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CHAPTER ONE


THE WILDCATS


In the hours before dawn, two young wildcats stalked through the scrubland behind their mother, padding stealthily along the edges of the pine forest, swaying gently in a cool summer breeze. No rain had fallen for weeks, and the ground was crisp under their paws. The young wildcats had already grown out of their soft kitten fur and they were getting stronger and bolder every day. Each nightly outing with their mother was a new adventure, and they mirrored her steps, parting the long grass with their striated heads as they scanned the ground for prey with their large eyes, glowing in the light of the sinking moon.


The wildcats halted, their ears pricking towards a small, unsuspecting rabbit. Rigid with anticipation, Asta held her breath beside her brother and silently willed him not to make a sound. They watched their mother slowly edge forward and stop now and again with an upraised paw to scent the air and the prey, nibbling the grass ahead.


Their mother’s ears flattened as she crouched low and froze. Then, in a flash, she pounced on the rabbit and somersaulted twice across the ground. Asta’s and Ash’s pulses raced as a brief scuffle ensued before the wind sighed through the trees and everything was still once more.


She turned to her young and nodded softly, inviting them to approach.


Asta pounced on Ash and knocked him on to his side. ‘Come on!’ she cried, leaving him to wriggle upright in the grass.


‘Wait, Asta,’ Ash panted as Asta bounded ahead through the scrub. ‘Not so fast!’


But Asta didn’t hear him. She reached her mother and met her head rub with a purr. Asta marvelled at how easy the hunt had been. The rabbit had never seen their mother coming, and its death had been as quick and merciful as it should have been.


Asta and Ash had not mastered being predators yet. So far, all the prey they’d neared had escaped unharmed.


‘How do you do it, Mother?’ Ash mewed, catching up with Asta and joining their mother beside her third kill of the night.


Ash looked up at her longingly, but instead of a head rub she gave him a knowing glance. ‘You’ll both learn once you quiet the hunger to be the first to succeed.’


Asta and Ash met each other’s gazes with flicking tails. They hated being told what to do, and competing against each other was a thrill neither of them wanted to cease. To be the first to make a kill would prove they were strong and ready to venture into the world alone. Ash hung his head each time Asta gained ground. She was too swift and bold, and a playful cuff behind the ear sometimes led to a scrap.


‘Look!’ Ash gasped, his sharp eyes catching a shooting star blazing across the sky above. ‘I’ve never seen one with a long tail like that!’


‘That’s because it’s rare,’ their mother replied, craning her head upwards with Asta and watching it streak across the night. ‘Shooting stars signal change. Perhaps it’s a sign you will soon be ready to fend for yourselves.’


Asta and Ash stared at one another, their hackles rising with mischievousness. A second later, they attacked and gently bit and clawed at one another’s fur as they rolled across the ground.


Their mother sighed and a soft smile drew across her tabby face, for she didn’t mind her young staying by her side a little longer.


‘Don’t grow up too fast, my loves.’


Sunrise was scorching the sky red when the wildcats finally travelled back to their den. It was deep inside the hollow of a tree that had fallen in the outskirts of the forest long ago. Asta had begged for them to stay out and practise, long after Ash and their mother had wanted to return home, but their hunting was no better. Asta and Ash had frightened away every mouse, vole and rabbit they’d encountered, yet by the time the birds began singing their first morning melodies their mother had made sure that their bellies were full, their spirits were high and their enthusiasm for the next hunt remained strong.
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Asta, Ash, and their mother are standing on an embankment near a body of water. One of them is dipping his paw in the water and another is looking eagerly from a rock.





Nearing their den, the three wildcats crossed the treeline with the leaves flurrying overhead and their mother slowed to smell the wind. Asta and Ash did the same, catching a strange scent floating on the air. They cocked their ears. Their mother’s pupils dilated. She scanned the thicket and Asta’s senses pricked, a cold feeling of dread crawling over her fur.


A twig snapped. ‘Run!’ their mother cried. ‘Hurry! Get back to our tree!’


A tall shrub to the left burst to life. Two men – one long and lean, the other short and stout – emerged from the brush with two hounds that whimpered with excitement as they watched the cats bolt into the woods.


