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Penhaligon’s whiskers twitched as he sniffed the damp, salty air. The skies beyond Rock Pool Lighthouse were already gray, and gulls squealed shrill warnings as they circled the harbor. Seagulls, he knew, did not need gathering clouds and choppy seas to sense that they must fly to shore, safe from an approaching storm.

He should finish his task promptly and return to Ferball Manor before the squall, but he lingered. For here on Brigand’s Point, high above Porthleven Bay, the view was awesome. The craggy headlands stretched into an ocean that heaved up and down as though breathing, where waves flung themselves against the cliffs in foaming white fits. Penhaligon stared seaward, as though his keen fox eyes would see what lay beyond the steely horizon if only he looked hard enough.

A flotilla of fishing boats sailed into view, their rust-colored sails straining in the wind as they headed for safe harbor. Penhaligon recognized Hotchi-witchi’s bright blue boat in the lead.

Steady, my old friend, he thought as the fleet clipped almost too close to the Rock Pool cliffs, and past the spare, barnacled ribs of a wrecked ship. Penhaligon buttoned his tweed jacket against the late spring chill.

“Careful what you wish for, Penhaligon Brush,” said a laughing voice behind him. He dragged his gaze from the ship’s remains. “Hello, Rowan,” he said, throwing his polishing cloth onto the grass. He smiled at his fox-mate and brushed back his large ears. Three whole seasons they’d been together, and her rowanberry-colored fur and sweet vixen face made him feel like the luckiest fox alive. “What makes you think I was wishing for anything?” he asked.

Rowan’s amber eyes shone as she laughed. “Oh, I’ve been watching you for weeks. Every day, you polish this sign on the gate even though the brass is already so shiny you can see your snout in it.” She peered at her reflection and smoothed the silky fur around her ears. “And every day, you watch Hotchi’s fishing boat heading for open water with that wistful look of yours.”

“I just enjoy polishing.…”

“Penhaligon,” she said, giving him a playful tap on his snout, “you’re bored! Hankering after more adventure, I wouldn’t doubt. Don’t forget what happened on your last one.” Rowan’s smile faded as she looked out at the barnacled shipwreck.

“How could I forget? I see it every day.” Penhaligon sighed. “But it is very quiet these days.” He checked the pocket watch in his waistcoat. “That reminds me, where are Donald and Dora?”

“The cubs stayed after school to practice their dance for the Ferball Festival.” Rowan smiled again. “I hope you’ve been practicing too, Penhaligon.”

“Do I really have to dress up in that silly costume?” he grumbled.

“Silly? I’ll remind you that the Sea Witch plays a very important part in the festival procession, Penhaligon. Besides, you can’t dance or sing.”

He wrinkled his snout, thinking about the fishy-smelling seaweed costume. He sighed. “Well, there’s not much call for our healing talents these days. Hardly any creatures need curing. There hasn’t been a customer in the apothecary in weeks, and the only creature in the hospital is there because he won’t leave,” said Penhaligon.

“Yes,” said Rowan, thoughtful all of a sudden. “We really must have a chat with old Bill Goat. He complains of stomachaches but eats us out of house and hospital. I heard that since they moved here from Ramble-on-the-Water, Mrs. Goat spends more time in her flower garden than her kitchen.” Rowan placed her paw on Penhaligon’s shoulder. “You finish polishing the sign, and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea.” She raised her muzzle and sniffed the air. “You’d better hurry. There’s a storm coming.” Rowan picked up her skirts and walked briskly along the rhododendron-lined driveway from whence she came.

“I always thought you liked my singing,” muttered Penhaligon as he watched Rowan head toward the stone-built Ferball Manor. The grand manor house on Brigand’s Point, with its turreted roof and sweeping ocean views, was now their beautiful home. It was hard to imagine that at one time he’d been held prisoner in the manor’s ancient dungeon. Penhaligon grimaced as he thought of his former captor and briefly wondered where the dastardly Sir Derek was now. He grabbed a clean cloth from his basket.

