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TODAY WAS THE DAY I’D BEEN DREAMING ABOUT practically my whole life.

Too bad it was sucking big time.

I’d been given one job: to grab the plastic critter cage from my room with the mouse inside and bring it with me. Simple. Go to my room, pick up the container, and walk to the truck.

Somehow I’d managed to screw that up. I still couldn’t believe I had left the mouse behind. I’d even fed him a cheese curd last night and everything. We were practically bonded, the two of us. I looked down at my dark brown I’M NOT LAZY—​I ACTUALLY ENJOY DOING NOTHING T-shirt, wishing I had done something productive for once.

“You’re such a moron!” my brother, Lincoln, roared from the back seat of Dad’s tricked-out pickup truck when my mistake was discovered. Lincoln was only eighteen, but he thought he knew everything. “What’d you do with it?”

Whoever called it “brotherly love” wasn’t talking Lincoln and me. “I . . . I must have set it down somewhere in the house,” I stammered. “I don’t know.”

I did know but wasn’t about to admit it out loud. After I’d grabbed the cage, I’d walked through the kitchen, and there, right in front of me, was an unopened bag of chocolate mini doughnuts. And since doughnuts are more like memories than actual food at my house because they’re never around for long, I had set the cage on the counter so I could scarf down a couple. Or maybe eight, I’d lost count. Was it my fault I’d grown six inches in the past year and was now six foot two and ravenously hungry all the time?

The sound of Dad’s tires screeching to a halt directly in front of Pete’s Pet Emporium snapped me out of my doughnut dream.

“You’ve got two minutes to buy a new mouse and get back out here, or that hawk we saw will be long gone,” Dad warned, his bushy gray eyebrows pinched together.

“Yeah, I got lots of stuff I need to do before I meet up with Lauren,” Lincoln chimed in, flexing his softball-size muscles as he stretched. “So make it snappy, butthead.”

After seeing Dad’s eyebrows of anger, I held myself back from rebutting Lincoln’s butthead comment. Especially since I owed him one for convincing Dad to let me buy a new mouse instead of abandoning our trapping expedition altogether. I tore out of the truck and dashed into the pet shop, thankful they were open this early.

The bell jangled noisily as I whipped open the door, but it was barely audible over the squawking, barking, and bubbling of the overstuffed shop. Pete, the short, balding dude who owned the place, wasn’t at the register, so I rushed toward the back of the shop, where the mice were kept. I whizzed past a family crowded together in the puppy circle, playing with a yipping ball of brown fur and made my way down the narrow fish food aisle. Where the heck was he?

“Yo, Pete? I need help real quick,” I called out, hating to sound like a pushy customer, but my apprenticeship hinged on me trapping this hawk today.

“He went into the back room,” a female voice said from behind me.

“Thanks.” I turned around to see who had spoken. My jaw dropped when I saw her, forcing me to use every ounce of energy I possessed to shut it again. Standing in front of me was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen in my almost fifteen years on earth. She looked about my age, with elbow-length hair the white-blond color of candlelight. She wore a blue T-shirt with white wording and some graphics, which I was dying to read, but I didn’t want to be a jerk and stare at her chest. Well, not while she was looking at me, anyway. I did manage to notice, despite the limited ogling opportunities, that she had more curves than a French horn.

Instead of walking away, she said, “What are you buying?”

Her question startled me. I hadn’t expected someone who looked as if she could be in a Victoria’s Secret ad to actually speak to me, but then again, why not? I wasn’t the handsomest guy around, but my little sister, Maddie, and her friend Hannah always giggle and call me Hottie Pants, so I figure I’m not too bad—​even if the girls are only ten.

“Oh, just a mouse,” I told her, sounding way too cheerful. Then I cringed at how lame it sounded to be buying a dinky little mouse. Why hadn’t I said I was there to buy rat poison or bear feed—​something more manly? If I could somehow slip it into the conversation that I’d be using the mouse to trap a dangerous, flesh-eating hawk, it might make her hang around for a few seconds longer.

“A mouse? That’s so sweet!” Her face lit up as if I had just given her the diamond stud that blinged from the side of her nose. After seeing how excited she was by my buying a mouse, I was glad I hadn’t specified I’d be using it as bait for a hawk’s breakfast. “Do you mind if I watch while you pick it out?”

Was she serious? I wouldn’t have minded if she tied me down and poured red ants on my face, as long as she continued to talk to me. “No, that’d be awesome!” I gushed, sounding more like my little sister than the rugged guy I’d been faking I was.

I needed to calm down or she’d think I was a loser. I’ve talked to plenty of hot girls before, although to be honest, they’ve usually just given me my change and I’ve said thank you.

She blessed me with a blue ribbon smile—​the kind you get for Best in Show at the county fair. “Cool! I’ve been in here wandering around, waiting for my parents to finish shopping at the hardware store down the street. Sad how all these animals are locked up though, isn’t it? I wish I could set them all free.”

