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This book, in its entirety, was written by a real human: a cranky, middle-aged woman with a penchant for wolves.
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For those who struggle to escape the past.

The future is yours.
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This book is written in the English version of English, 

since I am ever English.
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There’s no-one like family to spin a far fetched yarn. Spending my days around our mixed up pack made me privy to all sorts of tall tales of years gone by. I took to scribbling down their childhood stories, mainly to fill up the shelves of my tiny library. Assistance came from Sospa, the miniature serpent Storyteller, and I found it comforting to teach an apprentice in my advancing years.

Some tales made me laugh, others cry. Oh yes, life’s not all fun, games and hilarity, you know. So, buckle up as your aged Storyteller recounts the past as it might have been.

When I interject smartarse comments or a word of explanation, the interruption will appear in italics. Otherwise, rock on and remember, we all have a past. It only remains to wonder how they’ll retell yours when you’ve shuffled off this mortal coil. To quote Bill Shakespoke.

Love always,

Edith Breaker-Smith Pogmithead Furtletooth.

(We’ll get to the additional surname. Eventually.)

P.S. We begin, of course, with the mangiest wonder of them all, my bestest wolf...
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Wings, the nanny eagle, needed no encouragement to tell me this story of the Furtletooth brothers as wolf pups. At the time of this tale, the young heir to the pack, the Alpha Alpha (known to those who loved him as AA) was our mangy Curt and his brother was then called Parco. By the way, it came as news to me that my Curt was once a snow white marvel. Personally I like him salt and pepper.
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The wind howled around the mansion like a rabid wolf, rattling the window shutters and filling the pups’ bedroom with spiralling icy drafts. No fire warmed the grate, despite the worst snowstorm the elder wolves could remember. The pups’ iron tough father, the Valley Pack Alpha, believed in hardening his pack at night, especially his own sons.

A steamy breath hung in the air as the youngest pup shivered and pressed up against his brother, drawing warmth from his thicker, coarser fur. Two black noses poked over the edge of a single threadbare blanket and a set of white oversized paws poked out from beneath as AA gave Parco more space under the wool, especially since he felt guilty.

At eight years old and the suffering recipient of horrible leadership tests, he had been left alone to fight his way back from the forest that afternoon, heaving through snow drifts far deeper than his dripping nose. The frozen pup arrived back on the mansion’s doorstep in a state of soaking misery and barked at his brother. The four year old got such a fright that he dropped Pupsy, his favourite chew toy, right on the feet of their mother. Helena stared at the saliva caked thing soiling her foot and proceeded to prove her secret nickname of Frozen Hell by hurling Pupsy out into the snow, screeching, “You’re too old for a toy.”

Having inadvertently deprived Parco of his only comfort, AA tried jollying him up with a game of snappy tail, but the downcast youngster ended the day still drooping and crawled into bed without washing the dirt from his mud brown coat. Ignoring the mucky transfer to his sparkling whiteness, AA snuggled close and gently whined an apology in his brother’s ear.

The arrival of their nanny brought a happy yip to both pups, since Wings came bearing a thick woollen blanket, pilfered from his own bed, and a snack of warm rashers. When two greasy snouts settled back on their scratchy pillow, Wings tucked the second blanket over AA’s paws and entertained his boys with a lamplit bedtime story. On this stormy night, with its ghostly howling and flickering shadows, the eagle settled into his chair and decided to wheel out the tragic tale of Storpil, the cross-eyed gumwhat. So far, so giggly, for a pair of fuzzy reprobates snuggled in their blankets. Encouraged by their response, the eagle embellished with a turn to the dark side, utilising the spooky wind and rattling woodwork.

“Storpil stared, cross-eyed, into the night, balancing on a tree branch. It was so dark, even the shadows had shadows and the wind howled around his ears. Yowwoooo,” whistled Wings, through his teeth. “And then he heard the flap flap of wings. Something dark flew overhead, circling closer and closer and closer.” Wings leant in, whispering to wide-eyed pups. “Flap. Flap. Flap. SCREECH.”

Parco jumped with fright and AA tittered nervously, shuffling closer to his scared brother.

“The huge black bat hurtled into the branches,” Wings told them, sticking out his front teeth, “its bloodsucking fangs ready to bite his scrawny neck. Terrified, Storpil raced down the tree, fell into the grass and landed on his head.” Wings tipped his head and rested his ear on the bed. “Upside down, he heard the flap and screech as the bat raced after him. His tiny paws spun in the air as he struggled to find his feet. A crackle and a thud echoed through the night and he kicked harder, desperate to get away. Fallen twigs went snap snap as something heavy went thump thump, through the forest behind him. A giant paw shot out of the night and grabbed the bat, catching its wings with huge claws.” Wings’ fingers twisted into claws and he grasped both pups’ snouts. “The mighty bear opened his jaws and bit the bat’s head clean off with one snap. Storpil quietly crawled away as the bear went munch munch on his batty snack.” Wings sat bolt upright, letting go of their snouts and both pups shuddered. “But the bear saw him and thumped after him. Storpil ran and ran, but his tiny legs weren’t fast enough. Claws swept down and the bear grasped poor screaming Storpil, jaws opening wide as he roared and bit...”