Asta didn’t dare look back. With her blood pounding through her limbs, she sprinted towards a bed of thick ground ferns growing in the depths of the forest, praying it would conceal them. She couldn’t see Ash or her mother, but from the sound of rustling of leaves and shallow breaths behind her she sensed they were at her heels.


They raced on with the thudding of the men’s boots echoing in their ears. The men’s shouts were rapidly growing louder, and Asta knew by their urgent and impatient tone that the wildcats must be getting away. Seeing the bracken ahead, she picked up speed. She willed for Ash and her mother to do the same and she felt a rush of relief as she realized that the crunch of the men’s footsteps had abruptly disappeared.


BANG!


The tremendous noise made every bird perched in the trees above take flight in a cacophony of squawks and clattering wings.


The wildcats scattered through the undergrowth in panic. Asta swerved sharply to the right and leaped to the nearest tree. She scrambled up its rugged bark to a high bough and crept forward along the branch, hidden in the treetops by a screen of green leaves. Trembling, she searched for Ash and her mother below, and stared helplessly as they scrambled separately towards the bracken, each with a man and his hound pursuing them.


The men stopped, their dogs obediently heeling beside them, their tails wagging. Their masters lifted long muskets to their shoulders.


‘RUN!’ Asta yelled, but Ash and their mother were too far away to hear her. She lost sight of her family fleeing through the trees, and her breath halted in her throat.


BANG!


Asta yelped, feeling the boom of the rifle thunder through her.


BANG!


BANG!


A sickening silence unfurled through the forest.


‘Go on, boy!’ a voice ordered, and the two hounds scampered through the undergrowth. The men followed, walking through a white mist trickling from their muskets.


Asta couldn’t believe this was happening. Only a moment ago, her family was getting ready to curl up in their den and nestle into each other’s fur.


Asta scanned the forest for the two men. She smouldered as she found them, far off in the distance, standing in the middle of the bed of bracken with their hounds wriggling triumphantly at their feet.


The stout man was bending low and patting the dogs. He stood tall and held something that crushed Asta’s heart.


It was a wildcat.









CHAPTER TWO


THE DEN


Tears flooded Asta’s eyes. She willed their mother to move – to fight, to run – but she dangled listlessly, as if she was asleep in the stout man’s grasp.


The men and the hounds walked deeper into the woods. Asta trailed them, creeping along the length of the tree branch until it thinned and buckled under her weight. Wobbling there in the breeze, she looked fearfully about the group and searched for Ash in the taller man’s grip, but the stout man, striding behind him, blocked her view.


Asta felt sick watching these monsters walk away after sneaking into her home. These men and their machines had no claws or teeth; they didn’t honour the dead with a chance to defend themselves in a fight. They stole the lives of others from afar with weapons against which no animal stood a chance. Her hackles stiffened. She wanted to hurt them. To rip them open.


The men disappeared behind tall shrubs and Asta hurried back along the bough to the tree trunk and hurtled down it, scrabbling along the rough surface with much more difficulty than the climb. But the need to find Ash gave her courage, and she leaped and landed on the forest floor with a thump.


Keeping her ears and eyes pricked for danger, she bounded towards the thicket where the humans had turned. Slowing to stalk around it, and finding no sign of them or their dogs, she picked up pace again and scanned the forest for the men. The birds were chirruping loudly now that the sun had fully risen, and Asta resented them singing so joyously without caring that her mother and brother had been taken.


On and on she ran until she found herself in a part of the forest she had never seen before. Ahead, the thick woodland parted into a grassy corridor that stretched into the distance between the trees, casting shivering patterns of bright dappled sunlight on to the ground. Two horses grazed there, harnessed to a rustic wooden wagon. At the back of it, the two men were shuffling an array of tools and boxes while their hounds watched, sitting on their haunches and wagging their tails. Asta crept into some brambles and watched.


‘The traps snared us a couple of badgers,’ the stout man noted, ‘four hedgehogs, a stoat and an otter.’


‘And we shot six rabbits,’ the tall man added, ‘a fox, two beavers, four crows and this beauty of a wildcat.’


‘How’d you know it ain’t just some tabby?’


‘It’s bigger for a start,’ the taller man replied with the authority of experience. ‘And see its blunt, bushy tail? Tabbies ain’t got them – they’ve got skinny tails without these thick black rings.’


‘I’ve heard some parishes can give a whole shilling for a wildcat.’