“Yeah, real sad,” I agreed quickly, even though I thought it a bit extreme to want to free animals in a pet shop, but that was girls for you. Always feeling sorry for the weak and the meek. Come to think of it, perhaps this could work in my favor. “So where you from?” I hoped that she would say she had just arrived in town and was moving in next door to my house.

“Up north. Not too far away.” She shrugged. “Want me to show you where the mice are?”

“Sure, that’d be great.” I acted as if I didn’t already know it was the third tank to the left of the storage room door. As I walked behind her, admiring the view, I ran my hand through my hair, wishing I’d brushed it this morning. While I had heard that girls liked guys with thick wavy hair, I wasn’t exactly positive they liked tumbleweed heads.

We stopped in front of the twenty-gallon tank filled with a swirling mass of mice, but I was still watching more of her than the mice. I wondered if there was something slightly off about her judgment. I mean, the only time I’d seriously attracted the attention of a really hot chick was when I stood next to the chicken incubator at the Museum of Science and Industry tapping on the glass. I rubbed my jaw, thinking the heavy stubble that accompanied my recent growth spurt must be responsible for this newfound female attention.

She clapped. “They’re all so adorable! What color are you getting?”

I wondered what color mice juvenile red-tailed hawks preferred, but figured as long as it was furry and breathing, the color was inconsequential. “I haven’t decided.” I remembered to lower my voice to sound more manly. “Pick the one you like.”

“Really?” She looked up at me, her eyes wide with excitement. That’s when I saw that her eyes were sage green with light flecks of yellow in them. How cool was that? I’d never met anyone with eyes that color before and was pretty sure I never would again.

The door to the storage room burst open, jerking me out of my drool fest. What was I doing standing here chatting when my hawk was waiting for me? Pete came out carrying bags of cedar shavings. “Pete!” I called out, waving a hand in the air. “If you have a quick second, I need a mouse right away.” I hoped he would pick up on my need for speed.

He stopped and looked at me. “Another one? Your dad was in last night.”

“Yeah, I know,” I responded, purposely being vague. “Emergency replacement.”

He nodded. “Okay, okay. Just let me set this stuff down.”

“What do you mean, ‘emergency replacement’?” she asked, gracing me with another dazzling smile. “Do you have a whole slew of guard mice at home and one quit?”

She’s sweet, obviously has good taste in guys, and has a great sense of humor? I couldn’t believe that I’d finally met the girl of my dreams, right there at the pet shop. “Worse than that,” I replied. “The commander lost his battle with German Cheezles today. Nastiest case I’ve ever seen.”

She laughed heartily, not one of those stupid giggles I’d heard on the lips of all the dumb girls Lincoln used to date before he met Lauren. She leaned closer to the tank, her green eyes darting from side to side as she watched the mice. “They’re all so cute.”

“Yep, hard to pick one, isn’t it?” I knew I needed to blow out of there soon, before my dad stuck his head in the store and bellowed for me to hurry up. Talk about embarrassing.

“Oh my gosh! Look at that one!” She pointed to a mouse licking its paws. “It’s tan and has a white spot around her nose. You like her?”

“That’s the same one I was looking at!” I exclaimed, feigning amazement.

She playfully smacked my arm with the back of her hand. “Liar!”

I laughed, thrilled that she had made skin-to-skin contact, even if it was only to hit me. I suddenly feared that I might have chocolate doughnut bits stuck between my teeth. When she wasn’t looking, I did a quick tongue sweep to clear any debris.

“All right. Here I am, Mercer.” Pete bustled toward us holding a white Chinese takeout container poked with air holes, identical to the one I’d left in the kitchen.

Dream Girl’s head spun toward me so fast, the tips of her hair grazed my forearm, giving me the cheapest of cheap thrills. “Your name’s Mercer?” She seemed intrigued, like many people do when they hear my name for the first time. I contemplated telling her that she’d misunderstood and that my name was actually Bill Gates Jr. But since my financial status pretty much hovered around zero on any given Sunday, I decided humor was the better route for me. “Yep, it’s Mercer—​a favorite name of hit men and male models alike.”

She bit her lip coyly. “Which one are you?”

“Both.” I aimed my finger gun into the air, shot it, and blew on the end before stuffing it back in its holster. Then I struck what I hoped was a modeling pose, hands balled in fists on my hips. “Armed and ungodly handsome. That’s me, ma’am.”

She laughed. “Did you know that Mercer is the name of a city in Wisconsin?”

My eyes widened in surprise. Not many people had ever heard about that little town way up north by Lake Superior. “Know it? My parents named me after it. It’s the loon capital of the world, you know.” I held my hand over my heart as if proud of that fact, but decided not to share that it was also where I’d been conceived. That sick little factoid would remain my secret.