Nowadays, he and Rowan kept the dungeon stocked with pills and potions rather than prisoners. There were plenty of shelves for the neatly labeled bottles and boxes of herbals, all sorted in alphabetical order. They prepared their cures and remedies on a long counter placed in front of the shelves. Each fox had their own stone mortar and pestle for grinding and mixing, but the two shared the shiny brass scales that Penhaligon had inherited from his grandfather Menhenin.

There was a large, roughly carved hole in the dungeon floor that opened onto a craggy, sea-washed cavern beneath Ferball Manor. Lady Ferball’s ancestors had once used the sea hole, along with the many secret passages throughout the house, to move treasures “given” to them by the sea. Many of these treasures were washed ashore from unfortunate shipwrecks, dashed against the jagged rocks of Rock Pool Cliff. Unhappily, the ships’ owners did not agree that the treasures belonged to Lady Ferball’s ancestors, so it was generally thought that keeping them hidden was the best way to avoid an argument.

High tides almost filled the cave, so Penhaligon had made a sturdy wooden cover for the sea hole. This muffled the sound of the crashing waves but did little to keep out the damp air, so the more delicate mixtures and mineral powders were stored in tightly sealed containers. But overall, the cool dungeon temperature worked well. Penhaligon and Rowan had all that was needed for running an apothecary and a hospital, just as old Lady Ferball had requested when she left the manor to them.

Penhaligon breathed in the scent of the chestnut trees that surrounded his home. The rhododendron bushes promised to erupt with scorching-pink flowers, and bluebells the color of a rich Spatavian rug would soon carpet the ground. The fox smiled and glanced at the ocean once more. Rowan was right, as usual. But was there something wrong with wondering what was over the horizon? He gave the sign a final swipe.

LADY FERBALL MEMORIAL HOSPITAL
FOR CREATURES GREAT AND SMALL

Life was good—quiet, but good—and a cup of tea would go down nicely, especially if there was a piece of ginger cake to go with it. He picked up his basket of polishes and cloths.

Just then, he saw Dora racing up the mud-puddled village track, her skinny wolf-cub legs skidding in all directions.

“Uncle Penhaligon! Uncle Penhaligon! Come quick!” She could barely squeak out the words. “It’s Donald. Oh, he’s awful ill. Mr. Bancroft has him at the schoolhouse.”

“Ill? Donald? He was fine this morning.” Penhaligon fixed her with a look. “Is this another get-out-of-homework scheme?”

“No! I promise.… Cross my heart and hope to die, no.” Dora crossed her body with both paws. “It was all of a sudden.… We were halfway through dancing the Porthleven Pipe and it was our turn to dance the reel, and Donald breathed sort of funny, like this”—Dora gasped and gulped for air—“and then, bang! Fell right over in a dead faint.” She lay stiff on the muddy ground, her large brown eyes staring at the sky.

“Flaming foxgloves!” said Penhaligon. “Why didn’t you say?”

“But …”
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“Never mind, run and tell Rowan I’ve gone to see him.” Penhaligon hurried down the track toward the village. It wasn’t normal for a healthy wolf cub to faint: too much dancing and chocolate, if he knew Donald.

When he’d first met Rowan and the cubs, he had thought it very odd that a vixen should adopt two wild wolf cubs when most creatures feared and despised the Romany wolves, himself included. But then Penhaligon had had to change his opinion when he’d discovered his own dark family secret. Though he looked like his fox mother, his father had been a wolf—a Romany wolf from the Purple Moor. Donald and Dora were indeed wild and found at least ten types of trouble to get into on most days, but he loved them as his own, and they were the closest he’d ever be to the wolf family he’d never known.

Porthleven Harbor was bustling when Penhaligon headed past the clock tower and across the cobblestoned quayside. Villagers were busy stringing banners and bright-colored bunting across the square.

