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Taken

I held on to the bars at the back of the truck and howled to my dogs as they fell farther and farther behind.
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Sunrise, Brutus, Zip, Nosey, and Tiny all ran as hard as they could, but there was no way they could keep up.

My pack was all I had left in the world. It had been four years since the night my family fled our home. Four years since I had run into the forest and lost them. If not for my animals, I don’t know if I would have survived.

And now I was going to lose them, too.

I howled again, as loudly as I could.
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“Quiet, you!” snapped Mustache Man.

When I’d burst out of the forest that morning, and seen the two men working, I was overjoyed. I’d been desperate to find people again, so I wasn’t as wary as I should have been. My pack had taught me to tread carefully, to read other creatures and anticipate their next move, but I’d let my excitement take over. For one stupid moment, I’d acted . . . human.

The men had pushed me into their truck and taken off, leaving my dogs behind.
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I wondered if the men had something to do with the attack on our town all those years ago. They were probably part of an army.

My dogs were now just a blurry shape in a cloud of dust. The wind blew, the dust swirled . . . and a moment later, my pack was gone.

I wondered if I would ever see them again.
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I heard a shriek and looked up to the sky. Eagle! She was just a dot far above, but she was still following. No truck was fast enough to outpace her!
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A crisscrossing canopy of branches closed over the truck like a green curtain, cutting off my view of Eagle. I spun around and saw we were driving into what looked like a long green tunnel of trees.

I watched and waited, searching for a gap in the branches. I lost track of time as we traveled around bends and curves, winding our way through the forest. Finally, there was a break in the foliage, and I strained my neck to see the sky.

There was no sign of Eagle anywhere.
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I slumped back in my seat. I knew my dogs were loyal. I was sure they would come for me. They may not be as fast as a truck, but they were excellent trackers, especially Nosey. Besides, it was just one long road; all they had to do was follow.

But then my heart sank. A crossroads appeared ahead, and the road split in three.

I growled loudly.
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The driver glanced back at me, slightly nervous. “Maybe we should tie her up?”

Mustache Man scoffed. “She’s just a little girl.”
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We turned down the right-hand road. How would my dogs know which direction we’d gone? I had to do something to help them, maybe give them a scent to follow. The only thing I could think of was to pluck some hair from my head and throw the strands through the bars.

[image: image]

The strands whipped away behind the truck, gone in an instant. It didn’t seem like much, but I hoped the hair would leave a trail. Would it be enough to show the dogs the way?

I tried to have faith in Nosey’s incredible sense of smell. It had surprised me enough times before.

As we drove on, I tugged more hair free, letting strands go one after the other.
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Suddenly Mustache Man turned in his seat. “So what were you doing out in the forest, anyway? Eh?”

I glared at him angrily. I wasn’t going to tell him anything.

“Did you hear me, little girl? I asked you a question!”

I stared at him like I stared at Brutus when he challenged me.
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After a moment, he sniffed and turned away. “It doesn’t matter whether you talk or not. Fran will still find a use for you.”

I slipped my hand inside my shirt and closed it around my sling. It gave me a sense of hope. These men thought I was just a normal girl.

“She’s . . . baring her teeth at me!” said the driver.

“Never mind her,” said Mustache Man. “We’re here.”

We pulled out of the green tunnel into sunlight.
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The Yard
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We came to a stop in a clear area surrounded by tree stumps. In front of us was a high wall patrolled by soldiers.

A huge gate swung open and we drove through. I looked up at the wall—much too high for any dog to climb or leap.
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We entered a large yard and my nose twitched. I smelled sweat and things I hadn’t smelled in years—rubber, gasoline, sawdust. I had grown so used to fresh air and fern leaves that these smells were now confusing and disorienting.

But they also took me back years, to the garage with my dad. He used to fix cars and I would help him, handing him a screwdriver or wrench when he asked. It hit me then how much I missed him. How much I missed all my family.
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I looked up to see a wooden building and behind it rose a rocky mountain. A strange sound bounced off its slopes . . . thunk, thunk, thunk. 

The gate made a different kind of thunk as it closed behind me, one that seemed to echo through my soul. You are trapped, it said.