She laughed again, making my spirits soar. I was just getting up the nerve to ask her what her name was when Pete lifted the cover of the tank and handed it to me. “Hold this.” We’d bought so many mice from Pete over the years that he knew exactly what I wanted it for, so he reached in and grabbed the first tail he could.

“No, not that one!” Dream Girl cried in dismay. “The tan one with the white nose!” She tapped on the glass, pointing out the intended victim.

Pete shot me an exasperated look over the rim of his wire glasses.

I nodded sheepishly. “Yes, the tan one, please.”

Pete shook his head and sighed, setting the white one back in the tank. It took him a few tries, but he finally managed to grasp the tail of the tan mouse.

“Yes, that’s the one!” She grinned at me proudly, as if she had birthed the rodent instead of simply picking it out. I decided right then that I wanted this girl to be the mother of my children, even if they ended up tan and furry with little white noses. But first, I’d have to ask for her number.

Pete put the mouse in the box and we followed him to the register. As he rang me up, my future wife turned to me and said, “What are you going to name her?”

I had never named my bait before but figured it couldn’t hurt. “Not sure. Got any ideas?”

“That’ll be a dollar and twenty-two cents.” Pete handed me the carton.

“What do you think of Cinnamon?” She bit her nail, like she was worried I’d say no.

I pretended to consider it a moment while I dug my wallet out from my back pocket. “Cinnamon, huh?” I said. “Yeah. I like that name.”

Pete rolled his eyes and held out his hand for the cash. Dad’s truck horn blared as I opened up my wallet. It was as empty as my trap. I patted my pants pockets, feeling for change. Panic raced up my gut and lodged in my throat. “Oh no! I spent my last dollar at lunch yesterday. Let me run out to the truck.”

Pete threw his hands up. “Mercer! I’ve got a ton of customers here.”

“Sorry.” Not only sorry, but mega-humiliated. What kind of girl would want to marry a guy who couldn’t come up with two bucks to pay for a lousy mouse?

Dream Girl smiled at me and plopped her yarn purse onto the counter. “I got it.”

I would rather have gouged out my eye with the fish tank thermometer than let her pay. “No, that’s okay. My dad’s right outside.” Four steps later, the cash register drawer slammed shut. I glanced back and saw Pete handing her change before he rushed off toward the puppy circle.

The horn blared again, this time longer. “Hold on!” I yelled over my shoulder.

She handed me the white carton. “Well, here you go. Have fun with Cinnamon!”

I started walking backwards, an indelible grin on my face. “I will! And thanks!”

She nodded, waving. “No problem. Just take good care of your new commander.”

“You bet,” I assured her, thinking it depended on how she defined “care.”

I gave her one last look and dashed outside. Three steps onto the sidewalk, I realized I had forgotten to ask for her phone number, her name—​anything! How stupid was I?

As I flung open the truck door with my container in hand, I had to wonder exactly which one of us was the man and which one was the mouse.
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THE MOMENT MY BUTT CHEEKS HIT THE SEAT, Dad floored the truck and pulled a U-turn.

“What took you so long?” he snarled. “That hawk is probably long gone by now.”

“There were a lot of customers,” I explained, buckling my seat belt. I tossed a look over my shoulder at Lincoln. “Including one insanely gorgeous customer in particular who picked out my new pet mouse.” I grinned broadly as I held up the box, gently petting the outside of it. “We named her Cinnamon.”

“You were flirting with a girl while we were out here waiting?” Dad turned left on County Road Q so fast that my head grazed the window. “Where are your priorities, Mercer?”

Where were his, I wondered. “It wasn’t just any girl, Dad. She was the prettiest, sweetest, coolest girl I’ve ever met in my life. And she followed me around the store and actually laughed at my jokes.”

Lincoln’s eyes widened. “You told her you were buying the mouse as a pet? What a great ploy, little bro-mite.” He laughed, showing off that perfect smile of his that made all the girls go crazy. “Picking up chicks at the pet store? Brilliant!”

“Don’t encourage him to lie, Lincoln.” Dad shook his head. “Build a relationship based on honesty, Mercer. That’s more important than going out with as many girls as you can.”

Lincoln laughed again. “Going out with as many girls as you can might not be as important as honesty, but it’s way more fun. Right, Mercer?”

“You know it.” I didn’t actually know it, but I bumped knuckles with my brother anyway. Though he picked on me, I couldn’t deny this: Lincoln was the master at snagging girlfriends. As soon as he’d break up with one girl, he’d have a new one on his arm the following weekend. Well, until he met Lauren, that is. He’d been with her four or five months now. At least he knew a good one when he saw one. Lauren was gorgeous, smart, and super sweet. Why she was with my brother was the mysterious part.

“Being a man is doing what you want, when you want,” Lincoln assured me.

“Not true,” Dad said, using his Joe Falconer voice. “Being a man is doing what is right even when you don’t want to.”