“Not long now, Mr. Penhaligon,” called Old Amon from the top of his ladder. “Just two weeks till festival. The young ’uns are lookin’ forward to being terrified to the tips of their whiskers by the Sea Witch.” He chuckled to himself. “I’ll be collectin’ the seaweed for yer costume like usual; good and slimy this year, special for ye.”

Penhaligon forced half a smile as an unpleasant, fishy smell crept up his nostrils again, even though there was no seaweed to be seen. “Thanks, Amon. Be careful up there on that ladder.”

“Oh, aye,” said Old Amon. He pointed to the gray clouds boiling above the harbor. “I’ll be done before the storm.”

The tower clock struck five bells. Penhaligon hurried past the Cat and Fiddle Public House and hardly noticed the merry sounds of fiddles and drums as musicians practiced festival songs between pints of cowslip ale. Nor did he notice the cottage window boxes that overflowed with tumbling crimson chrysanthemums and the hanging baskets bursting forth with begonias of yellow and orange, grown especially for the most coveted prize on festival day—Best Cottage in Bloom.

He hastened on, nodding good-day to Mrs. Goat as she deadheaded her scarlet geraniums. She bleated cheerily and didn’t even ask about Bill Goat. It crossed Penhaligon’s mind that Rowan was right again, this time about Bill’s mysterious stomachaches.

“Ahoy there! Penhaligon!” a spiny hedgehog dressed in oilskins called from one of the fishing boats now tied up alongside the quay. “Got a nice catch of fresh ’errings. Would ye like some for yer supper?”

“Thanks, Hotchi, but I can’t stop. Donald’s not well.”

The hedgehog grinned. “Trying to get out of ’is ’ome-work again, is ’e? Remember when ’e colored ’is tongue purple with black currants and claimed ’e ’ad the purple plague? Don’t ye worry yerself, Penhaligon.” Hotchi glanced at the darkening sky. “I’ll see ye later. Got to unload before the storm comes, I reckon.” He turned back to his herring barrels.

Penhaligon smiled, and felt strangely relieved. Hotchi had known the cubs for even longer than he. They were famous for their ability to find trouble. He slowed his pace a little and turned up a narrow street, away from the hustle and bustle of the quayside.

The schoolhouse—where Penhaligon’s badger brother, Bancroft Brock, was head teacher—sat in the quiet of shade trees, next to the bowling green. The school playground was empty, and all the chattering pupils were clambering over each other, trying to look through a crack in the shuttered window. Hannah, Hotchi’s daughter and Bancroft’s head pupil, hurried out, her hedgehog prickles bristling, to chase them away.

“Go on now, I told all of you! School’s over. Shoo—or I’ll be issuing lines tomorrow.”

“Mr. Penhaligon’s come!” someone hissed.

There was a hush so quiet that Penhaligon could hear his own heartbeat. The students watched as he pushed through the small crowd.

“Oh, Mr. Penhaligon. At last!” said Hannah, a look of relief flooding her bright, round eyes. “Quickly. Come inside.”

Beyond the rows of wooden desks, near the chalkboard, Bancroft was sitting on the floor, with Donald’s furry head cradled in his lap. Penhaligon’s heart continued to pound. His stomach felt like stone. He tried to read Bancroft’s face. He’d been raised by Bancroft’s badger family and knew every expression of his brother’s kindly face, but the room was dim. As his eyes grew accustomed to the light, he made out Donald’s stiffened body, lying as though the life had been drawn out of it.

“Bancroft!” Penhaligon gasped. “He’s not …?”

“Oh, my brother.” Bancroft hung his head. “I really don’t know.”

At that moment, as the first raindrops began to fall, Penhaligon knew that homework was the least of Donald’s worries.
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It was Rowan, with her fox’s sharp sense of smell, who had discovered the pustule-like swellings behind Donald’s hairy ears. The cub was lying on the crisp white hospital bedsheets, staring at nothing, with a dead creature’s eyes. His long, dark fur was wet from the sweat of fever.

