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Chapter 1
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Issa McGuire’s heart was sick as she took a last look around her mother’s apartment, saying goodbye to the space she had once called home and that would soon be empty after Goodwill came to pick up the boxes. Walking out into the night, she could hardly believe her mother’s life had been reduced to those few possessions she’d seen in her mother’s final residence.

Among other belongings Issa had chosen to keep had been a leather keepsake box—about the same size as a large wooden cigar box—and a cardboard box full of papers. She’d taken a peek inside both but had found some of the information shocking. Surely the extensive criminal activities listed inside the topmost manila envelope in the banker’s box had to be wrong. She knew her father had been a smuggler, but that had been a way of life. The other charges, … well, those made no sense. Something, somewhere, must clarify all that had gone so wrong. She couldn’t trust her own childhood memories and wasn’t at all sure she could believe the papers found in her mother’s belongings either. Some things just didn’t add up.

Back in her vehicle, jammed full of her mother’s possessions and memories, she hurriedly got into the driver’s seat and slowly drove toward her small cabin.

And away from the remnants of that era of her life.

After years of the concrete city, she couldn’t do it anymore. She had died a little every day she was forced to exist without the space and sky that was secondary to her soul. Such an elemental thing, but, to her, it was the main priority. She’d made it through school; she’d made it through her degrees. And now she was beholden to no one.

Except for the birds. They were part of her soul.

At the nondescript turnoff to her road, she slowed for the corner and bounced hard, wishing there had been more money so she could’ve filled the pothole and done a better cleanup of the driveway. Not too much though. She certainly didn’t choose to pour down concrete or asphalt. Maybe a layer of gravel for the tires to grab in winter. All she wanted was a little more ease of living. But without it being too modern.

Her cabin illuminated in the headlights of her car, she could hear the birds already crying to her. Humbug, the huge snowy owl, who’d crawled inside her heart and made a place for himself, sat on a corner of the cabin’s roof, staring at her.

Roash, the beautiful falcon she’d found in the field, sat on a fence post—he too was waiting for her. She knew the golden eagle would be around somewhere. And then there was Gillian, the tiny saw-whet owl who wouldn’t be far away. Smaller than the others of her kind, a little more damaged than the other birds of any kind, the one who needed her just as much as she needed her birds.

Leaving the vehicle on for the headlights to shine on her front door, she quickly moved to the cabin and back to the car.

It might be summertime, but, once the sun went down, it didn’t matter where you were in this area of Colorado, a chill settled in. Inside she lit the woodstove and put on the teakettle. She had electricity but used it sparingly, choosing instead to use kerosene lamps. She wasn’t against some modern conveniences, but she didn’t appreciate the related monthly bills that came her way. Until she had a regular paycheck, she had to find and save the pennies wherever she could.

So far she had yet to discover anything of her mother’s worth selling, and she hadn’t figured out where her mother’s bank accounts were. She’d unloaded the big box of paperwork, hoping the information would be in there. Along with the answers she needed on her father’s criminal activities. But she didn’t want to look inside; she couldn’t bear it. Not right now.

Not with the grief of losing not only her only living relative but her mother. They’d had a complicated relationship, but, when it came down to it, she’d been family. Issa wanted to keep the little bit of fantasy about her father for as long as possible. Not that she had much in the way of illusions. It was hard enough to face the reality of losing her mother. How could a woman in good health, and only sixty-two, have a heart attack and die, while Issa was at the university collecting the paperwork on her doctorate? To come home and to find her mother in her own apartment like that—on the kitchen floor, already cold from taking her last breath hours ago. Issa shook her head, tears never far from the surface, once again rising.

Nothing had been on the kitchen table or on her mother’s bed that explained what her mother had been doing right before her death, and, after the chaos of the police and the morgue attendants, Issa hadn’t been able to return to her mother’s apartment and had crashed at home with tears of loss and grief. When she finally awoke midday the next day, it was to the cold harsh reality of being all alone at twenty-six. She was much too young to be the last one of her family still living. And to be facing the grim job forced upon her to contend with the reality of burying a loved one unexpectedly. It had taken days, almost a week, as she couldn’t even consider starting the process for several days. The fifty-five-mile drive, one way, between her secluded cabin and her mother’s apartment had only added to her exhaustion.

Her mother had hated that she lived so far away.

“Why can’t you live nearby me?” she’d whined. “It’s as if you want nothing to do with me.”

“Mom, I just need to be out on the land. One with nature. I can’t live like this. I can’t live in these concrete boxes,” Issa had said.

“They’re called apartments. Everyone lives in them.”

Issa had turned and said, “No, not everyone wants to. There are places with open spaces and real trees and dirt beneath your feet.”

Her mother had shaken her head. “Dear God, why can’t you ever leave that alone?”

“I can’t. It’s who I am.”

“No,” her mother had argued. “It’s part of who you were. It has nothing to do with who you are. That was twenty years ago. Two decades have gone by. You should’ve adjusted. You should be somebody else by now.”

Issa’s teakettle started to whistle in her little cabin. Issa pulled out a teabag and a very large ceramic mug and poured hot water over the top of it. It was the way she always drank her tea. Strong and black. Her mother, Maier, liked hers with a little bit of milk and a little bit of sweetener.

Issa liked the comforts of home—but what she considered home. Her mother’s place had never been home. Apartments made Issa feel closed in, like a prison. Maybe she’d only spent her first six years of life on the hills of Ireland, but those six years were ingrained into who she was. And every day that she was not outdoors felt like a prison sentence with no end.

“I can’t live up there with you,” her mother complained. “And I don’t want to live away from you.”