‘And we’ll get even more when we sell the fur. They say nothin’s warmer than a wildcat pelt.’


‘I reckon them apothecaries in London will give us a fine sum for all its other parts as well. A wildcat potion cured my headaches once.’


London. Asta recognized the name. Their mother had mentioned it.


‘Same goes for the rest of today’s catch if we can deliver them before they spoil.’ The tall man gleefully slapped the stouter man on the back. ‘The apothecaries will be clawing for this booty. We’ve got enough here to stuff their shelves with medicine for months. Let’s get movin’. We need to collect the bounty from the churchwarden before we journey back to London along the Devil’s Highway. If we hurry and aren’t bothered by any of them land pirates, we’ll reach the city this evening.’


The men put the dead animals inside the boxes and covered their haul with canvas that they stretched over the wagon and hooked tightly to its wooden frame.


Hate swept through Asta. She was a fast sprinter. If she rushed at these men, she could rake them with her claws and make them pay for hurting her and her family, then she could escape into the treetops just like she’d done before. But, as she edged out of the brambles, she stopped. The humans had only mentioned one wildcat. That meant Ash must be alive, perhaps injured somewhere.


She glowered at the humans, longing for justice, but a moment later her throat tightened. She couldn’t avenge her mother as she wanted. If her plan went wrong, and the men or the dogs killed her, then Ash would be alone. They needed each other now more than ever.


With tears misting her sight, she was slowly creeping out of the brambles when her rear left paw snagged on a knot of thorns. Gasping in pain, she shook herself free. The hounds snapped their heads towards her at once, ears pricked.


Every muscle in Asta’s body tensed. The dogs jumped to their paws, their eyes alert and blazing as they trotted to the undergrowth where Asta was hiding.


The stout man whistled in a shrill pitch that seared Asta’s ears.


‘Come here, boys!’ he called, patting the footboard at the front of the cart. The hounds halted, staring in Asta’s direction. She held her breath and forced herself to ignore every instinct screaming for her to run away.


The tall man clapped his hands hard, twice. ‘OI!’ he boomed, and the hounds instantly turned their heads towards their master. ‘Get inside, you little blighters!’


Asta felt a surge of relief. The dogs obediently trotted to the front of the wagon and launched themselves onto its front footboard. The thin man lifted a hinged plank of wood at the back of the cart and bolted it shut while the stout man clambered to the seating platform and yanked the horses’ heads from the grass with long, leather reins. There was a cold crack of a whip and the cart moved into the grassy corridor between the trees.


Asta charged from the brambles, away from the cart. With a glance over her shoulder, she uttered a last choked goodbye to her mother. Her body ached with grief, knowing she would never see the glint of affection in her mother’s green eyes, hear her purr before she fell asleep or feel the brush of her fur against hers again. She didn’t know what to do without her mother. She’d always been there to listen to her troubles and to help her make sense of the world. Her one hope was finding Ash, but she swallowed, a terrible thought creeping into her mind. What if she had lost him too?


Asta hurried towards their den, but no matter how fast she ran she felt as if she was struggling through mud, and, although the forest was the same as it had always been, everything was different. Each time the trees creaked, a chill crawled up her spine, and as the leaves rustled in the early morning breeze Asta’s ears flattened, catching sinister sounds on the wind.


She was panting from the sprint when she finally arrived at the hollow tree trunk. She paused beside it, cocking her ears, her green eyes scanning the undergrowth for danger before she slunk inside. She breathed deeply, feeling comforted by the familiar earthy smell of home.


‘Ash?’ she mewed, but all she heard was birdsong and the sound of a woodpecker drumming against the distant trees.


Her heart began to thud.


The den was empty.


Asta curled up in the same place in which she’d woken up with her mother and brother every day since she was born and wept, not knowing what to do. Their smell lingered where she lay and, as she closed her eyes, she could almost hear their steady, sleeping breaths.


For the rest of the morning, she willed Ash to return, but not even a fly or a spider neared the den. She was too scared to abandon it to search for him. It was the only place she felt safe, and every time she considered leaving it the image of the men and the dogs suddenly bursting from the thicket plagued her with fear. The forest was dense. There were hundreds of trees and shrubs for more monsters to hide behind, and if she dared to roam the woods they could strike at any time.