I coughed out “Buzzkill,” earning me an exasperated look from Dad but another round of knucks from Lincoln. Dad suddenly grinned. “Will you look at that?” He pointed out the front windshield. “Today’s your lucky day, Mercer.”

If it had been my lucky day, I would’ve had the courage to ask Dream Girl for her phone number. Still, I knew what he was really referring to, making my excitement ratchet up to high. I scanned the telephone poles, hoping this hawk was a lot like me—​content to lounge in one place for hours. Holding my breath, I gasped when I spotted my future hunting partner still perched there, grooming himself, as if he’d been waiting for me the whole time. “Yes! Thank God!”

If everything went correctly, that juvenile red-tailed hawk would become my hunting partner for the season, and then I’d release him back into the wild in four months. Human and hawk working together in perfect harmony. At least that’s what Dad always says.

“Get the trap ready,” Lincoln urged, referring to the bal-chatri on the floor by my feet, the humane contraption where neither hawk nor bait is injured in the process. I slid the tightly meshed wire trap with the zillions of monofilament loops onto my lap as Dad spun the truck around.

I pried open the holding pen in the center of the trap and shook the mouse inside. “Go get ’em, Cinnamon.” I checked to make sure the hatch was securely locked and that the brick used to weigh the trap down was firmly in place. Since both things passed my inspection, I got on my knees and leaned my body halfway out the window, turning my head so my hair wouldn’t obscure my vision.

If Mom had been in the truck right then, which was a pretty hilarious idea, since she’s never anywhere but at work, she would have used this opportunity to tell me I needed a haircut. But after today’s pet shop incident, I had even more proof that girls liked how I looked, so it was staying just the way it was—​on the longish side and kind of messy.

Dad cruised along the shoulder, waiting for my signal. I spied a narrow patch of low grass ahead and timed my throw accordingly, hurling my shoebox-size contraption off to the side of the road. I watched the trap, along with the mouse, somersault a few times before coming to rest ten feet to the left of my intended spot—​in a huge mass of overgrown weeds.

Lincoln chuckled. “Nice shot, dingwad.”

I kept my cool and patted my headrest twice, unlike my first attempt two days ago when I’d stupidly shouted, “Pull over!” at the top of my lungs, making the red-shouldered hawk I was after bolt all the way to the next county. Dad got ticked off, but, hey, he should have told me about that headrest-tapping thing ahead of time. It was yet another case of Mercer’s Law: if anything in the universe went wrong, blame me.

Dad stopped the truck thirty yards farther ahead. I kept my eyes on the hawk, willing him to swoop down and attempt to munch my mouse. “C’mon, big guy, free food,” I urged quietly.

The hawk fluffed his feathers and repositioned his feet.

It wasn’t the killer response I’d hoped for, but at least he hadn’t flown away. And thank God I didn’t have a cold. Lincoln still hadn’t let up on me for sneezing and scaring his red-tail away while he was attempting to trap his apprentice hawk a few years ago.

Dad leaned over and checked my trap’s position. “Not sure this will work. Only a foolish hawk would expend energy trying to land prey among that much cover.” He grabbed his metallic green thermos and unscrewed the lid.

I felt the need to defend myself. “What do you mean, ‘that much cover’? Bella caught a rabbit in thigh-high alfalfa last year!” I said, reminding him of Lincoln’s northern goshawk.

Lincoln tapped his chest over his tight-fitting Gold’s Gym T-shirt. “That’s because Bella learned from a master.”

“Master-bator maybe,” I quipped.

“Hey, watch your mouth,” Dad chided me as he poured coffee into the thermos’s lid. “And you’re not a master falconer yet, Lincoln.” Dad glanced at him over his shoulder. “But you’re close, I’ll give you that. One day you might even turn out to be as good as your old man.”

“Maybe even better,” Lincoln teased, but I doubted he was joking.

Part of me wished I could do a Dorothy and splash coffee on Lincoln’s conceited face and watch him melt.

Dad smiled as he raised his cup. “You just might if you keep at it.” Swirls of steam rose into the air, filling my nostrils with an awesome aroma. Weird how something that smelled so good tasted like sewer runoff.

“Come on, hawk. Be hungry.” I stared at the bird up on the telephone pole, begging the falconer gods to toss some luck my way for once. That’s when I noticed that the mouse was motionless in the bottom of the trap. Had I killed Cinnamon on the throw? Would a hawk even go for a dead mouse? There was no way I was asking, or I’d get Falconry Lecture 234. I assumed mouse tasted the same, dead or alive, but couldn’t be sure. The thought of doing a taste test both disgusted and intrigued me, but with eight waxy doughnuts sitting in my gut, I abandoned the mind movie before I upchucked.

To my relief, Cinnamon began running around, frantically trying to find a way out of her prison. “Whew! I thought I killed my bait for a second there.”