Issa had nodded. “I know that. So I’m the one who will come back and forth. I’ll stay here sometimes, but my life will be there.”

“How can that possibly be?” Her mother had walked away and sat down on the couch, looking so lost that Issa had felt guilty. “You have no job up there. And to do that drive back and forth …”

“It’s not that bad, it’s only an hour.”

Her mother nodded as she always did. “Only an hour. It’s an hour that you are away from me.”

“It’s an hour where I’m coming to you or going away from you, yes,” Issa had said quietly. “But it’s also an hour where I’m closer to the life I need to live.”

Her mother had turned such sad eyes her way. “Why is it such a sacrifice to be away from there?”

“I can’t explain it, Mom. It just is.”

Holding the big ceramic mug in her hand, Issa stood in front of the fire, letting the waves of heat wash over her. And now, with her mother dead and gone, Issa didn’t need to make the drive again. She didn’t need to do anything in the city again as she had no job to go to either.

She’d completed her PhD, but, so far, unfortunately she had found only concrete city work available. But, when you were a biologist and had your doctorate in environmental sciences, surely jobs in her field existed where she could live out here like she needed to.

Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. Yet one more sign of the trappings of civilization. She pulled out her phone and looked at the Caller ID on her screen. It was one of the university professors, one of the men on her doctorate team, sending condolences to her for her loss. She raised her gaze and stared into the darkness beyond the windows. “How is it they all know?”

She shook her head, not understanding. Her mother had been big on social media. And on secrecy. Her mother had made up a fake account and thought that was the best part. She could do and say and be anyone she wanted to be and no one knew.

Issa didn’t know that was possible. She was big on computer technology and having all the research material at her fingertips, but she would never want to be on those sites her mother had thought were such fun. Issa had been amazed when her mother showed her how many friends she had. The ongoing question in Issa’s mind was, Were they actually friends?

The one time she’d asked, her mother hadn’t cared, saying, “These are people I interact with, people who share what’s happening in their lives and are watching what happens in my life. I don’t feel so alone when I do this.”

Issa had nodded. The last thing she wanted was people prying into her world, into her life. She’d gone through school making friends but keeping few. She wasn’t wired to be a social butterfly. She wanted no part of the global fascination of other peoples’ lives.

She lived in the open air, the silence of the forest. Still waters and amazing forms of life dwelled within. But only a few special people cared to look for those wonders. She hadn’t tried hard to make friends. For that she knew the fault was hers. Her heart wasn’t in it; neither was her soul. She’d come alive when she joined the local falconry club. That was something she could relate to. She’d become as attached to the birds there as she had to the members.

They had rallied around her, understanding on some elemental level she was one of them. She hadn’t realized, growing up, such a group of people who did this was over here. She hadn’t understood her life as a child was in some ways unique and yet, to others, deprived. It made her both heartbroken for not being so special and yet grateful for having others who understood. And, despite all the time she spent with these people, she hadn’t yet found a hawk or falcon or another bird that could give her what she sought. And she’d spent decades searching. Two of them to be exact.

When she heard an unnatural sound outside, she froze. Making a fast decision, she blew out the kerosene light. But for some reason her instincts were on alert. And then she heard the rumble from her birds outside. Humbug screeched into the night, and she heard a gunshot. Her blood ran cold.

She raced out the back door, and two hard hands grabbed her. Not a word was said as she fought and screamed and tugged to get away until finally something was shoved over her head. It was long enough to drop down over the rest of her. She was knocked to the ground and trussed up like an animal. Finally she was picked up and tossed over someone’s shoulder. Blind, hurting, and terrified, she continued to struggle until something hard slammed into her head. And she knew no more.


Chapter 2
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Weeks Later

Eagle Saunders walked onto the long veranda and stared at the sky. He saw no sign of the falcon who’d taken off on him yesterday—the falcon still so badly injured it shouldn’t have been able to fly. And that was after Eagle’s attempts to heal the bird who had showed up a few days ago.

Out of habit he yelled, “Rikker? Come home, boy.”

The sky was empty. The falcon long gone.

That didn’t stop Eagle from searching the sky’s vast blue depths. As always it drew him in, like a wounded soldier to the hope that something—someone—was out there. He was no stranger to hope. Lying in Afghanistan, waiting for rescue with his bullet-torn body, he’d stared upward for hours as his hope waned.

He’d woken up in the hospital weeks later, realizing sometime hopes and wishes did come true.

Now he gave homage to the sky on a regular basis, the blue depths giving him the courage way back when to stay alive until the shooting around him had died down and his team could come for him. He’d rebuilt his life outside of the Special Operations unit he’d been in. A life as far away and as unregimented as possible. He had over a hundred and twenty acres here. Part of it was an inheritance from his grandfather, and the other parcel was purchased as a barrier to keep the rest of the world at bay.

He’d seen enough of what humanity could do to one another. He couldn’t stop them anymore, but at least now he didn’t have to witness it. Here he worked to save those birds that had always rested at the edge of his heart. Something about the majesty of the raptors called to him. He hadn’t planned on creating a refuge for them, but, no doubt, that was exactly what he’d done.

A biologist buddy, also former navy, had found an injured eagle and had brought it to Eagle as he’d been the closest help at the time. The concept had snowballed.

And that brought him around to wondering about Rikker and what had happened. Something impossible.

Rikker had a badly broken wing, broken leg, and a deep cut on his back. Eagle had found him when out riding several days ago. Instead of panicking when a human approached, the falcon had stayed still and let Eagle pick him up and bring him to the center for treatment. Due to the animal’s more docile behavior, and, by now out of habit, Eagle had checked for leg bands, then with the local falconry clubs.

