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			“I’m not going in there. Not in a million years!”

			Max stared in horror at the massive cake. It had five white tiers, all of them covered in frilly pink ribbons and creamy-yellow swirly stuff. It looked ridiculous. 

			But that wasn’t the main problem. 

			Even without the trolley it was sitting on, the cake was much taller than Max. Now that it was on wheels, it towered over him, rising up towards the chandelier in the middle of the reception area. There was a stepladder propped against it, which they would have to use to get inside. Just looking at the stepladder made Max feel queasy. How had this happened to him? Why had Dad agreed to this cake thing in the first place? He knew how much Max hated heights, even low ones.

			“I’m not doing it, Dad. I can’t!”

			But Dad couldn’t hear. Everyone was clapping and cheering as he and Ilona made their way back into the hotel, huddled together under a big umbrella. The ceremony in the garden must have ended at last. Max hadn’t stayed for the whole thing. He couldn’t see the point of being out there, getting soaked, listening to drippy poems. He’d sneaked off and found the cake waiting for him by the kitchen doors. Like a fancily dressed dalek.

			“This is the happiest day ever!” Ilona said in her sing-song voice. She was wrapped so tightly round Dad he could hardly walk, but he didn’t seem to mind. He kept stepping on her long skirt and grinning at everybody.

			“Dad!” Max called across the hall. “I’m not going in this cake, OK? It’s stupid.”

			“Congratulations, Chris!” A big man Max didn’t know took Dad’s hand and pumped it up and down. “Great to see you looking so happy after all this time!” 

			Max turned away and put a foot on the bottom step of the ladder. Had anyone even checked to see if it was safe? Who was supposed to be in charge?

			Dad and Ilona were leading the way into the dining room, with the chattering guests pressing in after them.

			“Dad,” Max called. “Get your inhaler out. There’s loads of flowers on all the tables. They could be the ones you’re allergic to.” But Dad was being swept away from him.

			As the guests streamed past, Max stayed where he was, crushing the flowers on his dandelion crown. It didn’t matter if he spoiled it, because there was no way he was going to put it on his head. He’d agreed to the short trousers that puffed out over his knees. He’d agreed to the yellow cape Ilona had picked out for him. He’d even let her attach it to his shirt with the sparkly pin, which he was pretty sure was a lady’s brooch. But no number of promises of equipment to build a brand-new marble run could persuade him to wear a crown made of flowers. He looked stupid enough as it was. It was lucky he hadn’t invited anyone from school to the wedding. He could just imagine the expressions on Tony and Rio’s faces if he had.

			Suddenly Ilona unravelled herself from Dad. She wove her way back through the crowd of guests and rushed straight towards Max, arms outstretched, long sleeves flapping. He braced himself. It was too late to make a run for it.

			“There you are, Max! Don’t you look fabulous in those knickerbockers? I knew you would!” 

			He made himself go rigid while she hugged him. Ilona was always hugging him. It was quite alarming.

			“Isn’t this lovely?” She took a step back but kept hold of his shoulders so he couldn’t move away. “I’m so pleased you let me marry your dad, Max, and we’re all going to be together. Now we can all live happily ever after, can’t we?”

			Max didn’t reply. He was too busy fighting with his face to make it stay straight. What Ilona had just said was wrong on so many levels. Firstly, there was nothing lovely about the wedding, in his opinion. Secondly, he hadn’t let Dad marry her – Dad had gone his own way on that. And thirdly, if they were all going to be together then there was absolutely no way that he, for one, was going to live happily ever after. Happy endings were for stories; they had nothing to do with real life. No one knew that better than Max.

			“So, Max. How do you like our grand gateau?”

			“Your what?” Ilona was always throwing bits of foreign languages into conversation. Dad said it was because of the travelling she’d done.

			“The big cake!”

