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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 the mixed up, united packs of the world.

We are family and refuse to be separated.
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This book is written in the English version of English, 

since I am English.
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The Madcap Recap

Hah, got you. I’ve called it Chapter 1, but it’s actually (whisper) a recap, a prologue of sorts. See, I know there’s a twitchy pile of you, lurking out there, who won’t read the dreaded p word, so I’m sneaking it in under the radar. Probably should change that recap subtitle, but I’ve never been accused of subtlety.

If you thought you’d heard the last of Edi(th) Breaker-Smith when the magic book went on the bonfire, think again. Granted words jangle around inside my cavernous skull, rather than zap onto mouldy pages on their own, but I suspect a further story cries out to be told, so here we are. For all I know, that book might have risen from the ashes like a leathery phoenix and winged its way back to the frozen library in the snakes’ vacated castle, but I digress to Book 3.

So, this morning, having fed Mr G, the obese, bucktoothed gumwhat, before he could chew my fingers off, I gracefully sashayed into our lodge, tripped over Curt – who was lying on the floor, apparently trying to clean wolf hair out of my rocker – and nosedived into the stew, which was, thankfully, still lukewarm. None of this may seem relevant, but bear with me.

My life thus far...

I was pushing sixty, well into the dry misery that is the menopause, suffering from sciatica, disappointment, loneliness and a snarky attitude, when the teenage colleague from the hell pit of officedom gifted me a leatherbound book for Secret Santa.

A bit of magical faffing about resulted in nearly freezing to death in snowbound Turea, where I was rescued by a limping scrag end of male who morphed into a mangy wolf – as you do.

Turns out, Curt, said grotty wolf, once held the exalted title of pack Alpha, until betrayed by bears who ruined his hip. After which he went AWOL up the mountain and wasn’t happy about having to cart this old baggage back down again.

The new Alpha, Curt’s younger brother, kindly let me stay in his village, despite the objections of his nanny bald eagle, Wings. I’d been there five minutes when Dulcis, Alpha’s teen daughter, adopted me as her surrogate nana, which makes me sound like the dog from Peter Pan, if not as lovable.

Curt threatened to head back up the mountain, but stayed when a delegation from the ruling Snake Empire arrived to broker a truce with the wolves’ arch enemy: the bears. It went pear shaped, of course, ending up with a snarling free for all that only ceased when I launched into a rendition of YMCA. (Which is probably the only bit you do remember.)

When the snakes scarpered, along with their eagle guards, the furry packs figured out they were lying through their fangs and Wings took off like he was guilty. We all ended up in the bear camp, plotting how to rescue missing wolves and bears from the snakes’ mountain top castle.

Curt and I were finally getting our groove on, when a homicidal bird I’d nicknamed Broken Beak, after having smashed him in the mush, kidnapped me, dumping my freezing posterior in the castle.

Wings winged back to the good guys, dropping Curt and the bears’ teen prince, Adamo, on the ramparts. I got rescued, Dulcis got rescued, the missing fur got rescued, but the all powerful Snake Empire turned out to be dying from mould infestation.

We all ended up in a battle with monstrous serpent, King Serpen, but his ambassador, Anguis, took him out with a stranglehold and we all went down the mountain – even Serpen - to form one enormous dysfunctional family, living happily ever after – whatever that is.

Which leads me back to where we came in, to wit, nosediving into the stew, because no matter how idyllic it appears, life always finds a way to dump you in the brown stuff, head first.

Anyway, suitably primed, you can now tackle Chapter 2, which is actually Chapter 1.

Here are the players to date:

Only Human

Me (Edith Breaker-Smith): Gorgeous silver vixen. I wish. Unless your type of vixen sports an ample posterior, hot flushes and sciatica.

Wolves

Curt(us): Mange ridden former Alpha, now getting it on with me every chance he gets.

Alpha: Curt’s younger brother, carrying the mixed up pack like a concrete straightjacket.

Dulcis: Alpha’s teen daughter, wolfing about in the undergrowth with Adamo.

Bears

Prince Adamo: Redheaded teenage ruler of the bears, accident prone, tad dim.

General Ursid: Scarred, wide as a bus warrior, soggy hearted.

Mama Bear: Self appointed matron of the sick. No idea what her actual name is.

Mama’s short, but stout-hearted mate, Friddie.

Their spitting, snarling, teeth laden, homicidally adorable cub.

Snakes

Serpen: Former King, ruddy great serpent, slithering out of depression.

Anguis: His once ambassador, handsome bit of alright, so Curt keeps an eye on him.

Sospa: Serpen’s diddly heir niece, trouble in the making.

Eagles

Wings: Flapping old nanny, sings like a constipated parrot. Love him.

Broken Beak: Miserable toerag, actually named Gulid, but I don’t care.
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Howls, Growls And Rows

“I’m going to miss you, my sweet boy,” I tell him, lovingly stroking soft licks of hair curling around his ears. “Being with you brings me peace. Please come back to me. I need you.”

Those doleful eyes peer back at me, but no word does he utter. Well, he wouldn’t, would he? Being a ram.