No one was missing a falcon. Or no one wanted to own up to it and possibly be handed a bill for the bird’s care. Not that Eagle would have charged them, but he’d seen how people’s behavior shifted once money was involved.

In fact, he hadn’t expected the raptor to survive that first night. He’d stopped the bleeding, set the leg and the wing, and stitched up the cut, but the bird had been off his food and water and barely holding on to his perch. None of which were a good sign. Yesterday morning he’d been even worse. He’d given up the fight to live until he suddenly tried to rip apart Eagle’s hands.

When Eagle had taken the falcon outside into the sunshine, thinking it might be a kindness to put down the bird, the raptor had exploded from his arms—as if the falcon had read Eagle’s mind—and flung himself into the sky in a last attempt at freedom. Except, with his injuries, no way in hell should that falcon have been able to fly. And he was one of the largest Eagle had ever seen.

But Rikker had taken to the skies with a vengeance and disappeared.

With his rescued dogs, Gunner and Hatter, at his side, Eagle walked to the raptor cages. The two big dogs went a long way to keep a lot of the wildlife back at the interior fence line where they belonged.

Caring for the large birds brought in a multitude of other prey looking for an easy meal. Although Eagle’s property was well fenced—both an outer and an inner fence line—the birds often hurt themselves as they panicked in their pens, trying to get away from the threat of predators.

As Eagle approached the birds, he realized something was wrong. He picked up speed and ran the last few yards. Instead of the normal rustling of feathers, calls, and chattering among the birds, there was silence. He approached slowly and quietly now, feeling hundreds of eyes turn his way. And yet not one bird made a sound.

Unnerved, he walked around the perimeter of the multiple pens, looking for the predator that had them all tense. He pulled his gun from his holster and approached the corner cautiously. Glancing to all sides, he could see nothing that would put the birds on full alert. Peering around the corner, he saw the same high grass and bushes leading to the tree line farther back. He kept walking. Predators of all kinds had one thing in common. They were sneaky as all hell.

His steps as soundless as his raptors, he automatically checked the fences, looking for holes. Foxes were notorious for getting inside both fences but still could not penetrate the raptor cages. And, if the foxes were smart, they’d stay clear. Coyotes often stayed just off to the side and taunted the birds, letting them know that, given any weakness, the coyotes would be there to tear apart the raptors’ throats. But the wolves were even more intimidating. They would howl from a distance, knowing the birds were within reach, almost salivating at the luscious meals inside the cages.

But Eagle found none of those four-legged creatures.

And still behind Eagle was only silence. Every bird watched his progress. He kept glancing into the pens for any clue. Something was seriously off. A thick dark growl erupted from Gunner’s throat. The huge sheepdog ambled forward, his ears up, his back raised. Hatter raced behind with a lesser sense of smell. More concerned with the joys of puppyhood, he pranced and jumped around Gunner, trying to figure out what this new game was all about.

Unfortunately Hatter was no puppy—he was just stunted in growth and seriously stupid.

Eagle walked past, dropping a soothing hand on the back of Gunner’s neck. “What is it, boy?”

Gunner hunkered down as the hair on the back of his neck rose again. Eagle studied the long grass and the thick forest beyond. The air was still, heavy. Nothing moved. Not even the wind.

A negative space was up ahead where the ground cover appeared flattened. A trail of broken and trampled grass led to it, but, unless the animal left the same way, no path exited the hollow. With Gunner at his side, Hatter loping behind, Eagle slowly approached. Reaching the first fence line, he stood on the bottom rail and stretched up, hoping to see what was hiding.

Just then something erupted from the long grass.

He watched in amazement as Rikker soared high above, splitting the air with its piercing screech, only to circle back around again and again and slowly lower itself down. Eagle could see its broken wing, and yet the bird still flew straight. Eagle didn’t understand—but he wanted to. He swung a leg over the top rail of the fence and jumped down on the other side.

He ordered the dogs to stay. Gunner broke into furious barking, as if warning Eagle not to go there. But the big heavy dog couldn’t jump this fence easily. With his weapon ready, Eagle slowly parted the long grass. Just as he caught a glimpse of something white on the ground, the falcon rose once again, flapping its big wings in front of him.

“Easy, Rikker. Take it easy now. Let me see what’s going on.”

Unable to see around the irate bird, Eagle stepped forward, using his arms to brush back the raptor. His gaze dropped to the ground, and he froze, his mind struggling to compute the scene before him.

A nude woman—bloody, bruised, and scratched to hell—lay collapsed on the ground unconscious.

Or dead.

“Jesus Christ.” He put away his weapon and dropped to her side. She was on her side, but Eagle could see she was young, with long dark-red hair half covering her face, skinny to the point of being gaunt. Her bare feet were bloody and torn. As if she’d run until she couldn’t take one more step …

Instinctively he searched for a pulse, only to have Rikker flap his dangerously large wings in Eagle’s face and claw at his hands.

“Stop. I must help her. Just like I helped you.”

With a wary eye on the bird, Eagle was determined to subdue the falcon if he wouldn’t let Eagle check out the woman. He slowly outstretched his arm again. Rikker made a harsh cry but settled onto the woman’s shoulder.

Not the best place, but it would do for the moment. Eagle found a pulse at her wrist. Slow and steady. He did a quick check for injuries. He ran experienced fingers down her spine, her extremities, looking for breaks. He couldn’t find any broken bones, but her right ankle was swollen, and one shoulder badly cut, and any internal fractures would be hard to confirm without X-rays. He frowned, his mind racing to identify the wounds and their cause.