			“Oh, that,” Max said. “Well, actually, Ilona, the thing is—”

			“Isn’t it gorgeous?” Ilona pressed her palms together as if she was praying. “Your dad’s such a clever carpenter!” 

			She reached up and tapped the fake icing on the lid.

			“And when you little people burst out of it at the end of the speeches and surprise everybody, it’s going to be absolutely magnifica!” 

			She looked at him seriously for a moment, her eyebrows up in her fringe. 

			“You can remember your line, darling, can’t you?” 

			Max could remember it. All too well. He and the other two were supposed to pop up out of the cake and say, “Here’s to our very own happy ending!” He wished he could forget.

			“Wouldn’t you rather have a real cake? An edible one, I mean.” Max hadn’t been to many weddings but he thought the guests might be a bit disappointed if they were expecting something decent to eat, and all they got was a big wooden cake with three children inside.

			Ilona darted forward and planted a wet kiss on the top of his head. It felt like someone had cracked an egg into his hair. “You’re so sweet, Max!” she said. “I could just eat you up!”

			He watched as she scurried away again, holding up the soggy hem of her skirt, her high heels clacking on the wooden floor. Max didn’t exactly hate Ilona, but he really wished she’d stop saying such stupid things. He wished she’d stop pretending life was some sort of story.

			No one was looking, so he tossed his dandelion crown into the bowl of sweets on the reception desk. He grabbed a handful of the sweets and shoved them in his right pocket. He already had his marble net in the left one. That was the only good thing about the knickerbocker trousers. They had decent pockets so he had a place to stow the marbles. He never went anywhere without them.

			“It’s in here,” said a voice from the kitchen.

			Max swung round to see Nettle, slouching against the ovens, staring at him. She was holding out one finger for Wild to hold on to, as he twirled in front of her. 

			It was bad enough that Dad was getting married again, forcing Max to leave his cosy flat forever and go and live in the new house Dad and Ilona were buying together. Worse still, he was going to have to break up the marble run he’d spent the past three years building. But worst of all, he was going to have to live with two bonkers children with totally bonkers names. Who called their children things like Nettle and Wild? Alarming Ilona, that was who.

			And they were as weird as their names, he thought, as he stared back at Nettle. She was ten, just like him, but that was the only thing they had in common. They’d been thrust together in the same room several times to Get To Know One Another, but they’d never had a proper conversation. Nettle always glared at him when he arrived. Then she stomped about with her arms folded, flicking her messy hair, staring out of the windows and sighing, as if she was in prison. There was no way Max could talk to her so he always took the latest copy of Construction Matters magazine when they were forced to meet up. He’d read it for the entire length of the session, paying special attention to the section on Drains and Gutters, collecting new ideas for his marble run.

			It wasn’t always easy to concentrate on the magazine because Wild was forever asking him questions.

			“What’s your best colour, Maxi? Mine’s red!”

			“Maxi, what’s your best job? Mine’s baseball champion!”

			“What’s your best food, Maxi? Mine’s gravy!”

			Wild didn’t seem to mind if Max answered the questions or not; he just kept trying to get on his lap and smiling, and staring into his face. Max wasn’t used to little children and didn’t know how to respond, but Nettle usually yanked Wild away before he had to try.

			“It’s in here,” Nettle said again, pushing up the crown of leaves that sat on her knotty hair. She still hadn’t bothered to brush it, Max noticed, not even for the wedding.

			“What is?”

			“The real cake.” Nettle nodded towards a yellowish paving slab covered in orange sludge. “It’s saffron and pine-nut.”

			“With satsuma icing,” added Wild.

			“Oh,” Max said. Trust Ilona to come up with a disgusting flavour like that. “Why couldn’t they just have a normal cake, with chocolate, or raisins?”

			Nettle scowled. She had extra-thick eyebrows which made her very good at scowling. She seemed to have had a lot of practice, too. If there was a job going in scowling, Nettle would probably get it.

			“Me and Wild baked that cake. It’s an old Italian recipe. It’s our present to Ilona and Chris.”