Roger’s woolly rump swings jauntily from side to side as we wander down the valley, following the bleating crowd of sheep on their mass winter exodus. It’ll be spring before I get to chat to my silent friend again. I feel teary, which is ridiculous when you think about it. Curt calls me a nutter, but then, that crazy old wolf should know.

The snow’s falling heavily now, coating the town in a blanket of sparkling white and reminding me of when I arrived here, a year ago. So much has changed, I can barely remember my old life. Who am I kidding? Of course I can. It was miserable and lonely. Here, I’m neither. Annoyed, flummoxed, tired and confused on occasion, but not miserable and certainly never lonely. Chance would be a fine thing. Between the wolves, bears, snakes and a grumpy old bird (Wings, not me), there’s hardly a quiet moment. It’s why I appreciate these glorious chats with my woolly friend Roger; he never talks back.

“Well, Rog old bean, this is it, methinks.”

I sniff as I come to a halt and watch Roger forge ahead, snowflakes sticking to his fleece and camouflaging his rump within the snow globe landscape.

“Bye, good boy,” I whisper, as though I’m losing a faithful labrador, and wave a hand coated in thick woollen gloves, courtesy of the fluff from his wandering pack. Curt would wet himself laughing, if he saw me now.

Whistling wind carries the promise of a big freeze and it’s chilly standing here, even coated in wool and leather layers from head to toe, like a middle-aged marshmallow. I’m about to head back to the mansion, with its roaring fire, when Roger turns, stares straight at me and delivers a reverberating, plaintive bleat. I’m so moved, I actually sob.

A hefty thump on the back of the bonce knocks the sentiment right out of me. A follow up missile inserts snow straight down my ear canal. The accompanying snorted laughter reveals exactly which assailant is about to get his face pummelled into the dirt, if I get my mittens on him.

“Oi, Mange, you better start running,” I holler, bundling towards him like a sumo wrestler on stilts.

“Come and get me, Big Bum,” Curt yells back, dancing about like a limp boxer.

Two minutes later he lets me catch him, since we figured out the grappling bit is far more fun than the chase. I throw myself at him with a muffled squelch, knocking him backwards into a dune.

“Mind the hip,” he grumbles from beneath my bulk.

Rolling in the snow, we’re happily exchanging warm breath and tongue suction when I briefly open my eyes to spot Roger fading into the distance. Hey ho, the ram’s gone. Back to old people snogging. (If that bothers you, you’re in the wrong book. Just saying.)

“I’m soggy,” Curt announces, hauling himself up to a seated position by clamping my buttocks. “Let’s creep back to our room. It’s cold out here.”

“Why are we creeping anywhere?” I ask, happily perched on his warm thighs. “Oh wait,” I add, riding a brainwave, “shouldn’t you be chairing the community meeting?”

“I’ve taken all of them since we joined. Look how much I’ve aged,” Curt grumbles, lifting his woolly hat. “I’m losing my hair. Or it’s where you’ve been rubbing it.”

I give his head a vigorous rub for good measure.

“Anyway,” he continues, swiping my hand away and replacing the hat, “I’m supposed to have given up being Alpha, remember?”

“Give over. You love it when your brother wants you to help him.”

Curt snorts. “He won’t like me now. I told him I was going to get something I needed and didn’t go back.”

I clamber off his legs and glare down at him. “You did a runner? Not very mature of you.”

He drops back, lying flat on the snow with a grunt. “I couldn’t stand any more complaining. The wolves are howling too loud all night. The bears keep scratching the woodwork. Everyone insists everyone else has given them fleas.”

“Not the snakes,” I point out.

“No. They moan ‘I’m too cold and I don’t like the food.’ The bears want a bee farm and I sat through a whole morning lecture on the medicinal benefits of honey. Then some miserable, flea infested bear complained about Wings’ singing waking him up.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Well, too be fair, it is pretty bad. And first thing in the morning it’s traumatising.”

“Oh, it’s horrendous,” he agrees. “Gave me nightmares as a pup. But given what the old bird has done for us all, he can sing what the hell he likes, whenever he likes.” He sits back up and grabs me around the waist. “Come here, Big Bum. I’ll let you squeeze my biceps.”

“Oh, well then...” I drop onto him, grabbing those fabulous arms. A stray hand makes it underneath all the layers and he’s manoeuvred my trousers around my knees when raised voices interrupt our X rated fun.

Honestly, I could hear them a mile off. Two teenage lovers, who spend half their time arguing these days, are stomping through the snow.

“All I asked was what colour you wanted?” Her Highness the Alpha Daughter Dulcis yells, in far from royal tones.

Clearly Adamo, The Ginger Prince of Bears, trailing along behind her, has managed to stick his two left feet in it, again.

“I don’t care,” mumbles Adamo.

“What did you say?”

“It’s not my room,” he shouts. “You’ve got to live with it.”

Hmm. He could probably do with a few more lessons in diplomacy from our former snake ambassador, Anguis.

“Fine,” the wolf princess snarls, tossing wavy black hair over her shoulder. “We’ll keep it all pink.”

“You hate pink,” Adamo growls, not knowing when to shut up.

“My dad did it for me.”

“Keep it then,” he replies, running out of patience.

“Why are you being such an arse?” Dulcis hollers.

Oh dear. We’ve resorted to name calling.

“Bear arse?” says Adamo and chuckles at his own joke.