“WINGS!” hollered a voice like a fog horn. Both pups and their nanny went airborne from fright. “Where are you, you lazy eagle? My boots are still filthy. If you’re sleeping, I’ll throw you out on your beak.”

The horrendous bellowed threat was probably an idle one, since it had been delivered in multiple forms over the years, but Wings knew better than to cross Alpha in one of his moods.

“I’m coming,” the eagleman called out. He rose from his chair with a sigh and gave both blanketed rumps a pat. “Time to sleep, boys. See you in the morning.” He blew out the lamp and the flickering shadows vanished, smothered by night’s heavy mantle. Feeling for the door, Wings stubbed his toe on the chair leg, muttering, “Grojat, it’s dark in here.”

Having shrunk into the blanket, leaving only his wilting ears above the wool line, a terrified Parco heard the door open and close and footsteps head down the hallway, leaving him shaking in his soft fur.

“Grrr, grrr,” AA rumbled, nibbling his brother’s ear to comfort him.

Parco thumped him with a well placed back kick, as if to say, ‘I don’t need you; I’m a big wolf now,’ but still, folded ears strained to catch any sound of a bat or bear creeping around the mansion or scratching at their shuttered window.

Just when the younger pup ceased to tremble and relaxed into the warm blankets, another noise penetrated the shrieking storm and it hadn’t come from outside. Two petrified wolves listened and listened, not a tuft of fur moving, but they heard only the wind howling and the wooden roof rattling in protest. The brothers whined to each other and snorted warm breath into the freezing air.

Then it came again.

A crackling snap and a shuffle. And scratching.

Coming from under the bed.

A terrified Parco scrunched his limbs into a tight bundle of fur and he gummed his front paw, desperate for his lost Pupsy. AA pledged to face down any enemy, even blood sucking bats or night phantoms, to protect his little brother. Shaking like a leaf in the snowstorm, he quietly rolled to the edge of the bed and poked his nose over the side. Only a pale shine from the wooden floor greeted his yellow gaze, so he shuffled forwards, draped both front paws over the edge and slowly lowered his upside down eyeline beneath the bed.

A flash of black eyes, chattering and crunching heralded a flying set of buck teeth which clamped down on his exposed nose. Howling in shock and pain, AA leapt backwards, tossing his head from side to side and hurling his assailant across the bed. The horrified gumwhat, who had been minding his own business sheltering from the snow before a huge set of teeth invaded his space, scrambled across the blankets in a panic, landing on Parco’s head in a flurry of tiny claws.

Wolf and gumwhat shrieked at each other in terror, tumbled off the bed and proceeded to hurtle around the darkened room, bouncing off the walls, until Parco found the door knob with his forehead. Not waiting for his punctured and sneezing big brother to defend him, the pup flung himself at the offending knob and somehow managed to swing on it by his teeth, long enough for the door to click open. AA recovered in time to watch two very different tail ends exit the room and fly down the staircase, both convinced the other was chasing them. AA pursued the escapees down the stairs, along the corridor and into the kitchen in a bustle of paws.

Luckily for the traumatised gumwhat, he managed to tightrope walk along the edges of kitchen chopping boards and find a tiny shutter left slightly ajar, squeezing himself through the gap. Quite how he escaped the snowdrift he must have dropped into, the brothers never discovered. Suffice it to say, AA caught up with Parco when the younger wolf ground to a shaky halt by the roaring fire, having realised the demon monster was, in fact, little more than an oversized rodent. He had eaten bigger meals than that during the Howling, although that particular gumwhat happened to be dead at the time.

“Grr grr grrow,” growled a miffed, out of breath AA, receiving a pathetic whine in response. He puffed through his sore nose and padded over to the nice warm fire, presenting his tail and nether regions to the flames and groaning in pleasure. After a hefty shake, Parco thumped his backside down on the hearth and gave his dirty coat a jolly good scratch.

“WINGS,” bellowed the voice of their father, “I can feel warm air. Is that kitchen fire out?”

“That was me,” a sultry female voice called back. Everyone knew Luva’s voice, since it frequented a large proportion of male wolf dreams and one eagle’s, even as she approached middle age. “I needed hot water for my muscles.”

“It’s supposed to be out by now,” Alpha replied, his words strangely minus their usual homicidal tone.

“I’ll put it out when I’m ready,” Luva chirped back.

“You’re up here, milling about,” Alpha pointed out. “Aren’t you done down there?”

“Well. Yes. I am capable of going back down a set of stairs. When I’m good and ready.”

“Fine. I’ll put it out myself. Why don’t I just do everything in this pack? I’m only Alpha.”

Luva laughed. No-one ever figured out why she was the only wolf, with the exception of Frozen Hell, who could answer back to the Alpha and get away with it.

Alpha’s thunderous footsteps stamped their way down the stairs and headed straight for the kitchen, leaving his wayward pups nowhere to go, except outside. AA morphed back into an eight year old boy, unlocked the exterior door and ushered his wolf brother out into the snowstorm, drawing the door shut behind them and pressing a finger to his lips.

Thumps and clangs penetrated the walls as their father flung his considerable bulk around the kitchen, clattering pots and pans and scattering rogue cutlery. “Look at the state of this kitchen,” he bellowed to the empty room, plunging a bucket into a vat of icy water. “None of you take your work seriously.”

