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1 The River

I could hear soldiers crashing through the forest behind us, but the river barred our way.
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The dogs sniffed the air, woofing and whimpering.

The two-legs are almost here, barked Nosey.

We should turn and face them! yapped Tiny.

They have weapons, growled Sunrise.

They’ll never get me, said Tiny, bouncing around. I’m too small and fast!
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I had to make a decision. I glanced left and right along the edge of the gully, but both directions looked the same.
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Eagle soared over our heads and wheeled to the left.

“That way!” I said, and took off after her.
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We ran along a narrow strip of dirt between bushes and the drop. I hoped the ground wouldn’t crumble beneath us.
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“Be careful, everyone!” I called over my shoulder.
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As we approached a bend,

I heard the soldiers burst out of the forest behind us.

“There!” shrieked Fran, her voice angry. “Don’t let them get away!”
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As bullets flew, we tore around the bend. Ahead, I saw what Eagle had been leading us to. . . . A bridge!

Thank you, Eagle. 

As we got close, I saw that the bridge was very rickety. The wooden boards were rotten and crumbling.

“That doesn’t look safe,” said Rupert. “Like, at all.”

“We have no choice!” I snapped. I was still angry with him for lying about having seen my parents back in the adults’ camp. I had no time for his doubts.
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I took a step onto the boards, and they creaked loudly.

“Come on, everyone!”

Sunrise, my loyal shadow, followed right behind me. Then came Brutus, Rupert, then Nosey, treading carefully. As each of us added our weight to the bridge, the creaking increased to a dangerous level.

The wind picked up, and the whole thing began to swing back and forth over the drop. Tiny especially was struggling.
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Eagle flapped overhead and picked up Tiny in her talons. Excellent work, Eagle!

Zip was at the back, moving slowly and whining in fright. With an injured eye in addition to his already terrible eyesight, the ordeal was even harder for him. He dug his claws into the boards and barely inched along. Walking just in front of him, Nosey gave little reassuring woofs.

Keep it up, Zip. I’m here. One paw in front of the other.

Finally, I made it across the bridge and leaped off onto a dirt landing surrounded by bushes. Sunrise bounded past me, then Brutus, then Rupert, who was puffing heavily.

Back on the other side, soldiers appeared around the bend.

“Get down!” I shouted.

The pack dived into the bushes as I crouched down behind a bridge post. Bullets began to fly. One of them clipped a rope, bursting it to severed threads. The bridge shuddered.

“Hold fire!” shouted Fran. “If you destroy the bridge, we’ll never catch them!”

“Hurry!” I shouted, as Nosey spilled off to safety and spun around, woofing to Zip.

Almost there, Zip!

The first soldier stepped onto the rotting boards. There were seven soldiers, including Fran, and they were heavier than any of us. As they piled on, the bridge jolted violently.

Zip almost lost his footing but snapped his jaws down on a rope to steady himself. I held on to the bridge post and reached out for him, but he didn’t let go. I saw something glint in his good eye—something like fury. The next moment, he was chewing on the rope!

Zip was trying to bring the bridge down!

It was a dangerous move, and I wasn’t sure I should let him try it. I also knew we were cutting off our route back to the road, and the convoy of trucks that might contain my parents.

Sunrise took the decision away from me. She dashed past and set to work chewing through a rope opposite Zip!

“Guys,” I muttered, “just make sure you’re ready to jump when you hear—”
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The soldiers plummeted toward the water, screaming. Sunrise pushed off from the falling boards just in time to soar over my head and land on the solid ground behind. Zip snapped at the dangling rope he had just chewed through, but missed. I lurched forward and grabbed him just in time! He slammed down onto the boards that now lay against the cliff side, the collar tight around his neck as he dragged me toward the edge.

My grip on the post began to slip, and I yelled in panic. Hands seized one of my ankles, and a mouth clamped down on the other.

Soldiers burst upward from the churning river, spluttering and flailing. Fran herself, the last on the bridge, was the only one who had managed to hold on when it fell. She dangled from the remains on the other side, clutching on for dear life.
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One of the soldiers steadied himself against a rock as the current broke around him.
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“Can we shoot now, ma’am?” he called.

“Yes, you fools!” shouted Fran. “Shoot!”