Keeping his face and eyes protected from the falcon, still uncertain of the reason for the bird’s presence, Eagle searched the woman’s back and chest again and found a small hole on the shoulder she lay on. He settled on his heels. He knew that wound.

She’d been shot by a small caliber handgun at close range. He gently rolled her forward and found no exit wound.

“Goddammit.” He glared at Rikker. “What the hell is going on here?”

In a move that shocked Eagle into silence, Rikker slowly lowered his head and stroked the woman’s cheek with his beak.

“Well, shit,” he whispered. Eagle pulled off his shirt, throwing it across her form. Wishing he had a blanket with him, he glanced at the house and realized it’d be better to pick her up and take her back, but how badly wounded was she? He worried about internal injuries the most. Still, she couldn’t stay here. That’s when he noticed the bright red blood on the grass beside her head. As soon as he probed that side, she moaned. In a gentle voice he whispered, “Take it easy. You’re safe now.”

Just then she rolled to her back. Her eyes opened, and cloudy midnight-blue irises gazed at him. She seemed to focus, only to have her lashes slowly drop again. Her mouth worked, and he could sense the effort behind her need to speak.

“It’s okay. You’re safe.”

Her eyes opened, this time with more clarity, and landed on Rikker. Instead of crying out or screaming in terror, she murmured, “Mo chara, you found me.” She gently stroked the falcon. He crooned at her touch, and her eyes drifted closed again.

Aware of time passing, but also aware of something magical happening, Eagle studied her waxy features, his gaze catching sight of the fresh blood on her forehead.

He slipped his arms under her frail form and lifted her. As if Mother Nature herself was helping, the wind picked up, making the trees bow around him, the branches forming a protective curtain for him to carry her through, unseen by others. The air held an eeriness, like something otherworldly. The dust swirled up at his feet, taking away his footprints, even though it had rained just that morning. And then a rumble sounded, … as if someone gave them cover to hide the noise Eagle now made.

Unnerved, but understanding an opportunity had presented itself, he cradled her against his chest and strode back to the dogs. He awkwardly made it over the fence and froze. Rikker stood on Gunner’s back, both ahead of Eagle as if urging him to move faster, with neither complaining about the odd transportation system. Even Hatter was out in front, for once a serious look in his eye.

Eagle didn’t have a clue what was going on, but, whatever it was, it had to do with the injured woman in his arms. He picked up speed, almost running to his house. As he came to the large falcon pens, the silence was suffocating. His heart slammed against his chest, and he could hardly breathe for the tension coiling inside.

As soon as he pounded up the steps to his house and bolted inside, the dogs barked and the raptors screeched, filling his world with a cacophony of sounds—like some invisible command had been released.

He stared down at the frail woman in his arms and asked in a low shocked voice, “Who are you? And what the hell just happened to my world?”
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She woke up in a dream. Fog surrounded her; pain filled her. Like being on a roller coaster of agony as she shifted and moved, yet she wasn’t the one doing the shifting or the moving. Was she being carried?

Her body shifted again but in a gentle wavelike motion. Not choppy and jerky as she would have expected if carried. The sound in her ear was warm and reassuring—a heartbeat—a strong, vibrant, rhythmical pulse that drove through her consciousness and found a surprising response in her own chest. She was alive? Really? After all she’d been through?

She didn’t think it was possible. She hadn’t given up hope, but she certainly hadn’t thought a rescue was possible. She remembered running through the bushes, through the trees, falling, picking herself up and carrying on again. Although desperate to find help, when she crossed a road, she’d stopped, considered it briefly, and then realized she couldn’t trust anyone. And she’d bolted across the road and over the fence to the woods on the other side.

The fence meant somebody owned the land. Somebody cared. She could only hope they weren’t like those she’d left behind. Just the thought of anybody from that group following her had her picking up her feet and running again.

She’d yet to make a sound, but, in her mind, she could hear her screams. She couldn’t stop crying out in pain at each step, but she wasn’t sure her voice worked anymore. The last time she had screamed, it was as if her voice had been broken. To be forever a raw echo of her former voice, one she’d barely recognized. Something else she could lay at her captors’ feet.

If anybody would ask, all she could say was they were male—one to three, maybe four; she didn’t know anymore. They’d all taken turns one way or another. But there’d been one boss. He’d ordered everything that had been done to her. She’d started with clothes and ended up nude. And yet she hadn’t been raped. Although grateful, she didn’t understand. It was more about power and humiliation. Stress. The boss had used the word stressors over and over again when he spoke to the other men. She didn’t understand. She’d retreated like an animal, curled into a ball, trying to get away from them. But failed every time. And they’d go at it again. Tiny razor blades, cigarettes. She kept screaming, and nobody would listen.

The boss kept asking her questions. She didn’t understand what they wanted. At the end she didn’t even understand the questions. The endless pain became too much. She’d retreated inside herself deliberately. It had taken her a while to figure out that acting one step away from death was the only way she would get the men to relax enough that she might escape.

And it had worked. But even now she didn’t remember exactly what she’d done. Except she swore she’d heard voices in her head. Voices telling her to run. But it was all confused with the men’s voices, fighting. Something about her guard cheating at poker.