But, as the hours wore on, the thought of Ash hurt somewhere, hiding, snagged at her. She was sure he would try to find her if he could. If he was injured somewhere, he’d be scared, alone and in pain.


Asta drew a deep, shaky breath. She inched forward and peered from the hollow tree. The forest unfurled in every direction. Ash could be anywhere. The woodland was huge and her mother had only ever shown them the outskirts. Wildcats didn’t need to venture far because they hunted along its borders where their prey fed on the grass and heather.


She tried to imagine what Ash would have done when the hunters came. He’d have been just as terrified as she’d been. He must have sheltered somewhere out of sight, like she had, but there were countless warrens, dens and treetops where he could have sought refuge. She sighed sadly as she remembered the days when they’d played hide-and-seek. He had won every time.


She stalked through the woods and flinched at every sudden gust of wind flurrying the leaves. She scoured the treetops and the bracken fronds, reluctant to blink in case she would miss a sign of him.


Bulging dark clouds were edging towards the bright afternoon sun when, in the distance ahead, she spied striped legs and a blunt, black, ringed tail lying flat and unmoving beneath the bracken that undulated in the summer breeze.


Asta’s spirit leaped, and she bounded towards her brother, but, as she neared, the clouds shrouded the sun, plunging the forest into shadow. She had seen nothing but a cruel trick of the sunlight mottling the ground.


The rain pitter-pattered through the trees, and tears brimmed in Asta’s eyes as the heavy raindrops thumped against her fur. She’d searched everywhere she knew Ash might be and, now that the rain had come, his scent would soon be washed away. She looked over her shoulder into the deep woods. She had sworn she would never enter without her mother, but it was her last hope.


Racing against the deluge, Asta bounded into the unfamiliar trees. She breathed deeply, trying to detect a hint of Ash on the air, but all she could smell was the fresh scent of a storm.


As the afternoon drew into evening, Asta’s desperation made her bolder. She poked her head into warrens, whose rabbits squealed and kicked clouds of earth into her face.
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Asta is flying in the air away from a burrow. A rabbit’s legs are kicking mud into Asta’s face from the burrow.





She called for Ash inside a set, but a badger rushed at her, swiping its long, black claws.
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Asta is jumping away from a badger sneaking out of its sett.





A river, its surface hopping with raindrops, tempted her further still and, worrying Ash had fallen in and been dragged downstream, she followed it to a large pile of twigs and branches stacked across the water. She hurried, stumbling on the branches’ slippery, uneven surface, and was swiftly berated not only by the beavers, but also an otter and her young.
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An illustration showing Asta hurrying along the riverbank.





The rain stopped and a mackerel sky blazed ochre and red when Asta padded back to the den wet, hungry and exhausted. This was all her fault. If she hadn’t made them stay out and hunt, they might never have crossed paths with the men. She wished she’d never wanted to grow up so fast. She would do anything to go back and tell her mother and Ash how much they meant to her, and rub her head against theirs and press their noses together one last time.
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Two beavers are crossly gesturing at Asta from a large pile of twigs. Three otters are pulling faces at her from the water.












CHAPTER THREE


ASH


For two days and nights, Asta combed the forest for Ash. At first, hunger gnawed at her, and she chewed grass, berries and bracken to quieten it. Even if she could have hunted alone, she had no urge to eat and, as the days passed, the hunger numbed, and she continued wandering restlessly through the places where her family had roamed.


On the third morning, there was still no sign of Ash, and the time without food and shelter took hold. Heavy with fatigue, she padded through a heath of bright yellow gorse bushes. She crumpled to the ground, feeling too weak with grief to care that she was exposed in the open air. The world was too hard and cruel, and to exist in it alone was too bleak and lonely for her to bear.


She was drifting into a heady, worn-out sleep when she heard it.


She blinked, not recognizing the sound. The fog of exhaustion and sadness clouded her senses, muffling it as though it was nothing but distant thunder.


A chattering of starlings was the first to fly overhead. The rooks, wood pigeons, blackbirds and woodpeckers were next, followed by the nightingales, jays and chaffinches, all squawking and screeching and clattering their wings in urgent flight.


It came again, louder this time. Horror scuttled over Asta’s fur.


The humans and their dogs had returned.