Sloshing water all over the floor, Alpha hurled the entire bucket at the fire, bouncing the metal off the grate and extinguishing the flames in a mighty hiss of steam. He stamped up to the external door and his terrified sons froze outside, watching as the knob turned and the door creaked open an inch.

“I don’t believe this,” the enraged Alpha boomed, slamming the door and turning the key. “We could all be slaughtered in our beds by bears. It wouldn’t be the first time. I will have discipline and order in this pack. Tomorrow morning, you all train again, even if I have to show you how to do it myself. Do you hear me?”

“The whole pack can hear you,” yelled Frozen Hell, following it up with a tremendous door slam from their bedroom, above his head.

“You will listen to me. I’m your Alpha,” he hollered back and threw two enormous safety bolts on the door. Both hadn’t been used in more than a year and were so stiff he caught his finger in the casement. Swearing liberally, he stomped his way back upstairs, leaving a shivering boy and a shaking pup well and truly locked out in the storm.

“I’m cold,” muttered a newly morphed small boy, bare feet shuffling in the snow.

AA glanced over his shoulder. “Turn back to wolf. I’ll knock. Someone will let us in.”

Parco grasped his brother’s forearm. “You can’t. Father will make us both do something nasty. You know he will. I don’t want to hang up a tree again.”

AA shivered and rubbed his hands up his bare arms. Unfortunately his brother was right. With their father in this state of anger, knocking would only get them punished. They might even be kept locked outside for days to teach them a lesson. AA could endure it, but his baby brother didn’t deserve to whimper in misery, yet again.

“Alright. We’ll wait til morning when Luva opens up. She won’t give us away. But we need to get you to shelter.”

“I’m cold,” Parco agreed, hopping on his frozen feet.

“We’ll head for the trees,” AA suggested.

“Won’t he see me?” Parco asked, mouth drooping. “I’m not white like you and Father.”

“We’ll run fast,” AA replied, clasping his brother’s shoulder. “Besides, Father will be too busy banging on Mother’s door.”

Parco stared at the forest, glimpses of trees appearing through the swirling snowstorm. “What if we get lost?”

“We won’t go far,” AA replied, forcing a laugh. “I’m Alpha Alpha. I can’t get lost with my nose.”

And with that confident pronouncement, he morphed back into his proud white wolf and took off, ploughing through the snow, his brother trotting through the ditch behind him, hidden from sight. Once through the village and within the densely packed trees, the wind strength dropped, but the snow kept falling, covering their tracks. AA held his nose close to the rising drifts, anchoring the various smells into a map in his brain, but Parco sensed his brother’s growing unease and barked quietly.

AA peered back at the snow splattered pup and nodded. Time had come to huddle together at the base of a tree and shelter as best they could. They swiftly scraped at frozen soil and dug a small hole, curling up in the shallow depression. AA coiled around his brother and waited for dawn to save them. Snowfall deadened forest sounds, turning whining solitude into an ominous dark void. Occasionally, a scuffle in the trees or a quiet bird call penetrated their drafty hidey hole, but straining ears and wide eyes could sense little life around them. Imagination, however, ran riot, building ferocious bears out of tree bark. Parco’s little teeth chattered in his snout, more from fear than the cold, although the night sent a rampant chill through stiffening coats.

AA’s larger ears caught the sound first. A vibrating flap whistled through the air, as though a bat the size of a house descended from the storm in a swirl of snow. He shot to his paws, standing over his crouching brother, bearing his teeth in a futile show of strength. Shadows bore down on the pups, moving back and forth over the drifts, as blinded eyes watered from the sting of fear. Strange noises crept through the falling snow: groans, cracks and leathery flapping, coming from everywhere and nowhere. Parco struggled up, still quivering beneath his brother’s longer legs, his eyes darting left and right.

A visceral slap sounded directly above their heads and a deep whomp whomp made the hair in their furry ears rustle. Parco yowled and took off running as though the devil in the form of a blood sucking bat chased his tail. AA barked, but his brother was too petrified to listen, so he raced in pursuit. When something grabbed at his own tail, AA panicked and ran like the wind, his longer legs overtaking Parco’s in their headlong flight. The monstrous bat screeched in anger and flew above the trees, fighting the swirling wind and sharp branches, searching for an opening in thick forest to dive and devour its victims.

Round and around the terrified wolves raced, swerving trees, ploughing through snow, tripping and tumbling over roots, scrambling up steep banks and rolling down hills until exhaustion and a savage fall onto his sore snout brought AA to a halt, dribbling and panting. He shook the snow off his nose, sneezed and turned to face his brother with streaming eyes.

Parco was no longer there.

For a moment, AA blinked at the empty space in disbelief. When his brain caught up with his eyes, a roaring wave of fear broke over him.

Where’s he gone? Where’s my little brother? Is he hurt? Did the bat get him? No. No. Please, no. Parco. Where are you?

A howling gust of wind buffeted his body and swept him into action. Flying back over his own tracks, quickly disappearing in the falling snow, AA desperately searched for his brother, but the smaller paw prints were already erased from the white carpet. He sniffed every tree, leaf and drift until his nose ached, but couldn’t trace Parco’s smell anywhere. His mind whirled in panic and grief.