“You’re not funny,” she screeches.

I thought it was a bit funny.

“Why are we screaming about your horrible room?” screams Adamo.

“I hate you!”

Dulcis storms off, directly towards me and the ruffled wolf. Curt pushes me off him and I shuffle behind the nearest tree, desperately hauling my trousers and knickers over my icy nether region to his silent amusement. He’s just yanked me out of view when Adamo catches up with his angry girlfriend.

“You might hate me, but I love you,” the honey bear insists.

I can’t help but ‘aww’ behind the tree. Curt points down his throat and mimes gagging.

“Look, I know this isn’t about your pink room,” Adamo says.

No kidding.

“Much as I want to, we can’t officially be mates because I’m a prince and you’re the Alpha Daughter, unless decreed by your father, who’s not going to accept it this young. Especially me. Since I’m a bear. You have to let him get used to the idea. The mixed pack is still new, let alone us.”

“It’s been a year,” Dulcis argues. “Maybe I should tell him we’re already mating.”

“I wouldn’t,” Curt whispers, wide eyed. Me neither.

“Great,” Adamo laughs. “Your father can kill me in my sleep and then there’ll be a war.”

Dulcis delivers the theatrical sigh of the drama queen. I know it well.

“I’m tired of sneaking around,” she exclaims, her words echoing down the valley.

“Me too,” Adamo agrees, quietly. “But if you shout much louder everyone will know.”

That sounded like a muffled thump. The ‘ow’ tells me she hit him.

“Everyone already knows,” she proclaims. Her voice suddenly drops. “Except Daddy. I don’t know if he doesn’t trust you or me. I’m still his little cub in his eyes.”

I peep around the tree, catching the ginger prince wrapping his arms around Dulcis and resting his chin on top of her head.

“Give me a chance to convince him I’m a worthy mate,” Adamo pleads.

“I’ll die of old age and mange before then,” she mutters.

An annoyed Curt huffs in my ear and I grin.

“I’ll convince him,” Adamo insists. “I promise. I convinced you.”

She giggles in response.

And that’s when the squelchy making out begins and this old couple cringe. If we move, we give ourselves away, but there’s no way we’re staying here like pervs. Yuck. I’m gesturing at Curt to get moving, when he starts waving his hands and hollers, “Alpha! There you are!” down my ear, triggering my annoying tinnitus.

The teens hear the bellowed warning and scarper into the trees, disappearing just before her father arrives, luckily for them, since he’s sporting a thunderous scowl.

“What do you mean ‘There you are’?” the pack’s frazzled leader snarls, glaring at his brother. “I was there, at that meeting, where you were supposed to be, the whole time.”

“It was almost over,” Curt responds, his huge grin not placating the miffed Alpha.

“Over?” Alpha splutters. “Over? You missed Mama Bear demonstrating her ideas for mould treatment. She called it Mould Throttler. Squashed fobly bugs. And the stench. Every window in the mansion’s now wide open. The snakes are burning half the forest to keep warm.”

Curt guffaws. “Serves you right. Now you know how I felt all the other times.”

Alpha’s clothes go flying and a mass of brown fur, with a jaw full of teeth, flashes between us. I sit heavily in a wet patch of snow and scramble clear of the homicidal monster as it clamps down on the heel of Curt’s right boot and snaps its head back and forth, like a pup with a chew toy – which is exactly what he is.

“Alpha, for pity’s sake,” I moan, taking three hefty rolls back and forth to lever myself to my feet. “Not his boots, again.”

Paws slip clear of the ravaged footwear as His Mangy Grey Wolfness reappears, leaving his over excited brother to fling the boot straight at me. How I manage to duck in this get up, I’ll never know. Practice, I guess, being as these two have been regressing back to their puppydom with every passing season. Wings, their old bald eagle nanny, struts around the town tutting, pretending to be ashamed of them, but we all know he’s as happy as a gumwhat with a custard cream.

There’s a shed load of snarling and snapping going on as the wolf brothers spar in the flying snow, trampling all over their discarded clothes. They end up standing on their heads, feet flailing in the air, tugging on each other’s tail.

“Hey, no tail pulling.”

Alpha duly drops the appendage, but Curt’s worrying away for all he’s worth, complete with a snarling chorus. I try yanking Alpha’s tail out of Curt’s jaws, but he’s got a fair grip going on. When “Let go,” doesn’t work, I resort to shoving a handful of snow up his nostrils. A gigantic sneeze expels the tail and a string of snot right up the arm of my coat.

“Yuck. You’re disgusting. You know that?”

Curt lets loose a howl and turns to shovel snow at me with his back legs. Two good scrapes later and the howl turns to a painful yip.

“See. You’ve hurt your hip,” I point out, without much trace of sympathy. “Serves you right.”

Delivering a heart rending whine, Curt rolls sideways and thuds heavily into the snow with eyes as wide as a cartoon puppy. I’ve seen this trick on many occasions and I’m wise to it but, bless him, his soft hearted brother falls for it every time. Alpha shuffles next to his sibling and gently noses his leg. Quick as a flash, Curt flicks his foot like it’s on a spring, bouncing his paw off Alpha’s nose, before haring off, barking with joy. Alpha lets rip with an ear shattering howl and takes off after his brother.