Lincoln cleared his throat. “If you toss the trap sidearm, it’ll spin rather than flip. Unless maybe you’re not strong enough to do that.” He reached out and squeezed my bicep—​hard. “Geez, Mercer. Your arms are like spaghetti noodles. You’d better start lifting weights. A bird gets heavy after a couple of hours on the fist.”

“I do lift weights!” I protested. It was true. Every time one of those weightlifter commercials came on, I did ten biceps curls with each arm.

“The TV remote doesn’t count,” Lincoln said, laughing. “You’ve got a long way to go to get these guns.” He showed off his bulging muscles.

“Big deal,” I scoffed, but I secretly flexed my arm muscle by my side, making a mental note to do more weightlifting starting tomorrow. My biceps couldn’t handle another one of Lincoln’s death grips.

I wanted to tell my brother to cram it, that having strong muscles wasn’t important to be a good falconer, but I didn’t want to listen to Dad go on about how Lincoln had a point, blah, blah, blah, so I shut my trap and sat there silently. Ha! Shut my trap. Wasn’t that a metaphor or something? And then, out of nowhere . . . whoosh! That red-tail swooped toward the tan and white fur ball with the same energy I devour all my meals. Sidearm, my butt!

The hawk pounced on my trap, attempting to extract the mouse with his talons, but Cinnamon remained safely inside her holding cell. Seconds later, the hawk became hopelessly snagged in the slipknots we’d rigged all around the outside of the bal-chatri. The red-tail flapped his wings, trying to untangle his feet, but lucky for me, the harder he pulled, the tighter the slipknots gripped his industrial-strength yellow legs.

“It worked!” I screamed, my voice two octaves higher than normal.

“Way to go, Apprentice Boy.” Lincoln patted my shoulder hard, but I didn’t care.

Dad set his coffee into the holder. “Let’s go take a look and see what you got.”

I prayed that what I got was one badass hawk who’d help me win the Best Apprentice award at the falconry meet next month, proving to Dad and Lincoln once and for all that I wasn’t as incompetent as they seemed to think I was. And I’d finally gain their respect.

To be honest, I wasn’t sure which prize I wanted more.
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I NEARLY KILLED MYSELF WHEN I DASHED OUT OF THE TRUCK, missing the step. I landed like a felled redwood, but leaped back up to check out my new hunting buddy. I prayed he had a striped tail, the sign that he was a juvenile rather than the rusty red of an adult, or I wouldn’t be able to keep him. Young, inexperienced hawks for young, inexperienced falconers—​a perfect match.

Not to mention that it’s also the law. And there was no way I was going to lose my hunting license after it had taken me so long to earn it. I’d finally checked off all the boxes the Department of Natural Resources required to legally trap a hawk: minimum age (I’d turned fourteen last March), passage of the falconry exam (I’d gotten a sterling 98 percent), inspection of my future hawk’s living quarters (you could lick ice cream off the floor), possession of a hunting license (paid the fee myself), and sponsorship by an experienced falconer (Dad). Check, check, checkity-friggin’-check.

Lincoln stood alongside me, watching as the bird tried to free himself from the fishing line nooses that entangled his legs, his wings flapping wildly. “It’s kind of small. Must be a male.”

“Who cares?” I knew females were bigger and stronger hunters, but with my track record with human females, maybe a male was a better choice for me. We’d be two guys hunting in the wild—​on the prowl and doing whatever we wanted. Perfect partners, if you asked me.

“He’s small but healthy.” Dad rubbed his chin. “He’ll grow.”

“Yeah, he’ll grow.” I shot Lincoln a smug look. “He’s just a baby.”

Slowly, so as not to freak the bird out more than he already was, I crouched down to get a better peek at the red-tail, my red-tail, and was awestruck by how cool he was. His toes were the shade of yellow kindergarten paint, and the feathers across his back had at least seventeen shades of brown. His fluffy leg feathers fluttered in the breeze, and his curved gray beak looked ideal for nabbing enormous amounts of prey. When I checked out his eyes, my jaw dropped for the second time that day.

This hawk had sage green eyes with yellow flecks—​same as Dream Girl.

I wasn’t the type of guy who read his horoscope or tossed salt over his shoulder when he dropped a fork, but I knew this was more than a silly coincidence. No way. This was one huge premonition: Dream Girl, dream hawk, same day. I couldn’t believe my good fortune. My mind drifted for a second, wondering if this was a sign that I’d eventually catch up with Dream Girl again.

Gazing back at my new hunting buddy, I observed the chubby face and the downy chest feathers of a juvenile. Didn’t fool me. I knew deep down he was one fierce hawk with a thirst for blood. With this guy by my side when hunting season opened, I’d finally get my turn to be large and in charge instead of merely a bush beater for all the other falconers.

