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Introduction

Think of a place...a setting in nature. Now think of a wild animal or bird that lives there. What if that animal faces a perilous challenge that means life or death? What if the worst happens? Can the animal make a split-second decision to trigger an instinct for survival? This happens in these ten stories.

When I lived in rural PEI, a snow-filled woods where snowshoe hares bounded among the trees prompted me to ask, "What if the deep snow melted and their safe resting places vanished?" Watching a mountain goat on a precarious rocky ledge made me wonder, "What if it came to a sheer drop-off and couldn't turn back?" I saw a lone pronghorn antelope while I drove outside a prairie city—what if it was lost? How did it become separated from the herd?

A place. An animal. Curiosity. A risky situation. For me, these are the ingredients for an exciting story. I hope you enjoy my action-filled adventures.
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On Wings of Hope
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A golden flash of light shot from the glass-sided office tower. The morning sun had inched high enough to penetrate the concrete canyons of the prairie city. 

A peregrine falcon, perched on one of the highest rooftops, shook his feathers and stretched each wing. He then resumed his proud, watchful pose, as quiet and still as the pale moon now fading in the western sky. Movement far below caught his eye. The bird followed the steady progress of an early morning jogger as she passed from the shadows of the high-rises into a square, green block of city park.

Only a week before, the falcon and his three female siblings had peered at their city home through the bars of a cage. Set on the roof of an office building, the hack box had provided shelter and safety. Food appeared regularly through a small door in the back. The chicks ate, slept and grew until, one day, the falcon sensed that something was different. The confining bars were gone from the front of the box.  A patch of blue sky had taken their place. 

Leading his siblings, the falcon hopped boldly out of the box. He stretched his wings and noticed dead quail lying in a mound a short distance away. He seized this food with his talons, tore off a choice piece with his curved beak, and gulped it down. After his meal he remained at the edge of the roof, preening himself and watching the movements of people and cars far below. 

Perhaps, instead of the cityscape, the falcon saw in his mind's eye the rocky ledges and wind-swept cliffs that were once home to his species. Coulees, river valleys and undulating prairie would then have spread before him. His ancestors had hunted such wild places, soaring on powerful wings in the crisp, clean sky, then diving on prey at incredible speeds. But an evil had come to them, a poison so devastating that for a time their race was no longer seen in these remote haunts. This falcon belonged to a new generation, whose cliffs and coulees were made of steel, glass, and concrete. He'd been raised by humans who were counting on him bring the species back from the brink of extinction.

Several times the falcon had unfolded his wings and leaned far out over the roof's ledge. But always his courage failed. Finally, the darting shadow of a small aircraft passing over the city startled him into leaping from his safe perch into the unknown. Flapping his newly discovered wings in a rush of air, he dropped sharply at first, but soon was soaring up and up, around the glass tower. Twice he circled the park; but his wings tired quickly, and he returned to the rooftop where he flopped to a clumsy landing. 

His heart raced. He panted, beak open, wings quivering from his effort. He was not content to rest for long. Having tasted the joy of flight, he was soon off again. At last, hunger drove him back to the rooftop, where food still appeared each day near the cage.  

For several more days, the falcon and his sisters ate, rested and flew, their wings growing stronger with use. They often perched on other buildings during the day, but all returned to the hack box by nightfall. With flight lessons well under way, their human caretakers began to reduce the food supply, and finally stopped it altogether. The young falcons had to learn to hunt for themselves.

Experiencing hunger for the first time, the falcon took notice of songbirds fluttering in the park and small flocks of pigeons flying from rooftop to rooftop. Instinct told the falcon that this was food; but in the absence of a skilled parent, it was a fellow hunter who showed him how to catch it.

He became aware of this avian cousin from loud screams that frequently reverberated from the building walls. A merlin claimed the park as its territory and regularly hunted there. The peregrine watched the smaller falcon chase down sparrows, until the urgent need to eat forced him to mimic its actions.

His speed untried, his first attempt at hunting was clumsy and inaccurate. The falcon flashed across the park after a starling, which eluded him by darting into the dark branches of a large old elm. Having missed his prey, the falcon began a return pass over the park; but the merlin, screaming angry threats at the invasion of its territory, intercepted him and drove him back to the rooftop. He rested for a short while, but he was still hungry and soon launched himself into the air again, this time after a trio of pigeons. 

The pigeons split up and one led the falcon low under the canopy of trees. He lost his prey there, and was now deep in the merlin's domain. Furious, the smaller raptor hurtled toward the peregrine, his screams echoing around the park. 

The determined attack forced the falcon to push his speed to new limits. Desperate to escape the merlin's territory, he flew higher and higher, away from streets and buildings, until he found himself soaring above a sprawling lake dotted with islands. It narrowed into a river that meandered out of sight under a highway bridge. In the distance rose the office towers of the city where the peregrine had started his flight. Hundreds of ducks and geese paddled on the lake, while others circled above it, searching for the best feeding spots. 
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