“Don’t stay out too long,” I holler after the idiot brothers, collecting up their discarded clothing.

I’ve barely taken a couple of steps towards the mansion, when a call of nature of another variety afflicts me, since it’s cold out here. During my early days in the pack, I discovered that the changers tend to exercise their toiletry needs in animal form, burying their business in the woods. As any constipated menopausal madam will impress upon you, crouching in the undergrowth every time you need to strain a number two isn’t a viable prospect.

To be fair the snakes were also pretty shocked, being as they were used to medieval style holes in the castle, but they got used to slithering in the forest.

Me, I moaned about the lack of privacy, the weather and the distance until Curt got sick of me waking him up three times a night (on purpose) and built me a toilet cubicle, well two, one up at the lodge and one down here in the town. Both of them are portable to prevent stink, since I moaned about that too. I seem to have some unholy connection to portaloos in this fantasy.

Every few days, he digs a hole, trundles the lightweight wooden cabin to that new location and sets up my wolf’s head toilet seat, before heading back and filling in the old hole. The price of my convenience is that I have to fill his bath and get in it with him any time he wants. I still moan, but boy did I get the better end of that deal.

It might take me a bit of searching to spot my beloved toilet, since the bear and wolf cubs have the nasty habit of trying to hide it, for the fun of watching me race around, knees together. Thankfully, on this occasion, ‘The Poopy Hut,’ as they like to call it, is still where I left it.

I’m settling down with a gratified sigh, when a mini snake dangles from the ceiling and I scream the place down, before opening the door and lobbing the offender into the snow, to a chorus of amused barks and howls. The flying snake wraps itself around a warm bear cub and they make off before I can give them what for. After roughly slamming the door, I’m giving the cubicle a quick scan, in case they left any other nasty presents, when I hear the faint echo of weeping and an intermittent rumble. Now what? I can’t even go in peace.

After finishing my business and washing my hands with snow, I head off in the direction of the distress, wolf clothes and my gloves tucked under my armpit, blowing warm air onto frozen fingers. Nearing the outskirts of the town, I spot a pigtailed little girl, face in her hands, slumped on a log, skinny legs kicking against the wood. Beside her, perches a brown bear, his huge paw gently patting her shoulder. A weird image, you might think, but I’m not surprised. Despite his massive girth and scarred face, everyone has cried on the warrior bear’s shoulder at some point during the past year.

“What’s happening, General?” I ask.

“Grrr,” Ursid growls, in response, shrugging furry shoulders. He rises up on his back legs and waves a paw over the girl’s head.

“Shall I take over?”

He nods and flings his paws wide open. I love a good bear hug. Only our resident Matron of the Sick, Mama Bear, gives better squeeze.

“Grrr.” The walking carpet releases me and points his nose in the direction of the forest.

“Going to check the boundary?” I guess.

“Grrr.” He pats the girl’s head, then takes off at a bouncing pace, keeping us safe from whatever’s out there.

As I settle beside her in the still warm vacated space, a tear stained face emerges from mittened hands and peers at me with sapphire eyes, just like her Uncle Serpen.

“Now then, Sospa,” I begin, “tell Auntie Edi what the matter is.”

The seven year old, ice blond heir to the former snake king throws herself against my padded chest, wailing, “Auntie Edi, you have to help me.”

That sounds ominous.

“With what?”

“I done something really bad.”

“You’d better tell me then.”

“I’ve killed Uncle Wings.”
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The Eagle Is Frozen

“You what?”

She flings her arms around my legs and buries her head in my stomach, from whence she howls a muffled, “He’s dead.”

“How did you manage that?”

Alright, I know how that sounds, but I doubt she’s actually gone and killed him. That poison parrot is indestructible and probably immortal.

Her head pops out as she cries, “I looked at him.”

I smother a belly laugh. “You looked at..?” Oh. I get it. The penny drops. “Sospa, were you trying to mesmerise him? You know what your Uncle Serpen said about that.”

“Uncle Serpen will hate me now,” she cries. “Please don’t tell him.”

Hmm. I don’t know about that.

“How do you expect me to deal with him? I’ve no idea...” I trail off in the wake of a horrendous, eardrum quivering wail. “Alright. Fine. Show me. Where’s Wings?”

“The mansion.” She gulps. “I hid him behind a curtain in the study round the back.”

“How did you manage that?” I know I’m repeating myself, but she’s a tiny thing, not yet come into her full serpent heritage, which is the problem, partly.

“He’s on wheels.”

Uh huh. “Of course he is.” Did I say that out loud? What the heck? This place is nuts. “Wipe your face and we’ll go look.”

The mansion used to sit in the middle of a picturesque little village, which is now a ruddy great town stretching all the way up to Curt’s lodge and heaving with an array of wolves, bears, snakes and one dead eagle, apparently. It’s pretty much impossible to sneak anywhere, so Sospa gives her nose a wipe on her sleeve, lifts her head and we march through the packed dwellings, doing our damnedest not to look shifty. We’re approaching the back door, congratulating ourselves on our success, when the voice rings out...

“What are you two up to?”

The tallest woman I’ve ever met looms over us, tapping a finger against crossed arms. Adamo did tell me her real name but, to be honest, I can’t remember it and she loves being called Mama Bear.