Rowan took Penhaligon aside. “I’ve seen this before,” she said in what was almost a whisper. “The high fever, the unblinking stare, the stinking, putrid swellings … they start behind the ear.…”

Penhaligon nodded. He too recognized this illness. He also knew that soon the poison-filled swellings would cover Donald’s paws. But that would not be the worst. It was the pustules they could not see that were the most dangerous, the ones inside his body. Penhaligon dreaded Rowan’s next words, but knew he had to listen.

“These are symptoms of the sickness that wiped out the Romany wolves so many seasons ago. I shall never forget that terrible time of despair. We nursed so many, Mennah and I, until she too …” Rowan’s voice trailed off. She swallowed hard. “You must have seen it, Penhaligon, when Menhenin was ill; he was from the same Purple Moor tribe. It’s the Curse. The Curse of the Romany Wolves.”

The words echoed around Penhaligon’s head. It couldn’t be possible. The devastating disease had died out with the wolves. Donald and Dora were the only survivors, and they had always been as healthy as herring gulls.

Penhaligon felt a veil of sadness wrap around his body as he recalled the illness of his grandfather and apothecary teacher, Menhenin. Penhaligon had not been able to save him, though he had attended the old wolf night and day, to the point of exhaustion. No cure had helped. Menhenin himself had been strangely calm, accepting, almost as though he knew his fate.

“Yes, I have seen it,” Penhaligon said quietly, “though I did not know at the time what the sickness was.”

“How could you have guessed? Menhenin kept his wolf identity secret. You would not have suspected a sickness that affected only wolves. Besides,” she added, “there was nothing you could have done. Mennah and I tried everything—studied ancient family cures over and over, until she fell to the sickness herself. Penhaligon, what are we to do?”

He heard the panic in her voice and hoped she couldn’t detect the same in his. “Try not to worry. We’ll find a cure.” He placed his paws around her.

“You know as well as I, Penhaligon: this is wolf fever; there is no cure.”

Was she right? They had all died: Menhenin; his sister wolf, Mennah; the Romany wolves from the moor. Some of the desperate tribe had left, but had never been heard from again. Donald and Dora were the only two spared. But had wolf fever now returned to claim the ones it had left behind?

They heard singing and turned to see Dora sitting on Donald’s bed, holding his paw.

“Dora!” Rowan barked. “Get away from him right now!”

“But I want to see Donald. What’s wrong with him, and what’s that stinky smell?”

Rowan snatched Donald’s paw away from her. “Leave this minute!”

“Why are you shouting at me?” Dora shouted back. “I want to know what’s wrong.”

“Don’t come back until I say so!” Rowan pointed to the door.

Dora’s snout quivered with anger. “I hate you!” she growled, and ran from the ward.

Penhaligon watched Rowan’s eyes well with tears. “There is no cure for wolf fever,” she said again.

“Rowan, I won’t give up till we discover one.” He hoped his words sounded more confident than he was feeling. “Why don’t you rest? We have a long night ahead. I’ll watch Donald for a while.”

Rowan gave a heavy sigh. “I can’t rest, Penhaligon. And we haven’t even talked about what will happen if this news gets out. The rumors, the fear and prejudice toward the wolves … What about Dora? And you? Remember how long I was an outcast in this village—a vixen, raised by a Romany wolf?”

“Now, Rowan, you worry too much. Creatures have moved on since all that superstitious nonsense. Everyone respects you and loves you and the cubs. So what if Mennah was a wolf? Because of her, you are a talented healer. What’s more, through both you and me, the villagers have had benefits from ancient wolf knowledge that they would never have had otherwise. They know there is nothing to fear.”

Bill Goat had been watching and listening from his bed at the other end of the ward. He stroked his white beard thoughtfully. “So … the Curse of the Romany Wolves returns. Well, good luck to you, Penhaligon,” he mumbled as he heaved himself out of his comfy bed and grabbed his walking stick. It was time for him to leave.