I knew it was probably a little childish to want the Best Apprentice pin so badly. I should have been content with manning my own hawk—​getting him to trust me so we could be teammates—​but I couldn’t help myself. I’d been dreaming about becoming a falconer for as long as I could remember. And I’d been to more falconry meets and hunting trips in my fourteen and a half years than most people had been to church in their entire lives. That should count for something, right?

Dad squeezed my shoulder. “All right then. Work on getting him hooded while I get the other supplies.”

I glanced at Dad to make sure he wasn’t kidding. Though it was common to place a leather hood over our raptors’ eyes to keep them calm, I figured a wild hawk wasn’t about to accept one without some training first. “Who, me? By myself?”

Lincoln laughed. “No, he’s talking to the red-tail. Of course, you.”

For ten minutes, the two of them stood there ordering me around without lifting a finger to help. After I got the hawk hooded, I suffered only one mishap when attempting to disentangle his feet from the fishing line nooses, earning me a nasty talon gouge on the back of my hand. It hurt like hell, but I was so happy to have trapped this bird, he could have bitten off my pinky and I’d still think he was cool. In fact, the more I thought about it, the more I realized that sporting a missing digit would help prove we’re a couple of tough dudes and people should back off.

No one could say I didn’t have goals.

Dad said, “Good job. Now carefully place him in the carrier and let’s get him home.” He unlatched the inside chamber of the trap and shook Cinnamon to the ground. She took off, disappearing under a shriveled cornstalk. So much for saving a memento of my true love.

As Dad set the trap into the back of the truck, Lincoln helped me get the red-tail’s wings folded so he wouldn’t break any of his beautiful feathers on the ride home before I placed him in the darkened carrier. “Don’t worry,” I reassured my new hunting partner as I closed and locked the door. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

As I reached for the truck’s front door handle, Lincoln elbowed me in the chest. “Get in the back, Apprentice Boy.”

“Whatever you say, General Falconer.” I saluted him with my middle finger and a wide grin, scuttling into the back seat before he could punch me.

“Did you just flip the bird at your brother?” Dad asked the second I got in the truck.

“Did I what?” I looked at Lincoln, who shrugged, and then at Dad.

“You know, flip the bird. With your middle finger?” Dad started the truck.

Lincoln and I immediately cracked up. Flipping the bird was the dumbest expression I’d ever heard. Why would anyone call it that? I looked at my finger and smiled. An idea began to form in my mind, but I kept quiet.

“Everyone says ‘flick him off’ these days, Dad.” Lincoln slid his seat belt across his chest, clicking it into place.

“Fine. Mercer shouldn’t be flicking his fingers at people,” Dad said, maneuvering back onto the road. “It’s what people do when they don’t have a large vocabulary.”

Dad obviously still thought of me as a ten-year-old. When I’m married with kids, he’ll probably still be bugging me to use my napkin. “Me dumb. Don’t know words,” I joked from the back seat. “Bird hurt me.” I showed Dad and Lincoln the back of my hand, fresh blood oozing out of a red smeary mess.

“Whoa. That’s nasty.” Lincoln popped open the glove box and handed me some napkins.

Dad shook his head. “You shouldn’t have moved so fast around him, Mercer.”

Was it my imagination, or did it seem that Dad cared more about the hawk than the buckets of blood pouring from my wound? It’d be nice if he didn’t treat every conversation as another opportunity to school me. “Yeah, I guess not.”

As Dad drove through town on our way home, he and Lincoln gave me tips on all that I’d need to do before putting my bird into the mews. A mews is a falconer’s always-plural word for “cage,” but also the term for the entire barn. One mews, two mews, everywhere a mews, mews. All this secret language was unnecessary, in my opinion; I would’ve been fine keeping my hawk in a cage in the barn, but whatever.

Dad hung a right at Nelson’s Gas, so I joked, “Hey, look. We’re passing gas. Boy, does that stink.”

“Shut up, you dork.” Lincoln grinned. “Did you think of a name for your bird yet?”

“As a matter of fact, I did.” My idea from a few minutes earlier rushed back to mind. “I decided to call him Flip. As in, Flip the Bird. Get it?” I eyed Lincoln, gratified when I heard him laugh. That made the name even better.

“Don’t be stupid,” Dad barked. He opened his window a bit more, making me wonder if he took my gas joke seriously. “Name him something dignified—​a name he can be proud of.”

“A name he can be proud of?” I repeated. “He’s a bird, Dad. And because you’re requiring me to release him at the end of the hunting season so I can start fresh with a new hawk next year, I’ll only have him a few months. Then off he’ll go, back into the wild. He’d be as happy being called Flip as he would Butt Nugget.”

“Butt Nugget. Love it.” Lincoln chuckled under his breath, making that name a serious contender too. The whole reason I wanted a funny name was to show Dad and all his falconer buddies that they didn’t have to take falconry so seriously all the time. They all acted as if the falconry codes had been handed down to Moses along with the Ten Commandments. Every falconer except Dad’s best friend, Weasel, of course. That guy didn’t take anything seriously, which was probably why I liked him so much.