“Heading inside / Going for a walk,” me and scrawny say at exactly the same time.

Nothing suspicious to see here. No sirree.

A sharp pain in my ankle comes courtesy of Mama’s homicidal cub who’s currently sinking his teeth into my flesh. He’s pranked me ever since he dropped out of a tree onto my head.

“Get off you little horror,” I yell, waving my foot in the air.

“Drop,” commands Mama and her sprog complies with a snuffle. Her face might not crack a smile, but she can’t douse the twinkle in those eyes.

After scowling at the bundle of fur, I turn back to his mother with a cheery grin. “Must be going, Mama. I’m sure you’ve got patients to see.”

“I have,” she agrees, her eyes narrowing. “But I’m watching you two.”

“You sound like Wings,” I say, mentally kicking myself in the flabby bum for bringing him up.

“Yes,” says Mama, eyes fixed on mine. “Where is he, by the way? Wasn’t Sospa supposed to be at her lessons?”

“That’s where we’re heading,” I lie, without missing a beat, ignoring my conscience. “See you later. Must rush. Sospa’s late.”

I can still feel Mama’s suspicious gaze burning into the back of my head as we march through the back door and get slapped in the face by the lingering remains of a stench from hell. We leg it down the corridor as soon as we’re out of watering eyeshot.

“Ewww. It still stinks,” the midget announces, holding her nose.

“You know I shouldn’t have said that to Mama,” I tell Sospa, being as I’m a responsible adult. Mostly. “It’s not right to lie.”

“I know,” she states, “but it’s better than being yelled at.”

Quite.

Before I can dredge up a lecture in morality, she yanks on my hand, whispering, “In here.”

We tiptoe over the threshold of the tiny study and quietly close the door behind us. It’s so tight you can barely fit the two of us in here, even though it’s only decked out with a heavy wooden desk and a couple of chairs. It’s also freezing, being as the windows are wide open to the elements.

“Where did you say you put him?” I ask, squeezing my woolly padded bulk around the desk and jamming my posterior between a drawer and the wall.

She points at the window and, sure enough, a strange shape lurks behind winter’s hefty woollen drapes. I finally pop free of the desk like a cork from a bottle and gently hike the curtain to one side, resulting in a hefty leap backwards and Curt’s boots hitting the floor with a thud, his and Alpha’s clothes fluttering down around them.

Yeeesh. It’s enough to give me nightmares for the rest of my life. That and Curt’s dodgy digestive system.

Right in front of me teeters Wings, balancing on one leg like a stork, body bone rigid, hands hooked into claws, eyes crossed and a homicidal scowl frozen to his face. Gargoyle isn’t the word. He reminds me of one of those hideous snake statues at that cursed castle.

Oh and he really is on wheels. I kid you not. The little monster must have shuffled him onto the roller skates Curt made for her at my behest.

That’s it. I can’t hold it any longer and a huge guffaw pours forth.

“Ssshhh, Auntie Edi,” pleads Sospa, pounding on my arm. “They’ll hear you.”

“Sorry,” I splutter, trying to swallow a belly laugh and choking instead.

I’m retrieving Curt’s apparel from the floor when the door opens and Dulcis barrels into the room, tripping straight over me. That stops me laughing.

“Glad you did that, for once,” says Adamo, lurking in her shadow.

“Were you following me?” I ask, peering at her.

“Saw you both creeping about. Then heard you laughing. What’s so funny?” Dulcis asks, parking her backside on the floor and staring at me. I point and she follows my digit up to Wings’ face. “Grojat’s armpit! What happened to him?”

“Mini snake,” I answer, pointing over my shoulder with a thumb.

Sospa cries, “I didn’t mean to,” punctuating with a hiccup and a gigantic snotty sniff.

“You are so for it from Serpen,” Adamo chants, like a five year old.

Her quivering lip immediately gives way to a thunderous scowl, reminding me of her uncle, right before he turned serpent.

“Shut the door,” I tell Adamo. “And hush up.”

He nearly flattens Dulcis as he squeezes it shut behind him. There are way too many people cushioned in winter layers in this room. Dulcis pops up and parks herself on the edge of the desk, pulling the girl into her arms. “It’ll be fine. Edi will fix it. Won’t you Edi?”

Great. Why’s it always me?

“Won’t you, Edi?” Dulcis repeats in a voice full of gravel.

Conscious that three pairs of eyes are staring me down, I dump Curt and Alpha’s now filthy clothes on Dulcis’ lap and turn back to the iced eagle, whose gaze currently takes in both sides of the room at once. Well, he might be locked in place, but he’s still breathing.

“You haven’t killed him,” I tell our mini assassin. “He’s still in there.”

“Should I hit him?” Adamo offers.

What an idiot.

“Only if you want to be kicked into next spring when he comes round.”

“Right,” mutters Adamo, leaning against the door and crossing his arms. “What now?”

How do I know, twit?

“Erm, I’m going to try a mild shake,” I say, knowing full well it won’t work. And it doesn’t. If anything, he looks even more cross-eyed. “What did your uncle say about breaking this mind thing?” I can’t believe I haven’t asked Sospa this before.