One had stormed off, and the other had gone to the door, screaming at him. The words a blur but the heat unmistakable. And she knew he’d probably come at her as an outlet for his anger. Instead he’d gone outside, slamming the door, but he’d slammed it so hard that it had bounced open again. She’d gotten up off the pallet on the floor. And raced to the open door. She looked through a crack to see where they’d gone. And, sure enough, they both headed off in the same direction, the fight continuing even outside the cabin. She stepped out to find one man had stayed behind. He chased her back into her room, a baseball bat in his hand. But he’d been so looking forward to beating her that he tripped and fell, the bat falling from his grasp. She was on him in seconds. She didn’t remember how many times she hit him, or how hard, but she’d thrown the bat to the ground afterward, climbed through the window, and kept going. She never looked back.

And now here she was, another meadow, another fence, somebody else’s property. And that was the last thing she remembered.

Until now. The man shifted her in his arms, and a wave of pain rose up so sharp, so achingly clear, her stomach—already empty—strove to escape her mouth. She shuddered.

“Easy, take it easy. You’ll be fine now. I won’t let them hurt you again.”

She didn’t know why, she didn’t know how—and maybe it was just because of that strong heartbeat under her ear—but she believed him. She sank back, back into the unconscious world she’d been in, grateful that, maybe this time, somebody would help her.


Chapter 3
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Eagle went straight to the spare bedroom, wishing he had more hands available as he struggled to pull back the blanket so he could lay the broken woman on the mattress. She moaned softly as he pulled his arms free from underneath her. He raced to the bathroom, grabbed towels, and returned. With a warm wet washcloth, he quickly dabbed her forehead, checking to see how severe her head wound was. His military experience let him know she likely had a concussion and would possibly need stitches.

He was loathe to call a doctor. And even more so to call the sheriff. He did a complete second check over her body, noting the ankle continued to swell, and the injury was recent. The scratches he assumed were from running. Her feet would need to be soaked to see the extent of that damage. Her ribs were bruised, her arms lacerated, the soft skin on her breasts reddened with angry burn marks. Grimly, he realized she’d likely been held captive somewhere, somehow. And for a long time.

Until she found an opportunity to escape. The shoulder wound was the one that worried him the most. How long had she been tortured? She could have any number of internal injuries he couldn’t see. There was an odd green tinge to the right side of her back near her waistline. That also worried him as did the multiple layers of bruising all over.

The bullet had to come out of her shoulder.

He could handle the rest, but he didn’t want to make a call on that one if he didn’t have to. He didn’t want her to suffer permanent shoulder injury if he could help it.

He gently covered her up, feeling the clammy coolness to her skin. As he pulled the blankets over her, a screech sounded beside him. He turned to find Rikker walking up and down the bed.

“I brought her inside. Now give me a chance to fix her up.”

The falcon tilted his head and stared at Eagle. An intelligence both unnerving and bizarre stared at him.

“I don’t know who and what you are, my friend. Just know I’m not here to hurt her.”

An odd rumble sounded from the falcon’s throat. It fascinated Eagle as he stepped back and pulled the phone from his pocket. He dialed a number he knew by heart. When a grumpy older man answered the phone, Eagle said, “I need you.”

Gray snorted. “That’s nice. Always nice to be wanted by someone.”

“Come here now, as fast as you can. Bring your medical bag.” Eagle hung up the phone and pocketed it. Gray would come. If nothing else, curiosity would force him.

Eagle returned to the bathroom, grabbed several more washcloths, and made a quick trip to the kitchen for warm water and a bowl, then headed back to the bedroom, and sat beside her. Once again, he pulled the covers down, hearing the woman protest as the chill settled in.

“I’m sorry. I’m trying to clean up the scratches as much as I can.” With a washcloth, he gave her a thorough, and, as fast as possible, bed bath, paying attention to the scratches that needed further cleaning. He knew he was hurting her, but she never made a sound.

Then she was likely unconscious yet again. When he made his way to her feet, he knew a simple wash wouldn’t do it. He should have shifted her the other way on the bed, hanging her knees over the edge to get her feet set in the water.

Deciding that would still be the best way to do it, he quickly realigned the bedding, slipped his arms underneath her, and shifted her position. He covered her body again, leaving her lower legs bare, feet dangling just above the floor. Then, with clean water in the larger basin, he lifted her feet and carefully put them in.

As soon as her feet came in contact, he realized she wasn’t unconscious at all. She cried out in pain, her body jerking up only to murmur in joy as the heat soaked in. He needed her body temperature to warm up fast. He should have just placed her in a bathtub.

Still the bullet hole was the bigger issue as long as she was warming up. He glanced at his watch. “Come on, Gray. Where the hell are you?” With an antiseptic soap, Eagle gently smoothed some over the bottom of her feet and then let her feet rest in the warm water.

Just as he finished, he could hear the beat-up old Ford come down the driveway.

Gray. Thank God.

Rikker, at the woman’s side, stared at Eagle, almost as if ready to give a screech should Eagle do something wrong. For some reason Eagle felt like he needed to explain to the bird what was happening. “Gray is coming to look after her. I can do a lot of field dressings but that bullet? We need to make sure it comes out. Can I get it out? Yes, but not as clean as I would like. She also needs a doctor to look for any other internal problems.”

He took several steps to the doorway, turned back to look at the bird, and said, “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” And he raced out the front door and unlocked the gate. He locked it up behind him and walked back up to the house.

Gray was getting out of the cab of his white truck. He slammed it shut and glared at Eagle. “You could have given me an explanation.”

“It would have taken too long,” Eagle said calmly. He nodded inside. “You need to see this.”

Gray’s name matched the closely cut short head of whitish hair and beard. He shook his head. “It’s not like you to be so mysterious.”