			“Right.” Max thought it might be best to change the subject. He wanted to ask why Nettle always called her mum Ilona. Why couldn’t she call her “Mum” like everyone else? But Nettle was still scowling at him and he doubted that question would go down well. He decided to try something safer.

			“I like your . . . outfit. Did you get it in town?” 

			The scowl turned to a glare. “Since when did the shops start selling suits made of real leaves?” Rustling crossly, Nettle let go of Wild and folded her arms across her chest. “Ilona made it. I’m supposed to represent Nature. But I look like a yeti.”

			“’Lona made mine too,” said Wild. “I’m a little birdie.” He slipped dizzily to the floor and a few feathers fell off the shiny silver nightie he was wearing. He smiled up at Max from under the brim of his red baseball hat. “I wouldn’t take my hat off, though! I never take my hat off. Not even to go to bed!”

			“Nature and birdie?” Miserable as he was, Max felt a snigger bubbling up inside him.

			Nettle stared hard at the star-shaped brooch on his cape. “Yes. And you’re supposed to be the sun. Coming out on our lives.” 

			That sent the snigger right back down again, reminding Max there was nothing funny about any of this. He didn’t understand this family Dad was making him join. They were a puzzle, and not the fun sort. Max liked the puzzles in Construction Matters. They were logical and he could work them out easily, but he didn’t think he’d ever figure these people out.

			“Time to get in the cake, kids.” A lanky waiter wandered in, rolling up his sleeves. “They’re about to start on the toasts. It’s your big moment. Better get up that ladder!”

			No, there was nothing funny about it at all.
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			Wild galloped ahead, into the hall.

			“Cake time, Maxi-Nettle!” 

			He seemed to enjoy lumping their names together like that. He seemed to think it was funny. Max wished he wouldn’t do it. It sounded as if he and Nettle were one person. Which they weren’t. They were totally different, to look at and everything. Nettle was taller than him, and dark-skinned, with loads of curly hair and strong arms. Whereas he had straight fair hair, and although he wasn’t a massive wimp like Tony and Rio sometimes said, he was a bit on the skinny side.

			“Up you go, guys,” said the waiter.

			Nettle sighed and tramped her way easily up the ladder. Max noticed she was wearing the same chunky boots she always wore, although they had been covered with some sort of moss for the occasion. She jumped down inside the cake.

			Wild clambered after her, quick as a monkey.

			“Wheee! I’m flying!” he whooped as the waiter reached up and swung him over to Nettle.

			“Now you, mate.” 

			Max hovered anxiously at the bottom of the stepladder, clutching his marble net in his pocket.

			“Max! What are you waiting for?” Nettle leaned out of the cake. “Hurry up. I want to get this over with.”

			“Give me a minute,” Max said. “I’ve never done anything like this before.”

			“First time for everything then, isn’t there,” Nettle replied, not very kindly.

			“I don’t see why there has to be,” Max muttered. It was easy for her to say. Max couldn’t even stand on a chair without feeling that he was about to fall. He couldn’t tell Nettle that, though. She’d probably laugh at him. He’d never seen her laugh but he reckoned it would be even harder to take than the scowling. He took a firm hold of the sides of the stepladder. It was only seven steps. He could manage seven steps, couldn’t he? And this was what Dad wanted. He’d do it for Dad. He started to climb, counting each step as he went.

			“You might want to open your eyes for this bit,” the waiter said when he reached the sixth step.

			He let his eyes open a crack. Everything was whirling. He felt dizzy. His hands were so slippery he could hardly hold the ladder. He tried to wipe the sweat off on his cape but that made him wobble and he grabbed at the ladder, rocking it violently. 

			“Hey! Careful!” said the waiter. It was too late. Max fell, tumbling straight into the cake. He cried out as he landed heavily, upside down on a piano stool. Someone must have put it there for them to sit on.