“That’s the next lesson,” she wails.

Of course it is. Right. Well.

“Adamo, go and get Anguis,” I tell him. “Quietly. And try not to fall up the stairs.”

He throws me a scowl as he squeezes back out the door and closes it. Two seconds later a muffled thud is followed by, “Ow.”

“Are you alright?” asks someone, words coming in counterpoint with approaching footsteps.

Bugger. I know that voice.

“I’m fine, YOUR MAJESTY,” Adamo positively bellows, another one never accused of subtlety.

“It’s just Serpen now, Adamo,” the former king replies.

“Right, have to go. Bye,” Adamo yells, followed by a thumping stampede that sounds like he’s doing the Charleston out there.

“Strange boy,” Serpen mutters to himself.

Meanwhile, inside our tiny room, there’s a flying mad scramble to hide. I fling myself under the desk, hauling Sospa down beside me. Wait a minute, I’ve forgotten something...

I pop up, whispering, “Wings,” and madly gesticulating.

Dulcis yanks the curtain across him and lays herself over the desk, splaying out her coat like she’s at a glamour fashion shoot, just as the door opens.

I wedge myself back under the desk, ending up with my left knee sticking in my right ear.

“Sospa?” calls her uncle as he pokes his blond head into the room and gets an eyeful of the lunatic teen.

“Dulcis,” he says.

“Serpen,” she replies, wafting her coat.

Silence.

For goodness’ sake, could she be more suspicious? And I’ve just spotted Wings’ one foot on wheels, poking out from under the curtain.

“What are you doing?” Serpen asks, understandably.

“Hiding,” Dulcis replies.

“From...?”

“Adamo.”

“Didn’t he just leave this room?”

“Did I say Adamo? I meant Wings.”

Sospa rolls her eyes at me, but my attention’s taken by screaming sciatica.

“Actually, I’m looking for Sospa,” Serpen continues. “She should be with Wings.”

“He’s not with us at the moment,” says Dulcis.

How true.

“Whose clothes are those?” Serpen asks.

“Uncle Curt’s, I think.”

Silence.

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Serpen asks, probably because she’s exhibiting all the vibes of the overly medicated.

“Fine,” she replies in a squeaky voice, then coughs it out. “Fine. Just resting in peace and quiet for a bit.”

“I can understand that,” he replies, sadly. “Well, stay hidden. If I spot him, I’ll point him another way.”

“Who?”

“Wings.”

“Right.”

Good grief. Any moment now Wings will topple through the curtain to a drum roll.

Finally, the door opens and closes. Footsteps move away as my head pops out from under the desk to stare at the jibbering idiot.

“What?” Dulcis exclaims, peering back at me. “I thought that went well.”

“I’m so dead,” Sospa mutters.

Muffled footsteps have no sooner faded away than a chaotic clatter ends with a reverberating thud. Dulcis and I exchange a glance, neither of us entertaining the slightest doubt as to who that was.

“Did you hurt yourself?”

I also recognise the asker of that muffled question: Anguis.

Dulcis heaves open the door and hisses, “Get in here, both of you,” through the gap.

A shamefaced Adamo enters, brushing himself down.

“Are you alright?” I ask him. It takes him a moment to spot my disembodied head behind the desk.

“Fine, thank you,” he replies. A brief neck stretch delivers a solid crunch.

“I don’t think there’s room for me in there,” Anguis points out, hovering on the threshold.

Adamo grabs the front of his neatly ironed shirt and yanks him inside, squeezing the door shut and removing a couple of layers of skin. I crawl out from under the desk.

“What are you doing down there?” Anguis asks, brushing his shirt back into its immaculate position.

“I was... never mind.” Way too long a story.

Sospa reappears, her eyes avoiding her former ambassador.

“Hmm, your uncle’s looking for you,” says Anguis, before switching his gaze to my face. “I might have known you’d be making trouble.”

I take umbrage at that.

“For your information, retired reptile ambassador, I haven’t done anything, thank you. This is all snake business.” And with that I whip away the curtain, proclaiming, “Tada.”

“Well... that’s... disturbing,” Anguis remarks, barely raising an eyebrow.

“And...?” I prompt.

He takes a determined step towards me. “Wings appears frozen.”

“I know that, genius. And get off my foot.”

He steps back, straight into Adamo, who gently pushes him forward again.

“Don’t you start on me,” Anguis says, with mock pomposity, flinging his ice blond hair over his shoulder. “I shall take myself elsewhere.”

Right on cue, Sospa whimpers and tears gush from her eyes. If I was the suspicious type, I’d say we’re being played.

“Alright, I’m joking,” says Anguis, giving her a swift hug, before peering closely into Wings’ eyes. “Well done, Sospa; he’s totally mesmerised,” is the verdict. “If you can’t get him back, then it’s down to Serpen, I’m afraid.”

“No,” the midget wails. “He’ll make me take singing lessons.”

“That’s not so bad,” I say.

“With Wings.”

Oh. Right. Nightmare territory.

“There’s nothing for it, Sospa,” I decide. “We can’t leave him like that. Adamo, please fetch Serpen back.”

“Why me?” he asks, still rubbing his neck.

The look Dulcis gives him is as scary as frozen Wings.