“Did you tell anyone where you were coming?” Eagle asked belatedly. Shit, he should’ve warned Gray first. Eagle glanced around the area, his gaze searching the shadows. Had someone chased her? Tracked her here? If so he had to prepare. He had no intention of letting anyone at her again. Not once she’d finally escaped.

He motioned the old man inside.

Gray walked up the porch steps, almost being deliberately slow to aggravate Eagle.

Unfortunately Eagle didn’t have any time or patience. “You didn’t answer me,” he snapped. “Did you tell anyone where you were going?”

Gray raised both hands in exasperation and walked into the house. “Who would I tell? I live alone, remember?”

“I wonder why,” Eagle said.

“No sass, boy,” Gray muttered. “You live alone too, remember?”

With the door locked behind them, Gray raised his eyebrows, and the two hairy lines shot toward his hairline. He stared at Eagle wordlessly.

“Follow me.” Eagle led the way to the bedroom to see the woman exactly as he had left her. Like Rikker’s magical disappearance, Eagle had been a little worried she’d disappear as well.

Gray stopped in the doorway and studied her. “Shit,” he whispered. “Who is she, and what happened to her?”

“I don’t know the answer to either question.”

Gray was all business now. He dropped his bag on the floor beside the bed and rolled up his sleeves. “Explain,” he barked.

Eagle shared the little bit he knew, leaving off much of the mystical stuff he still struggled with himself.

Gray shot him a hard look, carefully pulled back the covers, and sucked in his breath. Then he proceeded to check her over. With Eagle’s help, they gently rolled her to her stomach. With her back exposed, Eagle took the opportunity to wash and clean the scratches that went up and down her frail body.

“I don’t like that bullet hole or the bullet graze alongside her head,” Gray announced. He tapped her good shoulder. “Not sure what kind of life she’s lived, but that looks like a very old bullet hole too.”

Eagle studied the small scar. “Not an easy life obviously. But these new injuries … Why do you think I called you?”

“You should’ve called for an ambulance and the sheriff.”

“Not happening.” Eagle wouldn’t budge on that issue, not until he knew who had done this to her.

Gray settled back on his heels. “Why do you have to be so damn stubborn? She isn’t your problem.”

At that, Eagle said nothing.

Gray raised both hands again, this time in frustration. “Fine, don’t be sensible. Don’t let the authorities know where she is. Don’t let her family know she’s safe.”

“You get a point for that last one. But not the rest.”

“That’s the thing about family. Nobody gets to be her age without having parents, siblings, or somebody who cares about her.” He picked up her ring finger. “No evidence of a wedding ring, so you might be off the hook of any husband. That doesn’t mean she can’t have a live-in partner of the last five years.”

Eagle nodded. “It also doesn’t mean that live-in partner isn’t the same asshole who held her captive and beat her to the point she ran until her feet were skinned bare to escape him.”

Gray let out a slow breath. Then gave a clipped nod. “Okay, point to you too.” He turned to look down at her. “What is it you want me to do?”

“Help me get the bullet out, patch her up, and deal with the head wound. If you have any antibiotics to stop some of the infection waiting to take over, that would be good. Plus any painkillers in that bag of yours too. There’s no flesh on her bones, and whatever trauma she’s been through would’ve been more than just physical. She’s a fighter,” Eagle said quietly. “She got this far on her own. She needs every chance we can give her.”

“And if the men who did this to her come after her?”

Eagle gave him a grim smile. “As soon as we get that bullet out, I can set up the security system outside.” His gaze narrowed. “Then I’m loading up every weapon in the house, in case I get a chance to empty them into the asshole who did this to her.”

Gray warned, “You can’t take on every ill in the world, you know?”

“No, just those that come to my front door.” Eagle turned and walked out.
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“Did you find her?”

Dylan stared at his longtime boss and swallowed hard, then shook his head. “No. We tripped his security system,” he said bluntly. “As we bolted, Jordan here fell back and took some kind of a spear in the belly.”

The boss looked down at the man gasping for breath on the floor and nodded. “And yet you weren’t injured?”

“It looks like he runs some kind of raptor center.”

“Raptor?” the boss said, his voice low, sharp with interest. “Anything of importance?”

“I don’t think so. Honestly it was dark, and I couldn’t help but see a thousand eyes staring at us the whole time. It was damn spooky.”

The boss nodded quietly, contemplating the sky over their heads.

“Boss, can we get some help for Jordan here?” Dylan asked, motioning to the man collapsed on the floor, still groaning. “I know he deserved the punishment for letting her escape, but surely he’s suffered enough?”

The boss nodded. “Absolutely.” And, right in front of them, he pulled out a handgun, pointed, and fired, placing a bullet between Jordan’s eyes.

Dylan swallowed again and again. He stared down at the man he’d worked with the last few months. He hadn’t known him well. He’d been a laborer the boss had picked up, but he’d been here the whole time they’d held Issa captive. Dylan had even wondered himself if it was safe to keep Jordan around when this was over and done with. He wasn’t sure the man could keep his mouth shut.

Not to mention the boss had asked Issa a lot of questions. Dumb questions. Dylan had thought they were more stupid curiosity, but still the boss had the power to shock him. The boss got colder every day. With the boss’s breath slowly calming down, Dylan turned to look at him. “Where do you want me to dump him?”

This wasn’t the first time Dylan had disposed of a body. But this was the first time a man was gunned down beside him. Dylan didn’t dare show any nervousness. There was a whole lot of mean in the boss—especially lately. And he appeared to no longer have any boundaries as to what he’d do or wouldn’t do.

“Take him out to the ditch in the back. Bury him deep enough we don’t have to worry about the animals. Make sure the job is done properly.”