			“Idiot!” Nettle hissed.

			Max rubbed his shoulder. 

			“Made a bit of a meal of that, didn’t you?” The waiter’s face appeared above them. He was holding the lid of the cake.

			“Do you have to put that on?” Max said.

			“’Course. Can’t let you go without your icing, can I?”

			“Can you at least leave a gap, so we can breathe?”

			The waiter lifted the cake lid higher. “Sorry. Orders is orders. Fasten your seatbelts, ladies and gentlemen. You’re in for a bumpy ride!”

			“What seatbelts?” Max looked round in a panic.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake!” Nettle rolled her eyes. “It’s a joke. We’re only going to be wheeled from here to the dining room. You don’t need a seatbelt for that.” 

			She scratched at her stomach. The leaf suit looked pretty itchy. Max might have felt a bit sorry for her if she hadn’t said, “What is it with you? Are you afraid of everything?”

			Her words were like stings. Nettle was definitely the right name for her. 

			“I don’t like risks, OK?” he snapped back. “What’s wrong with that?” He was suddenly afraid he might have a panic attack. He’d had a few of those before. He’d started having them after Mum’s accident. They made him feel like he was drowning.

			“Have fun, guys!” The waiter clamped the lid over them, giving it a slap to make sure it was securely fixed.

			“Ooh, dark!” said Wild. He sounded as happy as Max was miserable.

			Max hated dark places at the best of times, and this wasn’t the best of times. Far from it. He felt very uncomfortable squashed between Wild on one side and Nettle on the other. Wild smelled a bit farty, as if he needed the toilet. Max hoped he was potty-trained. And Nettle’s mossy boots were pressing painfully on his feet. He only had on the silly slippers Ilona had chosen. They were all soft, like ballet pumps. That was another reason he was glad he hadn’t asked Tony and Rio. They would have called him a girl. 

			There were loads of people at this wedding, almost a hundred. Two of them were jammed up right next to him, but Max had never felt so lonely in his life. He missed Mum more than ever today. 

			He needed his marble net. He hoped he hadn’t dropped it in the fall. With a bit of manoeuvring he managed to put a hand in his pocket, but he got a shock when he realised there was another hand in there already. A little, sticky one, closed right round the marbles.

			“What’s these, Maxi?”

			“Give them back!” Max shouted. “You give them back!”

			He grabbed the marbles out of Wild’s hand but must have caught his elbow on his chin or something because the little kid yelped.

			“What’s going on?” Nettle demanded in the dark. “Did you just hit my little brother?”

			“It was an accident!” Max insisted. “He took my marbles.”

			“What marbles? What are you talking about?” 

			“I only wanted to look at them!” Wild piped.

			“Well, you should ask first.” Max tucked the marbles as deep in his pocket as possible. “I’ve kept these marbles in perfect condition for three years, and you just swipe them. Pickpocketing’s a crime, you know!”

			“Oh, shut up, Max!” Nettle said. “They’re only marbles.” He could imagine her rolling her eyes as she reached across him. “You OK, Wild? Don’t worry about Max. He’s being an idiot.”

			“Don’t mind,” Wild said with a sniffle. “Sorry, Maxi. You can have my crayon if you like. It’s my favourite. I bit the top off but it still works.” 

			“No thanks. It’s all right.”

			Max did his best to turn away. He hadn’t meant to hurt Wild and he knew he wasn’t really a pickpocket. If it had been anything other than his marbles it wouldn’t have mattered at all, but he couldn’t explain that now. 

			He squeezed the net in his hand, and the marbles inside clicked together reassuringly. Nettle said they were only marbles. But they weren’t. They were the most important marbles ever. Mum had given them to him just before she went on her expedition. That was the last time he’d seen her. He’d never opened the marble net: he was saving it for when his marble run was finished. He took it everywhere with him.

			“Stop fidgeting,” Nettle told him. “What’s the matter with you now?”