The board Fran was clutching broke apart in her hands, and she yelped, plunging into the water with a huge splash.

The soldier raised his dripping gun at me while Rupert and Sunrise dragged us up. I wasn’t going to let Zip go. All I could do was hang on to him and hope the soldier would miss.

The soldier pulled the trigger. . . .

Click!

. . . Nothing happened. He scowled, gave the gun a shake, and water spilled from it.

“Waterlogged!” he snarled.

Rupert and Sunrise hauled us over the edge. As soon as we were on firm land, I let go of Zip’s collar, and he sprawled beside me, gasping for air.

“Sorry, Zip,” I said, gently patting his side. Then I looked to Rupert and Sunrise. “Thank you.”

They glanced at each other, as if surprised they had worked together.

Zip staggered to his feet and gave himself a shake. He was coughing a bit, but there was no time for recovery. Soon the soldiers would be across the river, looking for a way up the embankment.

“We have to keep moving,” I said.




2 The Rise

We headed for the shade of denser forest, where less light made it through the trees. Every now and then I swung up onto a branch to get a better view of the path ahead.

Soon the soldiers were on our trail again, calling to each other as they blundered through the undergrowth.

Ahead there was a steep rise covered with plants bursting up between mossy rocks. It was a perfect obstacle to put between us and the soldiers! I dashed through the trees and motioned for everyone to follow.

I sprang onto a large rock and started making my way up.
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I came to a deep gap and jumped out to grab an overhanging branch. Below, the dogs were weaving their way upward using different routes.

But someone was missing.

Zip lagged behind, much more wary of leaping across mossy rocks than he usually would have been. Farther behind him, Rupert was still at the bottom of the slope, worriedly staring up at me.
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I growled in annoyance, then dropped from the branch to land beside Sunrise and Brutus.

“We have to go back down,” I said.

Brutus gave a gruff bark. Why should we all get caught?

Sunrise tilted her head. For once, I agree with Brutus.

I ran out of the gap and peered through the trees. From this vantage I could make out glimmers of movement in the distance—it looked like the soldiers were only a few minutes away.

Nosey was already heading back down to try to help Zip. Tiny appeared around a shrub, his tongue lolling out of his head.

What’s going on? Aren’t we escaping? I’ve been scouting the trail!

“The pack is family,” I said. “Zip is finding this path too hard. And Rupert is one of us now.”

Well, said Sunrise, if it’s for Zip . . . 

“Come on!” I said, and took off down the slope.

I leaped from rock to rock; the way downward was much faster than the way up.
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I beat Nosey to Zip, who had managed to get his paw stuck in a crack. I started to pry him loose.

I’m sorry, said Zip. I can make it! I just have to . . .

“It’s okay, Zip. We’re not going this way anymore.”

Nosey caught up.

“Nosey, can you look after Zip? I have to help Rupert.”

Of course.

Rupert looked relieved when he saw me. I jumped to his rock and dug my heels into the moss to stop from skidding.

“I was worried you were going to leave me behind!” he said.

“I thought about it,” I muttered. A look of hurt flashed across his face. “Only for a second,” I added. “Come on, we’ll go around the rise instead of over.”

I slid back down into the forest. Rupert landed awkwardly beside me, and I had to grab his shoulders to stop him from falling over.

As we began to move again, the dogs appeared out of the undergrowth around us.

“Spread out!” I heard Fran shout. “They can’t be far away!”

Spread out? That gave me an idea.
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Praise for the Wolf Girl series

“Captivating black-and-white illustrations appear on nearly every page, adding to the tale’s suspense. Vietnamese Australian author, artist, and performer Do strikes just the right balance between realism and fiction in this fast-paced, highly engaging story of friendship, loyalty, surprises, and survival with an alluring cliffhanger ending. . . . An entertaining, action-packed series.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Sketchy, movement-filled artwork by illustrators Ley and Ji accompany emotionally authentic prose and add humor to Gwen’s journey through her relationships and interactions with her pack. This adrenaline-pumping story, the first in a series, vividly recounts a captivating tale of a girl whose resourcefulness and determination are the foundation for doing ‘whatever it took to keep my pack alive.’”

—Publishers Weekly
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