[image: ]

The wind-driven rain chittered against the windows. Penhaligon set down his apothecary book to draw the curtains. He had studied dozens of books and his candle had burned down to within a bare inch of the holder, but still he could find nothing regarding wolf fever. It was as though the disease had never existed. How could the books written by great apothecaries of the past fail to mention such a terrible disease? Had the wolves really been so hated that other creatures had simply ignored the illness? He pressed his paws against his aching eyes.

He should check on Donald. Lighting a fresh candle, he started down the sweeping red-carpeted staircase of Ferball Manor. He paused in front of a portrait in a large gold frame. Lady Ferball’s feline emerald eyes smiled upon him. The artist had captured the old cat’s lively spirit so well that Penhaligon felt he could almost reach out and touch her. “Dear Lady Ferball, how I wish you were here with us right now,” he said quietly.

Once downstairs, he crossed the black-and-white-marbled entrance foyer to the hospital ward. The ward had once been the manor’s grand ballroom, and the ceiling was painted with colorful scenes from Ferball family history: tall ships and castles and royal-looking felines captured forever in oil paint. Sometimes Penhaligon would lie on one of the hospital beds just to gaze and imagine.
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But now he had eyes only for Rowan and Donald. The vixen sewed as she sang softly to the still, staring cub. She smiled, but Penhaligon could see the rims of her eyes, stung pink from tears.

“I’ve given Donald an infusion of feverfew tea and have poulticed the swellings behind his ears with bog mud and oat grass.” Rowan pointed to the thick layers of brown gunk behind his ears. “He seems more comfortable, but his eyes are so dry from the staring. I bathed them with nettle juice.” She tried to sound matter-of-fact, but the edges of her snout trembled a little.

“He knows you’re taking the very best care of him,” said Penhaligon gently. “What are you sewing?”

Rowan held up a dark blue tunic. She was working on the scarlet embroidery around the neck. “It’s Donald’s costume … for the festival. I feel I must finish it, even though …” Her voice trailed off.

“We’ll find a cure, Rowan. There must be a cure. It’s just a matter of knowing where to look and what to look for.” Penhaligon waved his paw in front of Donald’s eyes; they did not even flicker. “Are there any signs of swellings on his paws?” he asked.

“Not yet,” said Rowan.

“I remember Menhenin’s sickness.… After the paw swellings, his fever broke. He felt much better for a while.”

“Yes. But then the swellings burst,” said Rowan, “and the cough comes.” She stabbed the needle into the tunic and fiercely drew the red thread through the fabric.

Both foxes knew that this was when the poison spread inside the body. After that, it would only be a short time before the infected creature lost the battle with wolf fever.

“How did Donald catch such a disease?” asked Rowan.

Penhaligon shook his head. He had been puzzling over the same question. “Has he been anywhere unusual recently? Perhaps he came in contact with something tainted by wolf fever?”

Rowan shrugged. “Not that I know of, but you know they only confess to half their mischief.” She smiled and stroked Donald’s brow.

“I wonder if they sneaked down the old tin mine again.” Penhaligon felt the tips of Donald’s ears. “You know how fascinated they are with those damp old tunnels. Goodness knows why.” He felt chilled just thinking about the cramped, dark mine. “We need to speak to Dora; they are always together.”

Rowan thought for a minute. “That’s true, except for the time I sent him to the cliffs at Rock Pool. We needed more snake-egg shells for Bill Goat’s stomachache cure.”

Penhaligon sighed. “Well, unless he met a stray infected wolf over there, I can’t see that Rock Pool would be a problem.” He scratched his head. “Menhenin taught me that sometimes a disease can live in a creature for a long time, but might only make that creature sick when the disease becomes stronger than its victim.”

“Donald? Weak?” Rowan stroked Donald’s paw and hummed the sweet yet melancholy melody she had previously been singing.

The tune stirred a sudden swelling of emotion inside Penhaligon. He wasn’t sure if it was a feeling of sadness or hope. “That song … I recognize it. Menhenin used to sing it sometimes when he was working in the apothecary in Ramble-on-the-Water.”