			“Nothing. I don’t like small spaces, that’s all!”

			“Well, why did your dad build this cake for you to go in, then?”

			“I don’t know. Because your mum told him to, probably!”

			“Chris and Ilona in love!” announced Wild, as if that was an answer to anything.

			Max still didn’t understand it. How could Dad have fallen in love with someone else? It was three years since Mum had died, but it had never crossed his mind that Dad might get married again. It had taken him ages even to realise that Ilona was Dad’s girlfriend, and not just a friend. And if he had imagined Dad marrying, he would have expected him to choose someone who looked, or at least behaved, a bit like Mum. Mum was sensible and practical and she dressed nice and tidily. Ilona wore floaty dresses and had loads of long hair that sometimes trailed into her soup. She was nothing like Mum. Max really didn’t want to live with Ilona. Or Nettle, or Wild. He wished this whole wedding thing would go away. He wished he could just go home and be on his own in his room, with his marble run. Working on the run was his favourite thing. He loved designing extensions to it, checking and rechecking his measurements, cutting bits of wood to the exact length required, making each new addition perfect. When he was concentrating on that he was all right. He didn’t need to think about anything else.

			He knocked on the roof of the cake. 

			“Why aren’t we going anywhere yet? I want to get out!”

			“All right, eager beavers,” came the muffled voice of the waiter. “You’re on!” 

			The cake started to move. Max felt the wheels rattling and scraping beneath him as they rolled along the floor. He clutched his marble net. Panic was rising up through his chest and he was panting a bit.

			“Calm down, Max!” Nettle said sourly. “You’ll be out in a second and then we can all get on with having our very own happy ending!”

			Suddenly Max forgot about being anxious and got incredibly cross instead.

			“That is so flipping stupid!” he shouted. “There is no way we’re all going to live happily ever after. Your mum might believe in happy endings but I don’t. There is no such thing as a happy ending! And I know. As a matter of fact, I’m an expert!  ”

			As he finished speaking, the cake suddenly lurched and went completely out of control. It began to spin and to jerk, like a fairground waltzer. 

			“What’s going on?” Max yelled. 

			Before anyone could answer he felt the cake rear up, tipping them backwards on the piano stool. Then it lifted right off the ground. 

			Max screamed as the cake rocketed upwards into the air, with the three of them jammed inside.

			“Make it stop, make it stop!” 

			Max chanted the words through gritted teeth. The cake was spinning so fast the back of his head seemed to have welded itself to its flimsy walls. 

			“Whee! Funny, Maxi-Nettle! Funny!” Max could feel Wild rocking backwards and forwards by his side. 

			Max couldn’t even lift his head. He felt sick. 

			“What’s going o-on?” His voice was wobbling. So was the cake, as if it was a jelly being buffeted about by strong winds. “What’s ha-appening?” 

			Without warning, the cake plunged downwards. Max shrieked with terror. They were all going to crash and die!

			Wild squealed with delight and clapped his hands. 

			“More! More!” 

			He was only four. He didn’t understand what was going on. Then again, neither did Max. Nettle was completely silent. Max couldn’t see her in the dark but he was dimly aware of her body, tensed up next to his.

			Air whistled around them. Max felt as if he’d left his stomach hundreds of metres above him. He was getting further away from it with every heartbeat.

			He was wondering how many heartbeats he had left when there was a deafening roar, like powerful aeroplane brakes. The cake hit something hard, bounced three times and then scudded along the ground, before finally coming to an abrupt halt. The piano stool slammed into the front of the cake, and then the back. He heard Nettle say, “Oof!” as she fell off the stool.

			And then nothing.

			Max had no idea what had just happened, but whatever it was, it was over. He sat very still, clutching his marble net, thinking what a wonderful thing stillness was.

			“Yay!” said Wild. “Again!”

			There was no other sound at all. Max was glad not to have roaring in his ears any longer, but things seemed so quiet. Too quiet.