“I’m going,” he mumbles, squeezing past Anguis.

He levers open the door, comes face to face with Mama Bear glaring at him and screams.

“I knew you were up to something,” she says, peering past the quivering prince straight at me. Apparently, nothing gets past her.

“What are you glaring at me for?” I grumble. “And you can’t come in.”

Mama Bear’s eyes narrow to slits. “Are you going to stop me?”

“Lack of space is going to stop you,” I point out. “There’s no room for any more in here.”

“Breathe in Your Highness,” she orders and thrusts open the door, mashing Adamo into the wall.

And... standing in her vacated place in the corridor is the chief snake himself. Absolutely nothing gets past Mama Bear.

For fear of being suffocated, I scramble on top of the desk, swiftly followed by the somewhat less weighty Dulcis.

“Look what they’ve done to poor Wings,” the matron bellows, straight down Anguis’ ear. “Get out of the way.”

Adamo’s had enough squashing and joins us on the desk, stamping all over Curt’s clothes, leaving a razor thin path for Serpen to squeeze down. The snake king gives us all a longsuffering look that makes me feel like I’m standing on an elevated naughty step.

“Sospa, we will be talking about this later,” he tells her.

“Yes, Uncle,” she replies, giving him the sad eye and blinking lashes treatment.

He stands on tiptoe, staring directly into Wings’ eyes, and relaxes.

Nothing. Not a sausage. Not the tiniest squeak.

The bird is still frozen solid.

“Erm...” says Adamo.

Wings rockets back to life, screaming like a banshee.

Everyone jumps in shock, including the trio on the desk, which creaks, groans and shatters in a shower of splintered wood, dumping us in a pile. The old bird’s arms and legs pummel in all directions cracking Serpen in the eye, Anguis up his nose and bouncing off Mama Bear’s ample chest. The one standing leg does a wheelie, flying into the air and upending him, which finally brings the onslaught to an end, leaving a room full of the groaning.

The only escapee from pain and suffering is the monstrous perpetrator herself, standing there large as life and twice as shifty. When Wings sits up, Sospa flings herself at him, wailing, “I thought you were dead.”

He cuddles her and glares at me as though this is all my fault.

That’s it. I’ve had enough.

I squeeze out the open window, plopping through the gap and landing in a pile of snow below. Standing up brings me nose to nose with a strange woman and we both scream.

“Who are you?” she hollers.

“Who are you?” I shout back.

“I am Decipa Longfang, the official messenger wolf of the celebrated southern pack, trusted voice of the Alpha of Alphas.”

“Oh. Hi. I’m Edi.”
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Purgatory’s Herald

“What’s an Edi?” the stranger demands, her tone giving the impression she would scrape it off her boot.

“It’s my name,” I reply, clenching my fists. “Edith Breaker-Smith. Adviser to the Alpha, the King, the Prince, the Ambassador and Servicer to the Curt.”

General Ursid, who happens to be standing right next to her, rumbles with bear laughter.

“Get away from me, you filthy bear,” she snarls, taking a massive side step in her heavy duty snow boots.

Tolerance is clearly her middle name. Not.

Ursid circles the messenger, his prowling keeping her from wandering. She’s dressed for lengthy travel in layers of wool peeping out from underneath a hooded leather coat, cut to allow swift movement, and sports a multipocketed backpack.

“Did you find her on your boundary check?” I ask the general and get a rumbling growl in the assertive.

“This scum has no right to threaten me,” she says, baring her teeth at him. Any moment now she’ll turn wolf and they’ll be blood on the snow.

“Watch your mouth,” I snap. “General Ursid is a fine bear and an even finer man.”

Ursid rumbles gently. Miss Diversity isn’t having any of it.

“I demand to speak to your Alpha.”

“He’s not here, right now,” I tell her, hands firmly locked to my hips.

“Are you a bear too?” she asks, her eyes narrowing and nose upturning to an ugly sneer.

“No,” I state, a little too vigorously. “Not that I wouldn’t love to be,” I qualify, glancing at Ursid, “but I’m human.”

“And...?”

“And what?”

“Human and which animal?”

“Just human.”

“Oh,” she replies, injecting every ounce of condescension she can muster into one syllable. “What are you doing here then?”

I’ve been around this maypole before and I didn’t care for it the first time.

“I live here.”

Before she can sneer at me again, I turn back to the open window to find a motley array of faces peering at me, clearly earwigging the entire exchange. A sudden flurry of movement sees them climbing over each other to get to the door. Strangely, Anguis decides to follow me out the window, which is a surprise, given that the former ambassador is usually so fastidiously graceful. Mind you, he lands like a ballet dancer, rather than my sack of spuds.

I turn back to Ursid. “General, would you fetch Alpha, please?” He rumbles and peers at the messenger. “I’ll be fine.”

He growls and thunders off in search of the wolf brothers, leaving Decifor Smartfang, or whatever her name is, staring at her surroundings with unabashed horror. Apparently, the sight of bear cubs bouncing in the snow is an anathema to her wolfy sensibilities.

Then she spots Anguis’ blond locks and murmurs, “Snake.” Wide eyes drop to his polished shoes in a deep bow.