She cursed herself for abandoning the den. If she raced into the forest now, she risked being seen or tracked by the hounds. Asta looked around the heath of gorse. At their highest, the bushes were not much taller than a man and the branches lacked the breadth of a sturdier tree. There would be little refuge if she climbed them. Her ears flattened, hearing the men guffaw and whistle for their dogs. She scrambled beneath a shrub and shuffled as far back into the thicket as she could.


Crouching low, she stared out over the heath. She could see clearly through the gaps between the thorny gorse stems and she swallowed, knowing that meant she could also be seen.


Panting neared, and Asta froze, smelling the stale scent of dogs’ breath waft through the air. A flash of a dog’s white fur, mottled with patches of brown, trotted alongside the gorse bush, closely followed by another hound. She bared her claws, dread thundering. A moment later, the dogs scampered on with their tails wagging high in the air, yet Asta’s relief was short-lived as the stomp of footsteps thudded the ground. The two men came to a standstill beside her. She glared at their leather boots and hooked her claws into the earth.


The stout man paused to light a long clay pipe, and Asta recoiled, scenting tobacco for the first time.


‘Put that out, you daft dandiprat!’ the thin man scolded, snatching the pipe and tipping its contents on to the ground. He crushed its smouldering bulb with the toe of his boot. ‘The animals will sniff ya a mile off. Ain’t I taught you anything?’


‘But we’ve been out here since before dawn and I ain’t had a gasp today,’ the stout man complained. ‘I spent my takings on this new Virginian crop from Mad Rathder’s Apothecary Shop. It’ll dry out if it ain’t smoked.’


The thin man clipped the back of the stout man’s skull with his hand. ‘The bigger our catch, the bigger your next pile of baccy will be, but you’ll scare it all off with this muck, you pillock!’ The stout man hung his head and Asta’s blood pounded in her ears. If he turned, he would spot her, cowering in the gorse. ‘And the day is still young,’ the thin man went on. ‘We’ve got more game to harvest before we set up camp for the night.’


Asta hummed with fresh worry for Ash.


Just then, a pheasant burst from the brush with a loud crow of alarm. The dogs charged after it and the men hurried forward, lifting their muskets to their shoulders.


The boom from the guns rattled every bone in Asta’s body. She bolted from the gorse and tore through the heath without daring to look back.


Panic flooded Asta’s senses. Her only thought was reaching the den where she knew she would be safe, and she hoped that if Ash was still alive he would head there too.


She was wheezing as she neared the bed of bracken where she had last seen her family alive. She tried to run faster but she stumbled, a delirious yellow mist fogging her sight as the days without sleep or food weakened her limbs. Dizzy with fear, she forced herself upright and staggered on.


It was then that her nose twitched, recognizing something that reminded her of Ash and her mother. She sniffed again, unsure if it was real. But there it was. An unmistakable smell she knew so well from their days together, and she swerved away from the path towards the den and dashed towards the scent.


It was growing stronger as she neared a thick shrub with a long, gloomy tunnel hidden within its lower leaves that was frequently used by the animals in the forest as a shortcut to the grasslands. Her heady desperation to be with Ash made her hurtle through it, and her heart heaved as she imagined seeing her brother’s face again.


She had almost reached the other side when she spied a dead rabbit lying in the shadows. But, before she could slow, her paws met something cool and smooth under a scattering of loose earth.


A loud clang sounded behind her. Asta skidded and tumbled over the dead rabbit and her body smashed against a screen of grated metal. Yowling in confusion, she hurled herself against it, but it was stuck fast. She turned and rushed back the way she’d come, but the path back to the bracken was gone. A wall of cold wrought iron had taken its place.


Asta’s stomach lurched.


She was trapped.









CHAPTER FOUR


THE HUNTERS


Asta’s thoughts skittered for a way out. She bit and clawed and threw herself against the cage, hoping to break its hinges or damage its frame so she could squeeze through a gap and escape, but the heavy trap merely rattled where it was buried into the ground.


In the darkness of the leafy tunnel, she couldn’t tell how much time had passed when she eventually surrendered to exhaustion. She collapsed beside the dead rabbit, detesting it for luring her to her doom.


The next morning, fear seized every muscle in Asta’s body, hearing their footsteps approach. She shrank against the cage walls and silently begged them to walk on by, but the acrid smell of human sweat closed in. The dogs pushed their wet noses through the veil of leaves and pressed their nostrils against the trap. They sniffed vigorously, scenting her, and their yips and snuffles mounted.