			“Nettle?” 

			“What?” she murmured.

			He was quite relieved when she answered. He’d begun to think she might have been knocked unconscious.

			“Are we in the dining room, do you think?” If they were, he ought to be able to hear the wedding guests. They’d all been chatting like mad earlier. “Is this when we’re supposed to pop out and say the line?”

			“Not sure.” Nettle sounded dazed. “We could try it, I suppose.”

			“Go on, then,” said Max.

			“OK. You first.”

			“Why? What are you worried about?”

			“What are you worried about?”

			Max couldn’t explain it but, much as he wanted to escape from the dark, enclosed space, he was still anxious about lifting the lid.

			“Don’t worry, Maxi-Nettle,” Wild chirruped. “I go first!” Max felt him clamber onto his shoulders.

			“Wait, Wild,” Nettle said, but the lid of the cake slid away. Daylight shot in. It was so bright Max had to shield his eyes.

			“Woweee!” Wild said, hanging onto the rim of the cake and scratching his head through his baseball cap. “Pretty!”

			Before the wedding ceremony, Ilona had covered all the tablecloths in blue and yellow flowers and hung streamers from the light shades. That must be what Wild was looking at, Max thought.

			“Ready, then?” he said to Nettle, who was shielding her eyes too. “Let’s get this over with, shall we?”

			“All right.” 

			Max cleared his throat. He hoped Dad appreciated what this was costing him, standing up in front of all these people and saying something he didn’t believe one little bit. 

			Together, he and Nettle stepped onto the piano stool and popped their heads up out of the cake.

			“Here’s to our very own happy—”

			They stopped.

			There was no one there. 

			No Dad, no Ilona, no wedding guests. There were no lights strung with fancy decorations. No tablecloths. No tables. There was no hotel dining room. 

			There wasn’t even a hotel.
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			“Dad?” Max said. “Are you out here?”

			“Ilona?” said Nettle.

			No one answered.

			“Birdies!” said Wild, smiling up at a pair of red birds floating in the sky.

			Max remembered looking up at the sky when Dad and Ilona had kissed during the wedding ceremony. It had been full of rain clouds. Now it was powdery blue and dotted with white cotton-wool clouds. The lemon-yellow sun was surrounded by bright rays, like cartwheel spokes, that looked as if they’d been painted onto the sky. 

			“What’s going on?” Nettle said. “What’s all that?” She was looking across a carpet of thick green grass at some very unusual trees. Their branches were entirely symmetrical. Each tree looked exactly like its neighbour. Glancing round, Max saw that they were surrounded by more matching trees.

			“Are they fake?” Nettle asked. “Did your dad make those as well as the cake?”

			“Of course not.”

			The trees were too perfect to be real, but Dad could never have made so many. They were all linked together, as if they were holding hands. Some of them even seemed to have faces.

			“Maybe they’ve hired some scenery,” Max said. “But why would they do that? Why didn’t they tell us about it?”

			“Maybe they wanted it to be a surprise.” Nettle seemed as baffled as he was.

			“My dad doesn’t do surprises.” Although now that Max thought about it, Dad had changed quite a lot since he’d met Ilona. Maybe he would do something like that, if she wanted him to. 

			“OK, we’re surprised. You can come out now, Dad. Well done. Very funny.” 

			Nothing happened. Max hadn’t really expected it to. Deep down he knew there was no way Dad could have organised so much scenery. He just wished he had, because then Dad could pop out and say “Surprise!” and clear things up. What on earth was going on?

			Nettle frowned at the strange landscape, picking leaves off her suit. “Something’s not right about this,” she said.

			“I know. Dad!” Max called. “Where are you?” He felt panicky. The place was so quiet and still, and there was nothing he recognised.

			“Ooh, bunnies!” Wild pulled himself up over the rim of the cake and tumbled right out onto the bright green grass. He rolled down the slope towards a group of brown rabbits, gathered in front of a clump of big bushes. They lolloped away, their perfectly round white tails bobbing. Wild laughed and lolloped after them. He wasn’t a bit worried, Max noticed. 

