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DO NOT DISTURB

 CHAPTER ONE

 


Taylor Armstrong’s hair stood on his neck
each time he looked behind him. Now that he was off the school bus,
he was sure Arlo and his loyal buddy, Evan, would come for him.

Taylor began to jog. The sidewalk pounded
under his feet. His backpack thumped against his back. The neat
brick houses of his neighborhood blurred as he zipped past them. He
was nearly home.

Then, two bikes careened around the corner. A
sinking feeling settled in his stomach when he realized he wasn’t
going to make it. Arlo and Evan jumped the curb to cut him off. He
stopped, gasping for breath. It was no use. He couldn’t outrun
them.

Arlo, the bigger of the two boys, leaped off
his bike. "You're not trying to run out on our deal are you? We had
an agreement, Taylor." He drew out Taylor's name in a sneer.

Taylor winced. "I didn't forget."

Arlo stepped toward him. "Let's have the
homework."

Taylor turned around to see if anybody was
watching.

Evan snickered. "Nobody's going to help you,
Taylor."

Arlo clenched his meaty hands into fists.
"You give it to us or I'll knock you down and take it. Then, I'll
show Miss Giles your story. I know she'd love to see it. I bet
she'd read it to the class."

Evan laughed. "Yeah, she'd like the part
where you say she's an alien with fangs that drip green slime. Then
you have her sit on Julie and you have to rescue Julie. Maybe you
have a thing for Julie, huh?"

Taylor most certainly did not have a thing
for Julie. "We're just neighbors. We played together when we were
little kids."

Arlo stuck his fist in Taylor's face. That
was enough to make Taylor dig in his backpack for the math and
English homework he'd finished in free period. He handed the papers
to Arlo.

Arlo held them up like a prize. "Thanks,
Taylor."

"Yeah, thanks," Evan's grin made Taylor want
to shove him.

"We'll be back for more tomorrow, so don't
bother to run," Arlo said.

They got on their bikes. Taylor glared at
them as they rode away. He wished Arlo would go back to the monster
pit he'd come from and take Evan with him. Evan had been a decent
guy before Arlo moved here. Now Arlo had turned him into a
jerk.

Taylor also wished they had not found the
story about Miss Giles that he'd dropped from his notebook. He'd
been killing time after he finished his history paper. He had never
meant for anyone to read about how he'd turned Miss Giles into an
enormous slime monster. Since Miss Giles was heavy, he really
didn't want her to see the story. Now, he had to pay by making a
copy of his homework and giving one set to Arlo every day.

He trudged up the sidewalk to his house. Mom
and Dad were both at work, so he had two hours to himself before
they got home. He took an apple with him up to his room and shut
his bedroom door.

Just in case Mom got home early, he hung the
sign he'd made onto the doorknob. DO NOT DISTURB. He slung his
backpack onto the bed and sat down at his desk. Now he could do
what he liked best.

Taylor didn't tell anyone, not even his
parents, that he liked writing stories. It was a secret, all his
own. At least, it was a secret until Arlo found that story.

He wanted to forget about Arlo. He turned on
his computer and started to write a new story. This one was not
about Miss Giles. This story would be longer and much more fun. It
would be about a boy named Kip. He titled his first chapter and
began to write: CHAPTER ONE: THE KIDNAPPING

 


 


Kip nearly lost his footing as he climbed
down the wall. He scraped his elbow against the sharp rocks and,
biting back a cry of pain, jumped the last three feet to the
ground.

The castle wall that he left behind looked
back with windows that looked like wide disapproving eyes. He
should not have come out so late. He should have stayed safe in
bed. He laughed, feeling like he had escaped an overprotective
nanny. And dressed as he was, in peasant rags, he did not think he
would be in danger.

The dark alleyway where he landed smelled of
rotting fish. He held his breath until he reached the quiet village
streets. The half-moon shone down on the simple thatched roof
cottages. Past the last cottage, the salty water of the ocean
lapped beneath a long wharf.

Kip walked toward the water and breathed
deeply of the salty air. He heard men's voices in the tavern. The
arguing and loud sea songs rose and fell with the sound of the
tide.

He skirted around the tavern, staying well
out of the light of the twin lanterns that hung at the double
doors. He did not expect to be bothered even if he were noticed.
What would anyone want with a barefoot boy who was dressed in
rags?

Two men came out of the tavern. To his
surprise, they called out, “Hey, boy. You there, let's have a look
at you."

Kip's heart pounded against his ribs. He
could not think why he felt such fear. Yet, something told him to
walk faster, to try and disappear into the shadows.

The men followed. He heard their footsteps on
the wooden wharf, growing closer.