Dad smoothed his mustache. “How about Arthur? As in King Arthur? Falconry’s been around since 2000 BC, you know.”

I grimaced. “Probably why Arthur sounds like an old man’s name.”

“If you think this is so humorous, maybe I should pull over and let the hawk go.” Dad braked then—​I guess to show me he was actually thinking about it.

Lincoln turned toward me and discreetly rolled his eyes. We both knew Dad was exaggerating only to teach me a lesson. Still, I needed to calm him down. “C’mon, Dad. Just because Flip’s a cool name doesn’t mean I’m not serious about becoming a falconer.”

“Doesn’t seem like you’re serious.” Dad frowned, apparently still not convinced.

Time to reason with him man-to-man. “You named your kids Mercer, Lincoln, and Madison after the towns you conceived us in, but that didn’t mean you weren’t serious about becoming a father, did it?” Truthfully, though, after I’d found out about the disgusting way in which I was named, I was thankful I wasn’t called Room 241 at the Holiday Inn.

“Don’t disappoint me, Mercer. That’s all I ask.” He stepped on the gas, and that was that.

Now if I could just find the guts to remove Flip from the carrier when we got back home, I’d be taking the first step toward that seemingly insurmountable request.
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WE TURNED OFF THE MAIN HIGHWAY AND ONTO THE dirt road leading to our neighborhood. The truck’s wheels kicked up stones and sent dust clouds flying out behind us as we drove the half mile to our house. As we pulled into our driveway, Dad whistled. “That sign sure looks great, doesn’t it?”

He was referring to the recent addition of an illuminated sign on our front lawn that boasted BUDDIE BIRD REHAB CENTER, and below that FALCONRY DEMONSTRATIONS AVAILABLE. At the bottom it read RICHARD BUDDIE, WILDLIFE REHABILITATION SPECIALIST, along with his phone number. While it’s a nice sign, and Dad totally knows his stuff when it comes to rehabilitating injured raptors, I wasn’t sure exactly whom he expected to see it, as we get only about two cars per day driving past our house.

When I told Dad he needed to do more in the way of online advertising, he made a face and shrugged. Guess he didn’t think I knew much about social media either. Now if Lincoln suggested a bigger online presence, Dad would be hosting Twitter parties every Tuesday night.

Dad stopped in front of the house to let Lincoln out. Before Lincoln hopped out of the truck, he turned to me. “Congratulations, bro. Have fun with Flip today.” He held out his fist, bumping mine straight on before he slammed the door.

As I watched him walk away, I wished for the tenth time that I’d thought to ask Dream Girl her name. She was so into animals, I bet she’d think Flip was cool. She’d even forgive me for Cinnamon once she knew the mouse was out running free in the field somewhere. For exactly how long that freedom would last would safely remain unknown.

Dad and I drove around to the back, where the white barn stood perpendicular to our house. There it was, Dad’s pride and joy, the fantasy raptor facility he had built to his specifications. He drove in through the side garage door, staying only long enough for me to unload Flip’s carrier—​it nearly detached my arms, but I managed to do it—​before he backed out. It was as if he was afraid the birds would twist the doorknobs with their beaks and come flying out at the exact moment the garage door was opened. Talk about overly cautious—​he was worse than my grandma on an icy pavement without her cane.

Before I took Flip out of his carrier, I searched the rehab center for the equipment I needed. Dad’s shelves were stuffed with every type of bell, gauntlet, hood, telemetry device, and disinfectant that Northland Falconry Distributors sold. Finally, I grabbed a bolt of tan kangaroo leather, a jar of lanolin oil, pliers, and a handful of tannery tools, dumping them all on the table. After flicking on the light, I got to work fashioning Flip’s new leather gear. I’d made and replaced enough ankle cuffs, jesses, and leashes that I could do this blindfolded.

A short time later, Dad walked up behind me. “How’s it going?”

“Great so far,” I replied, not looking up.

He watched as I methodically traced and carved anklets and jesses from the supple leather before rubbing heavily scented lanolin oil on them. “Nice workmanship,” he proclaimed, nodding his approval.

At last, it was time to outfit Flip with his new attire. With his hood still on inside the carrier, Flip’s sensory system was set to calm, making it easier to attach the equipment to his scrawny legs. First came the anklets, followed by the sturdy eight-inch leather jesses—​which allowed me to hang on to Flip so he couldn’t fly away until I wanted him to. I added a swivel and a leash, and he was good to go. Actually, good to stay—​at least until the end of the hunting season. After turning off the lights in the rehab center for a more subdued setting, I slid my thick gauntlet onto my arm before getting my bird up on my fist, quickly looping the leash between my pinky and ring finger.