			“Wait, Wild!” Nettle called as Wild disappeared into the bushes. “Wild! Get back here!” 

			She looked as puzzled about their surroundings as Max was. She was starting to climb out of the cake when an adult’s voice said, “Do not be afraid. I have Wild.”

			Max looked around, trying to see who was speaking.

			“The child is quite safe.” 

			The voice was coming from among the bushes. Max peered towards them, hoping whoever was in there would explain what was going on, or at least direct them back to the hotel dining room. 

			“Hello, big doggie!” Max heard Wild say. The person he was with laughed. Max thought maybe it was the waiter, although it didn’t sound much like him.

			“Wild!” Nettle shouted again, just as the little boy reappeared. He was hopping along next to a tall figure, who was leading him back up the slope towards them. It wasn’t the waiter, though. Very definitely not.

			Max stood for a moment, not sure whether to believe his eyes. Then he screamed and flung himself backwards. As his head thudded into the wall of the cake he realised what the problem must be. He was suffering from concussion. He must have banged his head during the cake ride. And it must have been one heck of a bang to make him see what he was seeing now.

			Because Wild was trotting over the grass towards them, holding hands – or rather, paws – with a wolf. 

			“Good day to you, Max. Nettle.” 

			A talking wolf. 

			“Thank you very much for coming.”

			A tall, slightly mangy, bushy-tailed, walking on its hind legs, fully dressed, speaking English as if it had done so all its life, wolf  !

			“A pleasure to meet you both,” said the wolf, resting an arm – or rather, a front leg – on the rim of the cake. 

			As Max pressed himself backwards, a musky smell of damp fur met his nostrils. He knew concussion could make you hallucinate. Could it create imaginary smells too?

			“Look what a nice big dog I found, Maxi-Nettle,” Wild said proudly. 

			“Come over here, Wild,” Nettle said, reaching out of the cake towards him. 

			“Why?” Wild looked reluctant to let go of the paw that enclosed his tiny hand.

			“Because that’s . . .” Nettle spoke slowly, keeping her voice steady, “that’s not a dog. It’s a wolf.”

			Max was dismayed to realise that Nettle was seeing exactly what he was seeing. That meant he couldn’t be concussed after all, not unless she was concussed too, in exactly the same way as him.

			“Fear not, Nettle,” the wolf said. “I mean you no harm.”

			“How . . . how did you know our names?” 

			That was just one of many questions Nettle might have asked. At least she could speak, Max thought. He was having trouble even breathing. He hated it when things didn’t have rational explanations, or got out of control. Whatever was going on here was completely out of his comfort zone.

			He tried to look closer, to see if the wolf was really a man dressed in a wolf suit. But if it was a dressing-up outfit, it was a very good one. He couldn’t see any zips or fastenings, and the whole thing was very lifelike. Especially the head, with its shining eyes and lolling tongue, and the jaws full of jagged teeth. And that smell.

			“I’ve been expecting you,” said the wolf. “I’m so glad you could join us here. I hope you had a smooth journey.”

			“Not particularly,” Nettle said. “And where is here exactly?” She seemed to be trying to keep the wolf’s attention while still beckoning furiously to Wild to drop its paw and come to her. 

			“I’m sorry,” said the wolf. “I’m forgetting my manners, am I not?” It stood back and bowed to them. Wild made a grab for its tail, which was sticking up out of the waistband of its baggy green trousers. He caught it in both hands and brushed the fluffy bluish plume across his forehead. He giggled. “Tickly tickly!” he said.

			“Wild!” Nettle hissed.

			The wolf laughed. “Don’t give it a second thought,” it said, as if Nettle was concerned about Wild being rude rather than the terrible danger he was in. The wolf stood up straight and spread its paws out wide.
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