How could I lose him? He’s just a little wolf. He can’t run fast. What have I done? Parco, don’t leave me. I want my brother.

No longer caring about the bat, AA yowled his misery into the night, over and over, but no reply came. His head and tail drooped, dragging in the snow, as tears rolled down his snout.

I’m all alone. Parco’s gone and he didn’t even have Pupsy.

AA lifted his dripping nose and yowled the mourning cry to the snow clouds.

A weak yip floated back on the wind.

Did I hear that?

AA howled into the wind, louder than he’d ever howled before, then listened, ears straining. The yip came again, stronger and full of trembling hope.

That’s my Parky!

AA shot in the direction of the call, paws flying through snowdrifts deeper than his body in a frantic fight to get to his brother. He paused for a moment, ears and eyes straining, and howled again. A louder yip echoed back.

Where is he? Where? Where?

AA’s laser vision penetrated the curtain of snow and zoomed in on a rough patch of quivering brown fur.

Got him.

He growled ferociously and pounded to the rescue, teeth ready to battle the bat, however monstrous. As he hurtled into the fray, he glimpsed the huge black bear hanging over his tiny brother and launched himself at the beast.

No bear gets to eat my brother.

AA bounced off the tree stump with a boneshaking thud and fell flat on his back in the snow, legs in the air, completely winded. His brother’s stunned face appeared overhead and let rip with a string of yips. Staggering upright on wobbly legs, a relieved and emotional AA gave his brother’s nose a good licking. Pawing at AA to stop the face wash, Parco still shuffled close to his side. Together, the trembling duo stared at the unrecognisable landscape.

AA whined, having no idea where they were in the whitewashed scene. He might have been left in the forest this morning, in a dry run of their current predicament, but it was daylight then and he was able to track his father back home using his famous nose. In this nasally clueless dark, they could be yards from home, going in circles or miles away, given how far and fast they ran.

Changing into a shivering, freezing boy, Parco asked, “Where are we, Phafa?”

AA knew Parco must be terrified to use his puppy nickname. Peering into the night as he changed, he replied, “I don’t know, Parky. It’ll be alright. I promise. I’ll howl for help. Someone will hear.”

“What if the bat hears?” Parco whimpered, an icy tear dripping down his cheek. “Or bears. Bears could be out here. I don’t want to be eaten.”

“I won’t let any bears eat you, Parky,” AA insisted, adding a hefty frown for good measure.

“You can’t fight a big bear on your own,” Parco whispered.

“We’ll be home soon,” AA told him, thinking of their cold, dark room in a much warmer light. At least they had Wings to care for them. Maybe the eagle would check their room and discover they were gone. He would come for them, if he knew. Wings would come.

And then they heard it. SCREECH. The sound of a nightmare come alive. That terrifying flapping and shrieking returned with a vengeance. The bloodsucking bat had found them.

“Bat,” whimpered Parco, shaking so hard his teeth chattered.

“Change,” AA ordered. “And stay ahead of me. I’m on your tail.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” AA said. “I won’t lose you again, not ever. I’m your brother. Now, change and run.”

The two wolves fled into the night, AA sprinting behind Parco to defend him from the predator hunting them down, but no matter which way they swerved, turned or climbed, the flapping stayed with them. When the leathery slap slap grew so close that Parco’s short legs couldn’t run fast enough to escape, AA pushed his brother into the roots at the base of a tree and stood over him, snarling with all the fierce bravado he could muster.

The whoom whoom passed over their heads and a shadowy figure dropped through the trees, snapping the branches and landing on the snow with a blood curdling shriek. The monster’s wings spread out, brushing the snow from laden branches and shrouding the creature in thick darkness. The enormous bat stalked towards them. AA summoned every ounce of courage he possessed and went on the offensive, leaping at the predator. The wolf stretched in mid flight, straining to snap his snarling maw on the outstretched wing. Expecting to be skewered by razor sharp fangs, he cringed in advance of the mortal pain. In actuality, he got heftily slapped upside the head and upended onto the snow by a feather coated bird.

Parco yowled and trod on his brother’s tail in his hurry to get to a mightily miffed, scowling eagle. The tiny wolf disappeared into a blanket of warm feathers, whimpering and whining out his muffled trauma. AA heaved himself up and paced nervously in the snow, not meeting the eagle’s stern gaze, until Wings pecked him on the top of his head and wrapped both wings around him. AA had never been more relieved in his short life. Snuggled in the walking duvet, he was about to change and explain the whole miserable adventure when the eagle’s claws clasped the wolves around their midriffs and they launched up into the cloudy sky.

Buffeted left and right, up and down by swirling, gusting winds, the mighty young eagle fought his way back through the snow, his beady eyes fixed on a dim, distant lamp, flickering in the stormy night. Not that the pups saw much through their tightly shut eyes, limbs flailing like Parco’s abandoned chew toy. Flying through the air wasn’t a joyful escapade at the best of times for the earth bound wolves, but in a storm, all that shaking and squeezing brought only nausea.