When Flip was out of the carrier, I slowly removed his hood, sending him leaping off of my fist as if my glove were made of lava instead of leather. A bird hanging upside down was not good. I’d seen enough birds bate like this, so I knew what to do: place my hand on his back and gently lift him onto my fist.

Dad said, “Don’t make eye contact. Just keep calm and he’ll eventually give in.”

Flip bated seven more times before he finally stayed put for a minute. I stood stone still, noting with each exhale that Flip’s breath had an earthy odor, kind of like the way the air smelled after a summer rain.

“There you go,” Dad said quietly. “That’s the first step. Take good care of him, Mercer, and he’ll be yours soon enough.”

“Cool. I plan to,” I replied, not turning toward Dad for fear my head movement would send Flip dive-bombing off my fist again. “And in exchange, this guy is going to help me win the Best Apprentice award.” I grinned. “Amazing that I caught a bird that’s as unbelievably handsome as its owner, huh Dad?”

Dad rolled his eyes, smiling. He pointed toward the mews. “Enough flattery—​for both of you. Go show him his new home.”

“Already?” My excitement plummeted. “Can’t I hold him awhile?”

“Not today. He’s stressed enough. We’ll try feeding him tomorrow, although I doubt he’ll eat for a few days. Put him in his mews while I clean up here.”

I didn’t want to put Flip away just yet, but it wasn’t as if I could go out into the yard and play a game of fetch with him.

I couldn’t wait to show him off to Reed and Charlie, my two best friends. They’d been hearing me talk about getting my own hawk for a long time now. Reed had told me that trapping and then hunting with my own hawk would make me the coolest guy at Woodley High. I’m sure he meant after himself because Reed never had trouble in the popularity department. Just one more reason I liked hanging out with him so much. I’d text both him and Charlie later this afternoon and tell them the good news.

Dad picked up the bolt of leather and the bottle of lanolin oil. “Oh, and by the way, Maddie let the original mouse go free. Said she found it on the kitchen counter next to an empty bag of doughnuts.” He raised his eyebrows.

“Oh, yeah! Now I remember,” I said, as if this was news to me. Dad shook his head and started toward the house.

With Flip on my wrist, I sauntered to the door connecting the rehab portion of the building to the sacred area known as—​cue the church music—​the Mews. After passing through, I shut the door firmly behind me, not gagging the way I used to do when I was younger. On the scale of disgusting odors, wild bird smell lies somewhere between compost pile and garbage dump—​not horrid, but not an olfactory picnic either. I strolled down the long hallway lined with wooden doors, each with a large barred opening for us to peek through. Our birdie hotel currently had twelve residents—​eight permanent ones, two healing ones, and two hunting birds.

“Make that three hunting birds now,” I told Flip while heading toward the last mews, which would become his. On the way, I passed Monocle, our one-eyed great horned owl. She immediately started “herking” away at me, making me grin. Monocle is, and always will be, my favorite bird here. I laughed at her impatience. “Give me a minute, Mon.”

It’s like this: whenever Monocle sees me, she makes a noise with her throat that sounds like herk, which she repeats louder and louder until I spend time with her. We got her as a cute little owlet after a farmer’s cat dragged her to his door—​apparently by the eye, stupid cat—​and I’ve taken care of her ever since. Lincoln jokes that Monocle’s the only girl who has ever had the hots for me. I don’t mind his teasing because I love that crazy owl right back.

The only part that sucks is that Lincoln is right.

“Sorry to tell you this, Flip, but Monocle will always come first in my book.” Flip’s talons grasped my gloved wrist harder, which was maybe his way of saying he wasn’t too thrilled with that pronouncement. Opening the door to Flip’s bathroom-size mews, I checked to make sure everything was exactly the way I had set it up earlier this week: three perches at different heights, one swivel perch bolted to the center of the floor near ground level, and a small warming hutch for winter—​although raptors rarely, if ever, needed protection from the elements. There was even a night-light so my overprotective father could check on them one last time before he went to bed. He’d walk along the length of the barn, peering through the series of thinly spaced vertical bars that were covered with delicate screening to keep out disease-carrying mosquitoes, which lined the entire front wall of the mews.

I attached a leash to the ring on Flip’s jess, tethering him to the floor post. “Here you are. Mews sweet mews.” He bated again, but hopped back onto the perch seconds later, giving me an adrenaline rush as I savored my falconry milestone. I had done it—​I officially had my own hawk.

Flip stood motionless, his mouth frozen in a slightly open position—​kind of like how my dad looks when he falls asleep on the couch. His pupils widened and narrowed in photographic precision as he gazed at me, his soft, puffy chest feathers beckoning to be touched. I wanted to somehow let him know that I would indeed be taking good care of him.

“Hey there, fella. It’s your old pal, Mercer.” I knelt down and gently stroked his chest. Flip reached out to touch me too, this time goring my right forearm.

“Ah, man!” I
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