“This is Anguis,” I tell her, “former Ambassador to the Snake Empire.” Her gaze rises to meet his and I swear it carries a challenge. “Anguis, this is Dec...”

“Decipa Longfang, the official messenger wolf of the celebrated southern pack, trusted voice of the Alpha of Alphas,” she repeats, cutting me off in mid flow. “I’ve met the Ambassador before, when I was young.”

I can see the cogs turning in Anguis’ mind as he weighs what to say, but he never gets to deliver it, since Serpen jogs around the corner of the mansion to join us.

“And this is King Serpen,” I trumpet.

He arrives out of breath, just as the messenger prostrates herself at his feet, singing, “Your Majesty honours my humble adoration,” in full soprano vibrato, if somewhat muffled with her face in the snow.

“The greeting used to be sung,” whispers Anguis, seeing my shock. “His Majesty put a stop to it.”

“A greeting delivered from flat on your face?” I reply, manifestly not whispering. Serpen throws me a glacial glare. Haven’t seen one of those for a while.

“Please rise,” Serpen tells the messenger, holding out his hand as she leaps to her feet. She briefly shakes and drops his hand as though it’s a hot coal. “That time is over,” he continues. “The Empire is at an end and has no need of a king. We live as one pack now.” Her expression proclaims her disgust at that news, but she speedily wipes it off, along with a little pile of snow on her nose, when he asks, “Who might you be?”

Here we go again.

“Decipa Longfang, the official messenger wolf of the celebrated southern pack, trusted voice of the Alpha of Alphas. I come with a message for the ears of this pack’s Alpha alone.”

That’s new, and fairly ballsy, given that she was on her face a moment ago. I wonder if she’s ever seen a snake in serpent form.

“And I am the Alpha Daughter,” announces Dulcis, wading through the snow, Adamo slipping and sliding beside her. “You can give the message to me.”

“That would make you Dulcis,” Decipa states.

“It would,” the teen replies. “I didn’t see you last time your Alpha came here with his stink, er revered son. His messenger was – what was his name? – He had a really singsong voice,” she chirps, demonstrating.

“Rupert.”

“That’s it. How is Rupert?”

“Dead. He fell over his backpack.”

“Oh dear. I am sorry.”

Lord help me, hysteria’s going to break out any moment.

“I bring you greetings from my Alpha, his honoured mate, Audira, and sons, Alpha Alpha and Fidus,” Decipa announces.

“That’s nice,” Dulcis replies with a face like a stewed prune. When nothing else is forthcoming from the tight lipped herald, she asks, “Is that the message? You came a long way for that.”

“I come with a message for the ears of this pack’s Alpha alone,” Decipa repeats, like a stuck record.

Whoops, showing my age there.

Earth juddering thuds thankfully announce the return of General Ursid, hurrying along two sodden, bedraggled, mud coated wolves, reminding me of my office rave on a Friday night. They proceed to shake themselves down, splattering everyone. I doubt the ‘Alpha of Alphas’ would find them terribly impressive from the look on his messenger’s face as she wipes mud splash off her cheek.

I get in there before she can reel off her spiel again. “Alpha, Curt, this is Delifa Lingfan.” It’s a cheap shot, but hey. “The official post wolf of the pack down south.”

The scruffy wolf brothers exchange a look that reads ‘uh oh.’ Curt starts scratching like crazy with his back leg, which he always does when he gets nervous. One of my ‘looks’ stops him, but I’ve already seen the trace of panic in his eyes. If he’s that agitated, I’m keeping a close eye on this messenger.

“I’m Prince Adamo, by the way,” pipes up ginger bonce. “Since nobody bothered to introduce me.” Silence. “I’m a bear.”

“Really,” says Decipa, simultaneously sounding disgusted and entirely uninterested.

“Father, Uncle, perhaps you should change,” ventures Dulcis. No kidding. “Decipa, please join us inside where it’s warmer.” And off our princess stalks, the rest of us trailing in her wake.

I hang back to walk beside Curt. “Is there something up?” I ask my wolf, receiving a baleful glance and a short whine in the affirmative. “I’ll stay with Dulcis, but hurry.” Curt yips at his brother and they take off at a run, Ursid on their heels.

The mansion’s great hall feels warm as I enter, despite the windows being wide open. It’s usually far too hot for this menopausal madam and too cool for the snakes, so we compromise with a temperature neither cares for. I peel back my multiple layers of padding and by the time I’ve lost half my sweaty width in woollens, Decipa has already stripped off the hooded travel kit. She sits bolt upright in my favourite rocking chair, warming her frozen character by the fire and sniffing imperiously. Dulcis gives me a stare, silently pleading for me not to kick up a fuss. I suppose I could be magnanimous. For now. But don’t push me.

The messenger turns out to be much younger than I was expecting, early twenties at the most, even given her hard eyes. She’s also staggeringly beautiful, encased in leather and wool layers that seem to hug her curvy figure without restricting movement. Dulcis’ eyes light up at her more modern apparel, brain already calculating how to emulate the look. That is, until she spots Adamo staring at the newcomer with his eyes on stalks. If young Decipa didn’t have an enemy before, she does now.

The silence is deafening, broken only by the annoying squeak of the rocking chair on its backward swing. I don’t know if Decipa’s trying to be irritating or is
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