Dylan nodded. He glanced at the big man at his feet and sighed. “Maybe you could hire a smaller man next time.” He bent down, grabbed Jordan by the hood, and dragged him out the front door. There wasn’t much for flooring here thankfully. Just dirt, but he still left a blood trail.

A trail he knew he’d have to clean up fast. When he got to the front step, he walked around the building, turned on the tractor with the bucket on the front, hopped on it, and drove around to the front. Reversing the front-end loader so the bucket was down in front of the porch, he got off the seat, dragged the body into the bucket, and, with his chest heaving, straightened up again. Wiping his brow, he walked back around to the driver’s seat, hopped up, and raised the bucket. Then he drove around the side of the cabin and parked. He knew better than to leave that blood trail visible for long. There were too many people around this place.

He went back in with the bucket of dirt that sat outside and spread it on top of the blood. Then grabbed several more bucketfuls. He gave it a couple minutes, then grabbed the heavy rake and smoothed over the area. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but there wasn’t any other way. Blood was blood.

The boss never said a word. He sat beside the fire, his laptop on his legs, and wrote notes. He was a hell of a smart man. Dylan had to admit he was worried that maybe the boss had bit off more than he could chew. His fascination with that damn girl and her birds had cost him a lot. Then he was haunted by so much more.

The two were actually old friends in many ways but not when push came to shove. … Dylan spent his life looking after the boss. Not the other way around. The boss was very clear on that.

When the inside was cleaned up, Dylan hopped back onto the tractor and drove carefully along the trails.

There’d been a lot of rain lately, and the ground was soft. At the back of the property were a couple ditches. He was pretty sure he could find a place to put Jordan and not have anybody ask any questions. When he got to the spot he was thinking of, he hopped off and took a good look. They’d had a spring runoff, and some of the ditches had ended up very deep. He considered one that was well over six feet deep, almost a crevice.

He turned the front-end loader around to get into position, and, when he could, he dumped the body into the place he’d thought would do for a deep-enough grave. Then he maneuvered the bucket to pick up rocks from close by and slowly filled in the area. When he was done, he got off, grabbed some of the deadfall from around the area and dragged it over the top.

Then he backed up the tractor, and, with his boots, he made scuff marks so the area was clear of any tire tracks.

Inside, his mind was in turmoil. Had Jordan been shot because he had failed to guard the girl? Or because he’d been injured, and that made him a liability? It didn’t matter what the answer was because Dylan got that much closer to being the next one forfeited. In fact, as he drove back, he worried he would get a bullet right away. The boss had kept him around to take care of Jordan’s body, but now what? Just because they’d been together for years didn’t give Dylan a free pass.

He walked back into the cabin and headed for the kitchen. There he washed up and started dinner. He did all kinds of jobs here. None of them mattered. He didn’t have any other life. He had given his life to the big man eons ago. Dylan was too old to do anything different. He was a wiry monkey man, strong, but there wasn’t a whole lot to him now. He’d aged and not well. He used to be as bombastic and fiery over issues as his boss was. The boss was much younger, but the years were becoming more noticeable as he aged too. The question now was, how long did Dylan have?

For a long time he thought loyalty was the answer to longevity. Now he had to wonder if a bullet was in his near future. He prepped the potatoes and tossed them into the pan to start frying. He could hear the boss on the phone.

Bits and pieces of the conversation came his way. None of it made a lot of sense. Dylan and the boss were both Irish, but it was as if his boss spoke a different language. That was okay. The less Dylan knew, the better.

It might stave off that bullet for a while.


Chapter 4
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Issa listened to the footsteps retreating from the bedroom. She had no idea who this man was. She’d only awoken to the pain—fingers poking and prodding.

It was hard to lie motionless as they continued to explore her wounds. Her feet felt funny—warm, yet cold; stinging, and yet healing. She couldn’t figure out what they’d done to her feet. Everything hurt so damn much. Now if only she knew where she was, why she was here, and who these men were. The one thing she did know was that Roash stood guard beside her.

As if sensing she was awake, her falcon leaned forward and gently stroked his beak along her temple. Hot tears came to her eyes. She didn’t know if anybody could possibly understand how bereft her life had been, how empty since she had lost her own falcon two decades ago. Roash had filled those footprints more than most, but their relationship still didn’t have the same depth as what she’d had.

It seemed like she had spent all that time searching for another feathered friend, an animal that would give her the same connection. Something about this one made her hope and, at the same time, made her fear. This was the second time in her life everything had blown up.

The first time had cost lives. And everything she’d known—her father, her brothers, her homeland, and the house she’d spent every day in. The fields and the hills, the cliffs and crannies, she had climbed and crawled and laughed and played on them all. But the loss of her own falcon had hurt the most. It turned her into a mute for many months. Nobody understood. Specialists said it was the shock and trauma of losing so many family members. But, in fact, it was the trauma of having the voice in her head go silent. It had been … special. The two of them together had been … incredible. But she’d been a child, and nobody had believed her. They understood the falcon came when she called, that he had been trained, and, even though she was young, she had worked hard to develop the bond between them. Of course she had. Her father had always threatened to take the falcon away if the two didn’t do their best for him.

Her dad had been an opportunistic man, gleefully dealing in activities that the government would’ve done a lot to stop. But it was the only way he knew. It was how he fed his family, how he’d been raised. And it was a life he took to naturally. He led a large group of trusted men just like him.

She’d had an odd relationship with her father. As long as she was of value, she was treated fairly. But, even though a mere child, dare she cross him … As such, her memories were conflicting. Most of the time she was happy with foggy memories that allowed her to see him in a warmer light. But she was an adult now. She knew he had been a smuggler. But the other charges she’d seen on that criminal record sheet had shocked her. Made her question her childhood.