An enormous hand closed on his shoulder. Kip
struggled to break free. The man gripped harder and turned Kip to
face them.

"What say? This seems like a likely one to
replace the one what died."

A short man with bulging muscles stood next
to the giant who held Kip.

"I think he'll do. He looks plump and fit
enough. Best put him in the ship before he runs home to his
mother."

The large man lifted Kip over his shoulder as
easily as a bag of grain. Kip pounded and yelled but the noise from
the tavern kept anyone from hearing his cries. And had they
noticed, Kip wondered if anyone would have stirred to help him. For
the first time, he regretted his late trips from the castle and his
beggar's clothes.

They walked onto the darkest end of the wharf
where the water lapped in inky blackness. A ship waited. Its tall
masts were drawn back like the folded wings of a monstrous bird.
And like an eagle with a mouse, Kip knew it could carry him
away.

The big man carried Kip aboard and opened a
hatch. He held Kip above the opening, and then dropped him, like a
rat into a cage, onto the floor of a small room below. He fell with
a thud that knocked the air from his lungs. He took a painful
breath and tried to adjust to the darkness. Tiny fingers of
moonlight reached from the cracks around the hatch. In the dim
light, he could make out the shape of a ladder that led to the
opening.

The clanking sound of a chain overhead told
him his cage was secure. In a panic, he lunged up the ladder and
pushed at the opening until his arms ached. It would not budge. The
heavy chain held it firmly in place.

He looked down. The slivers of moonlight did
not reach to the floor. It was impossible to see what lay below but
his ears picked up the sound of scurrying rats. He clung to the
ladder as though it was a life raft in a dark sea. Where he was
going he could not begin to guess.

He slept off and on, pressed against the hard
ladder. Each time he awoke, he was sure he would find himself back
in his silk covered bed, for surely this was only a dream. He
drifted back to sleep to dream that he was home again and safe from
rats and pirates.

At first light, he heard voices above the
hatch. He felt both fear and relief as someone pulled the heavy
chain from across the top of his prison. A man with a lean face and
a frizzy red beard poked his head into the opening. He was probably
still a young man. Yet he had been so weathered by work that Kip
could not guess his age.

"Captain told me he got me a new hand. Come
up here and let's have a look at you."

Kip climbed up the ladder. It felt good to
get out of the black hole. As soon as he got a chance he planned to
jump ship and swim back. Yet one look at the swelling ocean changed
his mind. He had not imagined they had come so far that he could
not see the coastline of home. He would have to plan a different
escape.

The lean red-haired man poked a bony finger
on his chest. "You look healthy. That's a good thing. There's lots
for you to be doin'."

The man grinned and Kip saw that he was
missing several teeth. "I had a name once, but I don't hardly
recall what it was. It don't matter. They call me Cook because I
cook. But I told the Captain I couldn't do it all myself. Come with
me."

Kip followed the man to a stairway that led
to the galley below. The man pointed to a barrel. "See those fish
heads. Chop 'em and put 'em in the kettle to boil."

Kip shuddered at the glassy eyes of the dead
fish.

The man gave him a shove. "Be about it, boy,
before I need box your ears."

Kip forced his legs to carry him toward the
barrel of smelly fish. He picked up a handful of heads and carried
them to a rough table to chop them. His stomach churned from a mix
of hunger and the odor of the fish.

No sooner did he have them chopped and into
the boiling water than he was told to begin cleaning a pile of
dirty pans. His anger flared and he thought of arguing, of telling
them who he was. But even if anyone believed him, it would only
make matters worse. So, he kept quiet and promised himself he would
escape from this lot as soon as he had the chance.

When the soup was cooked, Cook handed him a
trey of bowls and pointed him to a swinging door. "Carry them in
there and serve the Captain and crew. And see you don't spill any
or the Captain will be boxing your ears for me."

Kip gripped the trey as he pushed past the
low doors. The men were gathered around a dirty table. They pushed
the map they had been studying aside and made room for the bowls of
soup.

"Aye, Captain, if we set for the islands
first we can surprise the natives and take what we want." Kip
recognized the man who was speaking as the giant who had caught
him. The short sturdy man beside him was the captain.

He set the soup down and turned to go back to
the kitchen. The captain sloshed a spoonful into his mouth and
demanded. "Bring the bread and ale and be quick."

Cook had the bottles of ale ready when Kip
returned to the kitchen. For the next hour, Kip stayed busy
fetching food and drink for the men at the table. And when they
left, there was the rest of the crew to feed.

At last, when the crew had been fed and their
dishes brought to the galley, Kip was allowed a meager bowl of soup
and thin slice of crusty bread. A pile of dirty dishes stared at
him. Cook had made it clear that it would be best for him
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