“It’s a Romany wolf song,” said Rowan, “a lullaby to soothe aching hearts. It’s strange, I hadn’t thought of it in a dozen seasons. Mennah sang it to me when I was a cub.” She rested her head against Penhaligon’s arm. “My heart aches so much, I think that it’s breaking.”

Penhaligon jumped up with a start. “Flaming foxgloves! Why didn’t I think of it before?”

“Whatever’s the matter?”

“Menhenin … the attic … the old apothecary shop. There was a trunk up there, stuffed full of his old things. There were some ancient apothecary books. I can’t find any reference to wolf fever in my books, but I bet I would in those. I hope Gertrude didn’t throw them away.”
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“But I thought you’d brought all Menhenin’s old books with you to Porthleven?”

“Only the ones we used in the apothecary. The ones in his trunk he never used—‘out of date,’ he always told me. It’s just a hunch, but, Rowan, don’t you see? All those seasons ago, Menhenin wanted to keep his identity as a Romany wolf hidden. It stands to reason that he would hide any books that described the afflictions of Romany wolves.”

Rowan looked puzzled.

“Wolf fever strikes what kind of creature?” Penhaligon said.

“Well, wolves, of course.”

“Exactly. And Menhenin knew that if I found his fever symptoms in an apothecary book, I would discover that he was a wolf, not a fox, underneath all those flowing robes and turbans he wore.”

For the first time since Donald had become sick, Penhaligon saw a spark of hope in Rowan’s eyes.

“Oh, I do hope you’re right. I mean, there must be a record of a cure somewhere.… Oh my gosh! Old books!” Rowan suddenly dropped her embroidery.

“Rowan, what is it?”

“I’d forgotten all about it.” Rowan’s eyes sparkled with excitement.

“Flaming foxgloves! What?”

“Well, Mennah used to speak of an ancient book of cures that had been used by the Romany wolves for generations. The book was lost, or maybe stolen, she thought, at around the time Menhenin left the tribe. When wolf fever appeared, she begged the elders to search for the book. She felt sure they’d discover a record of the cure. But the sickness spread so quickly that the book was never found.”

Penhaligon studied her for a long moment. “And you think the book may be in Menhenin’s trunk? You think he stole it?”

“No … I … Yes, it’s possible. Not ‘stole’ it; maybe borrowed it. Would it not make sense that he’d want to teach his grandson as much Romany wolf medicine as he could?”

The question niggling its way into the forefront of Penhaligon’s brain finally jumped out of his mouth. “Rowan, if Menhenin knew of a cure for wolf fever, then why didn’t he use it when the Romany wolves on the Purple Moor were dying? Why didn’t he heal himself?”

Rowan sighed. “You just said yourself, Penhaligon, that perhaps he didn’t want to give up his secret identity.”

“I don’t believe that Menhenin would let the whole of his tribe die if he had the cure. It’s a preposterous thought.” Penhaligon felt frustration bubble up inside him.

“Perhaps he became too sick too quickly to think reasonably. But there’s only one way to find out. You must go to Ramble-on-the-Water,” said Rowan.

Penhaligon looked at Donald, and his frustration turned into determination. He took Rowan by the shoulders. “If you are right about the book, then I promise I will find it. And if it contains the cure, I shall concoct it. Am I not a renowned apothecary?” He pecked her on the cheek. “Just make sure that costume is finished in time. Donald will need it for the festival. I’ll leave for Ramble-on-the-Water at first light.”

Rowan rolled her eyes. “Let’s hope you can make it through the doorway, now that your head is so big. You shouldn’t make promises you may not be able to keep.”

Penhaligon laughed. It was good to have her teasing him again. He would say anything to keep the despair from her eyes. “So I see we finally got rid of Bill Goat,” he said.

Rowan noticed Bill’s empty bed for the first time. “Why, the old goat didn’t even say good-bye.” Her snout suddenly dropped. “Oh no! Penhaligon, you don’t suppose he heard?”

“There was never anything wrong with his hearing,” said Penhaligon.

“That’s all we need.” Rowan grimaced.
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