The covers were pulled off her body yet again. She knew she should be worried that whoever checked her over was someone she didn’t know. And that her body was entirely exposed and just as injured. But she had heard nothing but compassion in either of the men’s voices. Soon blankets were pulled up to her neck, and a welcomed warmth invaded her body.

She was so very cold. In her homeland, she was used to the cold, as they all were. You got up in the morning, and you could see your breath in the air, and she found a certain joy in the experience. Evidence of the freshness of the world around them. And she missed it.

She missed so much. Everything that had happened in her twenty-six years of life, she could label into parts: part one being before the nightmare, before she lost all but one family member.

Part two being the aftermath. That horrible stage of immigrating to America, forced to see doctors and specialists, looked upon as an oddity, attending school, which she had no interest in. A life without her father or her brothers. Or her beloved falcon. A life inside the concrete city with concrete boxes stacked on top of other concrete boxes and stuck beside more concrete boxes.

Life where there were no green hills, no waves crashing on the shores below. And worse yet, no breath hanging frozen on the air when she got up in the mornings. And no falcon ever at her side. The loss had been overpowering.

Part three was the adjustment. Growing up, going to schools, multiples of them, finding a life worth living, learning to understand what relationships were, her first boyfriend, her first kiss, her first affair, and then her first graduation and her second graduation, followed by a third. Those were the normal steps in life here. Although she’d been behind when she first arrived in the States and had been held back from school for a long time until she began to speak again and could pass her placement tests, she’d eventually made the most of her new reality.

Until part four. When her physically healthy mother, at only sixty-two, had a heart attack and died on the kitchen floor, while Issa had been working on her research at the university. She’d found her mother when she had arrived for dinner. And all that part one pain and shock and loss reopened, and she realized how little she’d dealt with that original pain.

Now an adult, she had been forced to go through the motions of organizing her mother’s body for cremation and finding a place to lay her to rest. It had been tough to go back into her mother’s apartment to clean up her personal belongings.

And just like Pandora’s Box, she’d opened the box of paperwork and then been kidnapped—her world split anew and part five began.

Part five tore her world apart.

The footsteps returned. She couldn’t stop the shudder rippling down her spine. She didn’t know who this first man was, but she recognized caring when she felt it.

He’d brought her in from the cold, but, more than that, … Roash trusted him.

For her, that said everything.

Until she heard a second voice. And the thick Irish accent.
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“How is she?” Eagle hovered as Gray cleansed and then stitched up the head injury.

“She needs a doctor,” Gray snapped. “How do you expect her to be?” He twisted to stare at Eagle. “I get that you don’t want to bring in the sheriff, that you want nothing to do with authority anymore, but what you can’t have is this woman dying on you.”

Eagle’s voice was hard. “That’s why I brought you in.”

Gray shook his head. “That’s not good enough. I don’t have the proper facilities here to take out that bullet.”

“You do it, or I do it,” Eagle said firmly. “No law enforcement types.”

Gray twisted on the side of the bed and glared at him. “Why? Why would you choose to put her life at risk by not calling for help?”

“Because she’s running for her life. Somebody shot her. No way in hell am I letting anybody else know she’s here.”

He watched as Gray’s face worked. In many ways Gray was like Eagle, somebody who didn’t do well with the establishment. But Gray would call the sheriff or EMTs. Or a lawyer. Whoever was needed, he would reach out for help, whereas Eagle had been the help for a long time. Being in the military, he’d spent time all around the world, helping military coups, fighting against insurgents, saving people, rescuing kidnap victims. He’d been the one everyone called for when they needed help.

Besides, how could Gray understand the bizarre events that had occurred when Eagle found this woman? Eagle didn’t understand them himself. But he knew, from that moment on, it was his job to protect her. In whatever shape or form was required. In his personal experience he’d seen the enemy in many different disguises. He often intuited when and where the attack would come from. And he was damn sure it was coming. And soon.

If he hadn’t trusted Gray, Eagle wouldn’t have called him. As he studied the older man, he wondered just how much he trusted him now. Because if he told anyone she was here, … then Gray had suddenly become the weakest link.

Eagle dropped his gaze and walked to the window and studied the yard around the house. The birds had returned to normal in their pens. They were one of the best security systems he could possibly have. Along with the two dogs.

He turned back to Gray. “Are you with me?”

Gray was already prodding the woman’s shoulder. “I think the bullet went through the soft tissue and missed the bone.”

Eagle walked over and sat down. “Stop.”

Gray’s fingers froze.

Eagle pointed. “On that side, a lump is under the skin.”

Gray whistled. “Pass me the scalpel, will you?”

Eagle reached over to the towel that held the surgical instruments. He picked up the scalpel, passing it to him. He knew what came next. He grabbed one of the antibacterial cloths and quickly wiped the area. He watched and waited as Gray made a precision cut through the skin and went digging for the bullet so damn close to the surface that it had almost gone through by itself. When he grabbed the tweezers and pulled it out, Eagle held out his hand for it.

Eagle studied the bloody bullet. Then shook his head. “A .22. Somebody shot her with a .22 rifle.”

“Good squirrel gun but it doesn’t do so much for humans.”

“She isn’t much bigger than a squirrel.”

Grimly Gray nodded. “How long do you think she was kept captive?”

“That’s something I need to find out. Do you think she’s naturally skinny, or is this malnutrition? As in, could this have developed through weeks to months of captivity?”
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   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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