Wings’ extraordinary eyesight zeroed in on the looming village through the curtain of snow and rising mist, picking out the mansion by the solitary warm light, sputtering at an open window on the ground floor. Not by accident were those shutters ajar, since he had exited from that very window a lifetime ago. Having finished cleaning the boots of the raging Alpha, Wings had decided to check on his two adoptive charges before retiring for the night, being a ridiculously soft hearted bird. Thankfully, Frozen Hell had deigned to unlock her bedroom door and the slightly shamefaced Alpha had shuffled inside, moaning that his finger hurt, thereby bringing peace to the mansion and allowing the eagle a clear shot at the pups’ room.

Wings tortured himself with how long it had taken to make that decision. How close had he come to not discovering the pups’ escape until morning? What if they had frozen, been mortally injured or taken by the bears? He would have nightmares for years after that.

Coming in to land, Wings gave the dangling wolves a good shake to make them open their eyes. He hovered close to the mansion and dropped them by the open window before silently touching down on the snow. AA tried climbing in, but his front paws splatted on the wall, just short of the shutters. He readied his back legs for a leap, but Wings tapped him on the nose with a wing tip and shook his head. Parco shivered beside his twitching brother as he peered up at the window from his lower vantage point. The steaming eagle crossed his wings and glared at the pups. Both tails drooped.

Changing into his human form, Wings reached through the open window and grabbed his clothes, with the exception of shoes. Once dressed, he turned back to the wolves who still padded around in the snow.

“I’ll lift you in,” he whispered. “Be very careful and quiet. None of us want them waking up. Understand?”

Two wolves nodded, vigorously.

Thrusting furry backsides through the window was hardly Wings’ first choice for a relaxing night, but the front and back doors, and now the kitchen, were bolted shut and couldn’t be opened without serious straining and an accompanying racket. The eagleman flexed his biceps, bent at the knees, scooped Parco into his arms and gently manoeuvred the wolf through the window, dropping him into a surreptitiously positioned chair. After being waved at, Parco quietly vacated the quilted padding in time for a straining Wings to dump a folded up AA in his place.

Grasping the upper window ledge, Wings pulled up with wiry core strength, swung his bare feet into the study and touched down into a soft crouch. He closed the window behind him, gently easing the hinges and lock back into place. As soon as the howling wind died down, they heard the footsteps padding along the corridor, stopping directly outside the study.

Frantically gesturing for the wolves to hide, Wings blew out the lamp, plunging them into darkness. AA and Parco scrambled beneath the wooden desk, squeezing together in a tangle of paws, whilst Wings sat on the window ledge and slotted himself behind the curtain. They all heard the knob turn and the door open with an ominous creak. Flickering lamplight cast shadows on the walls and floor, penetrating the fugitives’ hiding places. Muscles and nerves twanged and tightened as they struggled to contract themselves into tiny balls of flesh and fur.

“Who’s here?” a stern female voice demanded. “Show yourself or I’ll wake the whole pack.”

“SSShhhh,” pleaded Wings, popping out from behind the curtain like a magician.

“Wings? What in the name of Grojat’s supper are you doing?” asked Luva, wielding a lamp in one hand and a long handled carving knife in the other. “You gave me a fright.”

Wings could have accused her of the same or, more importantly, explained the necessity of keeping their voices down but, as usual, fluency flew straight out the window where Luva was concerned. Wings’ mouth turned the consistency of an old shoe in a parched desert as he stuttered, “Er, Luva,” squeaked to a close and coughed.

“Yes, Luva,” returned the confused woman, instinctively dropping her voice to a less confrontational level and the knife to her side. “Why are you hiding behind a curtain in the study?”

Wings racked his frazzled brain for any reason at all, but functioning neurones were too busy sparking at her appearance. She might be many years his senior as she headed towards middle age, but handsome woman she was. In her tight woolly night ensemble, with her flaming red hair flowing over her shoulders, she could make a nervous eagle pass out from high blood pressure.

Luva frowned at his lack of response. “Are you up to something you shouldn’t be?” she asked, sounding like a grandmother catching a sprog with a hand in the cookie jar.

When have I ever done something I shouldn’t? thought the eagle, with a mental sigh, but he actually said, “No.”

“Wings, you tell me what’s going on, or I have to fetch Alpha,” Luva warned, her lovely face pleading with him to confide in her. “There’s been too much betrayal...”

“I, er, erm. Don’t tell Alpha,” Wings stuttered, displaying the guiltiest expression possible.

“Wings, you talk to me right now. You...”

And that’s when a smothered soprano sneeze, a bump and a whine from under the desk gave the game away. A moment of silence came and went as Luva looked to the Wolf Deity for strength.

“Come out, the pair of you.” Silence reigned as the wolves froze, causing her to place the lamp and knife on the desktop and peep beneath. “I know you’re under the desk. Hello pups.”

Scraping, shuffling and bumping ensued, as two wolves scrambled out from under the furniture and stood beside Wings, heads and tails drooping.

“So, anyone want to tell me what we’re up to tonight instead of sleeping?” Luva whispered, closing the door behind her and turning to give them a stern glare.

Parco morphed back into a red faced little boy and loosed a whispered flood of misery. “I got scared when Wings told me about Storpil and the bat and his fangs and a bear bit his head off and I ran downstairs ‘cause a gumwhat bit Phafa and we got locked outside and went in the forest and chased by the bat and I was on my own and a bear wanted to eat me and Phafa found me and fell down and the bat came back, ‘cept it was Wings. He flew us home. I’m cold. I want to go to bed. Please don’t tell Father I was scared. I’m not a scaredy wolf.”