I shook the feeling off. I was going to get out of this!

Mustache Man appeared by the side of the truck. He knocked on the window and gave me a nasty smile. Then he walked toward an approaching group of soldiers who were led by a lean woman with jet-black hair.
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I pricked up my ears. They probably didn’t think I could hear them, but after years of listening out for lizards in the undergrowth, a nearby conversation was not even a challenge.

“. . . seemed to be following her around, Fran,” Mustache Man was saying.
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“What do you mean?” Fran demanded.

“I, er . . .” Mustache Man muttered.

“She was with a pack of dogs?”

“We had to leave quick or they would have attacked us,” added the driver. “I think one of them was a wolf.”

“A wolf?” Fran raised her perfectly sculpted eyebrows.

“Yes,” said the driver, nodding. “And another one was a Chihuahua.”

“A wolf and a Chihuahua?” said Fran. She glanced at her soldiers and burst out laughing. Quickly, they joined in.
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“Well, it was,” the driver protested.

Fran waved a hand, and the soldiers fell silent. “Do you think the girl could have escaped from one of the other camps?”

“She doesn’t look like a camp kid,” said Mustache Man. “She seems . . . well, wild.”

“Show her to me,” said Fran.

Mustache Man gave a quick bow, and they all turned toward the truck.

I ducked below the headrests, my heart thumping. Now was my chance. If I could take them by surprise and get past them, maybe I could find a way out? I squeezed into the gap behind the seats and prepared to spring.

The key slid into the truck door and the handle turned. A sliver of light shone through the crack and I sprang forward!
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The door swung open, hitting Mustache Man hard in the chest and sending him sprawling backward with a yell.
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I landed on all fours and took off.
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“Get her!” shouted Fran.

A soldier leaped after me, but I swerved around him and bolted toward the scaffolding.

“Raise the ladders!” shouted Fran.

Soldiers on the walls began to hoist up the ladders. I ran toward one and jumped, catching the bottom rung with both hands. I swung myself up and started climbing.
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But the soldiers above must have realized they were helping me, and they let go of the ladder. My teeth clacked in my head as the ladder jolted downward, but I managed to hold on. More soldiers clustered above.

I glanced to my left and saw another ladder.

I sprang toward it and landed lightly, then I shot upwards like a lizard in a tree.
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As I leaped from the ladder onto the scaffolding, a soldier made a grab for me but I dodged out of his reach.

I raced along the scaffolding as soldiers closed in from either direction. From up here, I could see the source of the thunking. Past the wire fences against the mountainside was a field full of children—dozens of them—breaking rocks with hammers.
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I looked over the side of the wall and saw a long straight drop, without anything to grab onto.

“Come here, you brat!”

I spun to see a burly soldier coming at me. I ducked under him and slipped right off the scaffolding onto a ladder, jolting it downward. It stopped a yard from the ground, and I leaped off and raced away.
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Half the soldiers were now up on the scaffolding.

“You fools!” shouted Fran.

I made for the main building, but more soldiers spilled from its front doors. I turned instead toward the wire fence.

Mustache Man and the driver tried to cut me off. I scooped up a handful of rocks from the ground.
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I slipped one into my sling and swung it over my head. I sent the rock whizzing through the air. It hit Mustache Man right in the forehead, and he fell backward, unconscious.
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I let loose a second rock and hit the driver in the knee. He yelped and doubled over.

I leaped onto his back, using him to spring at the wire fence.
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After years of climbing trees and vines, this fence was a breeze. Adrenaline coursed through me as I went up.

But suddenly, a firm grip seized my leg and flung me backward through the air. I landed with a thud as my breath shot out of me. A boot planted down heavily on my chest.
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I looked up to find Fran standing over me. I tried to scratch her, but my fingernails did nothing against the leather of her boots.

She chuckled as soldiers circled around us.

“My, my,” she said. “You’re a spirited one. What’s your name, girl?”

I glowered at her.

[image: image]

Fran frowned. “Very well. Maybe some time in a cell will loosen your tongue. Lock her up.” She lifted her boot as soldiers grabbed my arms. “And for goodness’ sake, somebody take that sling away from her.”
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