Asta swatted her claws in a surge of spite. The dogs disappeared with a yelp.


‘We’ve caught something feisty!’ a voice cried gleefully. ‘It’s got a nasty scratch on it, ain’t it, boys?’


The dogs whimpered. ‘That’ll teach ya to keep your noses out of places they ain’t wanted,’ another voice chuckled. ‘Be careful. Whatever’s inside ain’t leavin’ quietly.’


Asta jolted backwards, watching two hands clad in brown leather gloves emerge through the leaves and drop a cow-skin coat that reeked of human stench over the trap.


Asta growled bitterly. ‘It’s a fighter!’ sniggered one of the men, digging around the trap.


He wrenched it from the ground and Asta tumbled on her side as the man roughly tugged it into the open air.


‘Let’s see what we’ve got ourselves this time.’


The man ripped the leather from the trap and Asta hissed, her fur bristling all over her body.


The men reorganized the muskets on their shoulders and placed the cloth bags bulging with the weight of dead animals on the ground.


‘Look at that!’ the thin man jeered, crouching on his haunches with the other man and elbowing him in the ribs. The hunters peered into cage and Asta’s pupils dilated. ‘A live wildcat!’


‘Bit small, ain’t it?’ the stout man commented, reaching for the handle welded to the top of the trap. Asta leaped with a furious slash of her claws. The man jumped, tripped over his feet and landed heavily on his backside.


The thin man hooted with laughter. ‘Never underestimate the ferocity of a wildcat!’ He caught his breath and wiped a tear from his eye. ‘Mad Rathder will pay us a fine sum for this beauty!’


‘How are we meant to get this fiend back to London if we can’t carry it?’ The stout man frowned. ‘Are you sure we can’t kill it?’


‘He asked for a live one when we sold him the other wildcat parts, remember?’ the thin man retorted. ‘Wildcats are rare enough for us to charge what we like, but a live one demands a special price.’


‘Then that curmudgeon might change his mind altogether. This cat’s got the devil in its veins!’


‘He won’t,’ the thin man scoffed. ‘He wants a live one so he never runs out of wildcat ingredients. He’ll use its whiskers, blood, claws, spit to treat everything from your headaches to gout.’


‘He ain’t getting near this demon to harvest anything.’


‘That ain’t our problem.’ The thin man shrugged, scanning the forest and pointing to a withered oak tree. ‘Go and snap off one of them long branches over there. We can thread it through the handle and carry the cage back to the cart between our shoulders.’


The trap dangled from the middle of the branch with Asta yowling and throwing her body against its solid wrought-iron frame. She hoped to break the bough or snap the handle, but both were solid, and her caterwauling only elicited chuckles from the hunters and slobbering hops of excitement from the dogs.


The humans trudged through the trees until they reached the same grassy corridor Asta recognized from three days before. The men lay the trap on the ground beside their cart and unhooked then rolled back its waxed canvas top. They strained as they lifted Asta, and awkwardly manoeuvred her cage into the back of the wagon. Then they unloaded the rest of their catch and covered them with the canvas, plunging Asta into darkness.


The men’s footsteps disappeared into the distance. Asta’s eyes flittered about the cart, her blood ringing in her ears as the smell of dead stoat, pheasant, rabbit and crow crept up her nose. The wagon was deep and she was completely sealed inside. Even if she could have reached its edges, she would never be able to topple the cage over the side and smash it like she had hoped.


A jittery feeling of despair swept over her. There was no way out, and each moment that passed brought Asta’s fate closer. With a sob rising in her throat, she tucked her limbs into her body and wrapped her thick, blunt tail closely round her. She hid her face behind it, wishing it was Ash’s or her mother’s fur brushing against her cheek, and thought of all she had lost and everything she feared to come.









CHAPTER FIVE


SURRENDER


Asta had never felt so helpless, so tired, so hungry and so defeated. There was nothing she could do to stop the humans from stealing her away from her home. But she would never be tamed. She would make sure no human ever came near her.


An hour passed before footsteps sounded, and Asta cowered, hearing the hunters’ chuckles and the dogs’ panting draw near. The canvas top was whipped away and the cart flooded with daylight.
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