When a tear rolled down his cheek, Luva ruffled the boy’s hair and glared at Wings like it was all his fault.

“It was just a story,” Wings stuttered, wishing he’d never opened his mouth that evening.

Luva tutted. “Telling them stories like that at bedtime. Shame on you. Alpha Alpha, did you see the bear?”

AA changed to a shamefaced boy, shuffled nervously and replied, “No. I think it was a tree, not a bear.”

“Are you sure?” Luva asked.

AA nodded, his head drooping, certain that the night was going to end in a severe fatherly reprimand. “I hit my nose on it.”

“Right. Well, there’s no need to tell anyone anything, is there?” Luva decided. Three heads rose to stare at her. “You two turn wolf; it’s too cold. Wings, get these boys and yourself back to bed. I was never here.” Delivering a glittering smile that made Wings’ stomach drop through his knees, Luva quietly eased open the door and poked her head out.

She scanned the silent, still corridor, picked up her knife and nodded for two morphed wolf pups and a nervy man to follow her upstairs, before blowing out the lamp. Creeping along a corridor and up a creaky wooden staircase with tired legs, expecting to be discovered at every turn, was an ordeal in itself, but things took a turn for the worse when Alpha’s bedroom door suddenly swung open.

Moving like lightning, Luva leapt into the doorway and pretended to get a fright when faced with the emerging Alpha, who actually did jump in shock, shout, “Grojat,” and drop his covering blanket. The three miscreants threw themselves flat on the stairs, Parco landing on his brother’s head, cutting off his airway.

“You scared me,” announced Luva, filling the doorway, but keeping her gaze off the naked Alpha whilst he scrambled to recover his woolly shield. Peering over his shoulder, Luva spotted Frozen Hell’s wolf, sitting bolt upright in her bed. “Good evening, Alpha Mate.”

Helena grumbled a reply, stretched a long, furry back leg out from under the blanket and rattled a paw in an empty water bowl.

“Yes, I’m going,” Alpha told his mate, looming up to his full height and turning back to Luva. “And why are you threatening me with a knife?”

Luva stared at the offending carving implement. “I’m not. It’s for my protection.”

“Against what?” asked Alpha, trying to peer around her.

The slowly asphyxiating AA did his best not to wheeze, but his jerking paw slipped off the edge of a stair and thwacked Wings straight in the eye.

“We can’t be too careful,” said Luva, nonchalantly leaning to cut off Alpha’s sightline. “There might be a bear.”

“Glad to hear someone listens to me in this pack,” Alpha rumbled.

Helena’s wolf snorted from her bed.

“Wouldn’t it be better to light that?” he asked, nodding at the flameless lamp in Luva’s other hand.

“And let the bear know I’m coming?” Luva replied, as though he suggested something ridiculous. “I’ll light it on my way to the kitchen. I need to fetch my water for the night.”

Alpha frowned. “Didn’t you bring some up earlier?”

“I drank it,” Luva replied, after a slightly too long pause.

“What’s with you she-wolves and water?” he grumbled, getting a Frozen Hell growl and another bowl rattle in response.

“I’ll fetch some water for the Alpha Mate, when I bring mine,” Luva told him, with a disarming smile. “Good night Alpha. Alpha Mate.” With that, she pulled the door closed on his surprised face and vigorously gestured for the flattened trio to hurry.

“Strange wolf,” Alpha remarked on his way back to bed, two feet changing to four paws en route.

AA removed his paw from Wings’ eye and thrust upwards to launch Parco off his head, doing his best not to loudly heave in breath.

“Ssshh,” warned Wings, squinting out of one undamaged eye.

Luva gave all three a steely eyed glare as they tiptoed past her. They were safely inside the bedroom when they heard her footsteps heading back downstairs. Two freezing, shaky, miserable wolves stared at their nanny, wondering whether they should crawl back under the threadbare blanket. Tail trailing along the floor, AA picked up Wings’ gifted woollen blanket in his teeth and dragged it over to the man, dropping it on his bare feet with a blink of wide yellow eyes.

“Oh, come here,” whispered Wings, kneeling down and opening his arms wide.

Parco dashed over and both wolves disappeared inside the blanket for coats to be rubbed dry, cold noses poking out of the top. Now only marginally damp, they crawled back into bed, laying on the threadbare offering.

“I’ll be back in a moment,” Wings told them and slipped out of the room, leaving two chilly wolves to rue the frightful night and wonder if they would ever sleep again, even in their exhaustion. The spectre of bloodsucking bats and monstrous bears still lurked in the darkness. Parco whined and AA snuggled closer, grateful to still have a brother.

True to his word, Wings soon returned, wearing a double layer of sweaters, labouring under the bulk of all his bed linen, which he proceeded to spread over his shivering charges. Not content with a ton weight of blankets, he jammed a thick woolly hat over each head, plastering their ears flat. Gently patting each nose, he pulled the top blanket over their heads, just leaving two pairs of blinking eyes visible to the scary night. When he rose, Parco grasped his sweater in his teeth and whined so piteously, the young man’s heart melted.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Wings told them. “Not tonight.” As he settled back into his chair, he reached into his pocket and retrieved a newly washed and dried toy, recovered from the snow.

