one of Beth’s kittens, on loan. The moment she woke the poor thing, it began to hiss and claw as if feral. She held tight to the tiny, frail body and tried to explain away the creature’s reaction.

“Please, it isn’t the kitten. Cats don’t react well to me or to this house,” Laurie said, dropping his eyes.

Jo saw a red welt form on her hand where the kitten struggled desperately to free itself. As she watched blood well up along the scratch and spill over onto her wrist, she said, “I … I better take him home.”

“You will come back, won’t you?”

“The moment I drop him in the door I’ll run back,” Jo promised. Once she returned, neither of them mentioned the kitten again.

Jo looked around the room, memorizing the lush furnishings so she could relate every detail to her sisters, and wondering how the home of werewolves could so closely resemble that of any other wealthy family. She laughed to herself, for what had she expected—piles of bones and straw furniture?

“You know, I watch your family sometimes. When you forget to put down the curtain in the window where the flowers are,” Laurie said. “I suppose you find that terribly rude, but I can’t help myself. You always seem to be having such good times. I have no mother, so watching yours, well, it warms me.”

Why, this werewolf lad was the same as any other! “Why don’t you come over instead of watching? You and your grandfather both. Mother is so splendid, she’ll do you heaps of good.”

“I would like to, but my grandfather says I shouldn’t be a bother to strangers.”

“We ain’t strangers, we are neighbors. We want to know you, and I’ve been trying to do this ever so long. My father, he’s in the war right now serving as a Union chaplain, but when he’s home, we always have a house full of people. So many people need help, and he thinks he can, by his will alone, help them all.”

“I’m sorry. But do you have much to spare?”

“Oh, there’s always some to spare! But try to tell my sisters as much. They worry so over money.”

“And you, Jo. Do you fret about money as well?”

“No need,” she said, grinning proudly. “I shall be a famous writer, and will have more than enough money to care for myself and my family. Of course, it must be hard for Meg. She remembers the luxury in which we once resided, when her life was all ease and pleasure, and want of any kind was unknown. The mourning of that life turns her bitter at times, especially if she sits considering the four cross midgets under her charge. You see, she tends the cantankerous children of a wealthy family. Their name is King, and they apparently take the name too much to heart, and feel and act superior to others.”

“What do your other sisters do?”

“Amy goes to school and worries about her flat nose and shabby clothes. Her teacher, Mr. Davis, is cruel and seems to enjoy any opportunity he can find to humiliate members of his class. All too often, Amy makes that far too simple for him, and she comes home in tears.”

“What an ogre! He sounds like a terrible man.”

“Oh, yes, he is. Everyone thinks so. Beth stays home,” continued Jo. “She’s terribly shy. But as Mother is always out performing charitable acts, Beth keeps the house in order. Mother is a fine example for us, but we are still selfish and always wishing for more than we have.”

“You seem very dear
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