Parco’s black nose sniffed the air, recognising his best friend’s aroma. AA smiled as his little brother grabbed Pupsy and gummed happily. They would have to find a way to hide the toy from their mother, but not tonight.

“SSShhh,” Wings cooed. “Go to sleep. I’ll be here.”

Two pups snuggled into their warm cocoon and closed their eyes. They snored all night, without one nightmare of a bat or bear. Wings was keeping watch and they were safe.

Wings, however, never slept a wink. Not that night or many others. He checked on them twice every night, even when they were grown.

––––––––
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I’m pretty certain he checked on me most nights. Sometimes, I think he still does.
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Now would seem the appropriate time to address the Wings and Luva mysterious, tight lipped relationship question. I was told the truth of their past encounter long after most stories had entered the library, since the wolf and the eagle stayed silent on the matter, right up until the very end.

We lost Wings one desperate winter when falling rain pattered a heartbreaking metaphor to our entire tearful pack. He was an old, old bird by then and I still can’t bring myself to write about those times, even as I shuffle into my ancient years in wolf slippers. All I can say is that throughout the night of his passing, I held my creaky wolf whilst he howled like an orphaned pup, until he was too hoarse to speak and fell into an exhausted sleep. Luva padded into the Great Lupine Beyond three days after Wings, proving what I’d always believed, that their lives were eternally linked in some mystical manner.

She whispered the following story to me as her strength ebbed away and she drifted into the claws of her feathered angel. True to the manner in which she lived her life, her final moments gave me strength and brought me laughter. For that I’ll always be grateful.

Wings, my never forgotten best friend, soar in flight. I hope heaven appreciates your singing.

***
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Life was hard for a five year old eagle, labouring under the oath of servitude to the Snake Empire. That was, until the King threw him away and life degenerated into the unbearable.

On the same day Flier’s loving parents had the audacity to question whether children should be subject to that oath, they were taken, tethered in the bowels of the castle and left to starve together in the dark. The miserable eagles assembled on the rain soaked battlements to watch the soon to be orphan dragged from his castle home and thrown into thorn bushes outside the walls. No eagle would dare help him; they had their own families to consider.

When the battlements emptied and night fell, the saturated young bird still struggled to tear his softly feathered wings loose from the thorns. Morphing back to a terrified child, he managed to free himself at the expense of savage cuts to exposed skin and scramble behind a rock. There he shivered, alone and freezing, watching as gathering storm clouds enveloped the castle and his abandoned soul. When able, he turned eagle and flew down the mountain, leaving a remnant of his feathers fluttering in the thorns. Gale force winds and torrential rain buffeted his straining wings and torn feathers, until his strength failed and he plunged into a tree.

He might have died that night, beneath soaking leaves, but he was soon to learn that escape from the nightmare wouldn’t be that easy. Not that he didn’t try to join his perishing family in the eagle beyond. Paralysed by traumatic grief, he slumped on the branch most of the following day, flipping back and forth from eagle to child, drinking a little of the water trickling down from his leafy canopy. When the rain stopped and the sun emerged, even that meagre water supply ceased to flow.

Thirst and the groanings of an empty stomach finally forced him down from the tree and into the muddy undergrowth. Unable to continue in eagle form, the shivering, naked boy crept through the forest, heading for villages glimpsed on a training flight with his mother. Fear coursed through his veins, but aching hunger and freezing flesh drove him onwards. He reached the first settlement as night fell on the second day, drawn by the warmth and smoke of a campfire. The mouthwatering smell of roasting meat wafted into twitching nostrils and only terror held him back from hammering on the nearest cottage door. That and the sight of a huge black wolf, padding across the camp. Nostrils flared as the lupine sentry caught the scent of an intruder, his beady eyes scanning the trees as he let out a warning howl. When the camp swiftly filled with a pack of snarling wolves, the boy morphed into an eagle and flew high into the starry sky, peering down at the enemy.

His parents had carefully taught their son the ideal of honesty, despite their servitude. It took the five year old three days of starvation and cold to discard it all in favour of thievery. Occasionally, eagle eyes managed to pick off rodents small enough for a young bird to devour, but his human child also needed food and clothing, so little choice remained.

His first stealth divebomb proved so terrifying he only managed to yank a blanket from a washing line before a screaming woman arrived, brandishing a broom. Moving on to a bear encampment, he found more luck. A child’s winter clothes hung on a wooden frame in a tent, drying near a fire. By the time Papa Bear returned, trousers, jumpers, a woolly hat and a pair of discarded boots, far too big for the thief, had already disappeared into thin air, along with a meat pie.

And thus passed the next five years as the notorious thief’s reputation grew. Nary a wolf nor bear pack remained unscathed from a light clawed eagle in the night. The child grew taller, barely able to speak a word as loneliness and anger remained his only friends. Many a time he entertained himself with thoughts of growing into a monstrous eagle, abducting the Snake Empire’s murderous King and dropping him off the side of a cliff, but he knew any assault on the castle would only result in his death or, worse, mesmerisation and use as a slowly rotting doorstop.

One such homicidal fantasy proved his downfall, when the distracted boy failed to hear the light-pawed approach of two young wolves and found himself cornered, deep in the heart of the forest. The larger, a snow white, yellow eyed majesty, sniffed the clothes he wore and snarled. Spit hung from huge canines and Flier grabbed the nearest branch, brandishing little more than a twig at the terrifying predator.

When the white wolf pounced, the boy swiftly decided he wasn’t winning any sort of fight with that beast and tried to morph into his eagle by shredding his constricting clothes. He lifted off, only for the wolf to change into a young man with overly developed muscles and grab him by the leg, yanking the scrawny eagle back down. Flier fought hard, clawing and pecking in a terrified frenzy, but the teen had no intention of letting go, not now or ever, and thwacked the eagle repeatedly into the tree as though he were a dusty cloth.

“Stop! He’s frightened, Alf Alf,” cried the voice of an angel. “You’re hurting him. Stop it.”

“If I let go,” the bulky teen replied, “he’ll fly off. It’s the thief. You see the trousers? Those belonged to Gorit.”

“Alpha Alpha, you are thumping a child. He’s a baby eagle. Look at him.”

“Luva, I’m not letting go,” Alf Alf replied, although he ceased thundering the eagle’s head into the bark.

“Alright,” the woman cooed, carefully edging towards the frantic bird. “We don’t want to hurt you. You’re safe with us.”

Flier squawked into the teen’s face as if to reply, ‘He’s hurting me. I’m not safe.’

Luva got the point and moved in closer, both palms up.

“Careful,” Alf Alf told her, tightening his grip on the bird’s leg.

“Stop fighting,” she told Flier. “Turn back to human and he’ll let go. I promise.”

Flier’s beady eyes stared at the most beautiful and naked woman he had ever seen. Red hair the colour of summer apples cascaded over her shoulders as she leant forwards and gently tapped on his beak, whispering, “It’ll be alright. I promise.” When the eagle duly ceased struggling and pecking, she glanced at the young man. “Let go.”

“He hasn’t changed yet,” Alf Alf protested, flexing his muscles.

“Please,” she pleaded, turning wide emerald eyes on him.

The Alpha Heir stood no chance against that look and, after a disgruntled pause, let go of the bird’s leg with a huff.

Luva crouched beside the shivering, mud coated eagle. “So, then. Who are you, Little Bird?”

The eagle morphed into a wide-eyed boy and, for the first time in five long years, dry eyes filled with tears at the sound of her voice. His mother used to call him Little Bird.

“Do you have a name?” Luva asked, softening her features to a sympathetic smile. Alf Alf sighed and leant against a tree.

“Flier,” the boy rasped, surprised by the sound of his own voice.

“Well, Flier, I’m Luva and this is our pack’s Alpha Alpha, which means he’s the son and heir to our pack Alpha.”

“I know that,” the boy replied, with mild indignance. “I’m not a baby chick.”

The teen wolf harrumphed, but said nothing.

“How old are you, Flier?” Luva asked.

The boy thought, his brow frowning with concentration before he peered back at her. “Don’t know. How old are you?”

Luva laughed, softly. “I’m twenty. Alpha Alpha there is sixteen. How long have you been foraging?”

“Thieving, she means,” grunted Alf Alf.

“Don’t know,” the boy repeated, lips trembling. “I was five when Mami and Papi...” The words tailed off as he swallowed hard. “Don’t know now.” Luva gently touched his hand and he stared at her fingers.

“Did you come from the castle?” Alf Alf asked. “One of the Snake Empire’s slaves?”

The boy shuddered, viscerally. Luva wrapped an arm around him and glared at the wolf. “Flier, it’s alright; you’re safe now. Have you been on your own a long time?” He nodded in reply and fiercely wiped away a tear as it trailed down his filthy cheek. “Do you have any more clothes?” she asked. Flier peered at his shredded trousers and jumper and shook his head. They were too small now, anyway.

“Luva, what are you up to?” a suspicious Alf Alf asked. “If the snakes threw him out, we can’t take him in. It’s the law.”

“Alf Alf,” Luva exclaimed. “I’m surprised at you, of all wolves. You’re supposed to be looking after the pack.”

“He’s not my pack. If you hadn’t noticed, he’s a bird.”

“He’s a child and I’m not leaving him out here on his own,” Luva insisted.

Alf Alf stood upright. “I hope you explain that to the Serpent King before he strangles me.”

“Look at him,” she replied. “He must be at least ten, which means he’s been here five years. The King wouldn’t recognise him. You know he never bothers to remember any of his atrocities.”

“Father won’t allow it,” Alf Alf replied. “He’ll never take the chance.”

“We don’t need to tell him. Not all of it.” Luva tapped her chin with a finger as she thought. “We can say he flew in from the far west and his mother died on the way.”

“Wonderful,” Alf Alf muttered, then raised his voice. “No, absolutely not.”

“Alpha Alpha, you listen to me,” growled Luva, leaping to her feet. “You owe me. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be dead. I’ve got this to prove it.” She pointed over her shoulder at the location of a clawed scar running down the length of her back, courtesy of a surprise bear attack.

“Here we go,” moaned Alf Alf. “You insisted you’d never call on me to...”

“I’ve changed my mind,” she said, with a sharp nod of her head. “He’s coming home with us. We can change his name, just to be safe.”

“To
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