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Deep in the heavily forested Mississippi River Delta lies the White River National Wildlife Refuge in eastern Arkansas. It comprises thousands of acres of dry and wetlands where a host of animals thrive. 

As the sun prepares to rise, the eldest of an extended family of fourteen, presumably extinct ivory-billed woodpeckers, leaves his nest at 0532 hours on a strictly reconnaissance mission. There have been reports of humans in the area attempting to locate the birds for known and unknown reasons, the unknown being the most troubling.

The woodpecker’s call sign was “Top-Beak,” but his real name was Zeke. The woodpeckers operated on the promise that they would never again be caught off guard like they had been on February 11th, 2004, when one of their own had been sighted by a rank amateur bird watcher.

Not even a professional ornithologist, but an amateur no less.

They had no intention of being caught off guard again.

These humans, whom Zeke so feared, periodically ventured into the birds’ home, mainly to find and kill what Zeke considered the ubiquitous and low-IQ Canadian geese who, because of an abundance of chutzpah or perhaps ignorance, had made parts of the National Wildlife Refuge their fall and winter home.

Zeke made his way from tree to tree, sometimes spying on a flock of the wintering geese but always on the lookout for the humans he so hated. As he flew low over a small clearing, a flock of relaxing Canadian geese was frolicking in the Delta’s shallow waters.

“Hey,” Zeke called out to them. “Hey, freeloaders. I hear that South Texas is nice this time of year. You just keep flying that way.” Zeke pointed as best he could in a southwestern direction.

The serene geese looked up and took note of Zeke’s unwanted remarks, replying in French.

“Idiot, Americans,” one goose shouted. “Why don’t you learn some manners?”

Not understanding French, real or Canadian, Zeke ignored them and continued his mission, thinking about the type of humans who would dare venture into the Delta.

Finally, there were the weirdos who ventured into the swamp carrying equipment as if they were going to work on a secret government war project. Maybe UFOs. This subset of humans had spent thousands and thousands of dollars on incredibly expensive photographic equipment to do nothing more than stalk the likes of Zeke and his relatives. He shuddered at the thought of one of those nosy bastards actually snapping a photo of him or one of his thirteen other family members just to post online somewhere.

If that happened, well then, all hell would absolutely break loose. The swamp would fill up in about 15 minutes with gawkers, amateur photographers, paid researchers, whatever that means, and others all seeking that one shot or video that’ll make them famous, maybe even rich. Zeke had heard that one idiot was offering $20,000 for a mere photo of the magnificent ivory-billed woodpecker.

As Zeke considered his lunch options, he remembered his wife, Susan, asking for a twig of some fresh mulberries for her and their son, Junior. The tasty mulberries grew on a tree in a bend near the birds’ larger but highly clandestine nesting complex.

All Zeke, Susan, and the other endangered woodpeckers wanted was to be left alone. After all, his family had lived in these marshes for thousands of years in relative peace and quiet. That history was not something Zeke cared to dwell on for long.

Zeke spied a nearby tree that surprisingly had a long and delicious line of extra-large ants marching from, strangely enough, a camouflaged plastic food container that was sitting on the ground under the tree. The obedient assortment of ants marched toward, again, strangely enough, a perfectly drilled circle about twelve feet off the ground on the south side of the tree. 

Forgoing a thorough scouting of the area, Zeke landed on the side of the tree, as was his custom, and began feasting on the plump, red-colored delicatessen, oblivious to the plastic container or the flat-bottom camouflaged jon boat that was anchored nearby at the confluence of two small creeks.

Like father, like son.

The jon boat contained an overweight thirty-two-year-old former assistant professor from the university’s ornithology department, who had recently been fired because he simply wouldn’t shut up about the alleged rediscovery of the magnificent and beautiful bird now perched before him.

“Hello, my beautiful,” the former professor said softly. “Oh, they’re going to believe me now, dang it. They are going to believe me now. They’ll see my face and name on every website and newspaper in the world as the one who really did rediscover this magnificent bird. And I did it the right way, with verifiable video and photographs. You better believe they’re gonna know it was me. Come to me, sweetheart.”

As Zeke finished off the last of his lunch, after having forgotten all about situational awareness, he remembered that he could not just fill up on critters for lunch. If he ate too much, he simply could not fly. It was basic physics, which would be problematic. 

Some would even say he was among the mightiest birds in the modern world.

Zeke had heard the opinions and, well, he could not disagree.

As he contemplated his looks, the whole situational awareness thing popped into his mind, and he shuddered as he knew that he had failed to perform any recon on this tree.

As he contemplated whether he should eat the 79th ant, something moved ever so slightly above Zeke’s head. 

Almost imperceptible. 

It seemed to come from the tree itself. But, before Zeke could analyze the sound and the 79th ant, something fell from a hidden box above him, instantly covering him with a weighted net, which immobilized him.

“What the heck,” Zeke said loudly. “Alright, who is playing a prank on me? Is that you, Junior?”

Zeke attempted to call out for help with his loud, unique, and some might say, shrill voice that all ivory-billed woodpeckers had, but his large beak was firmly lodged in the small openings of the net.

Which was exactly what the ex-professor, Steven Milgren, had wanted. No need for the distinctive kent call, or a ruckus, or to alarm any of the other ivory-billed woodpeckers right now. There would be time later to summon them all. Just not yet.

Despite the ex-professor’s plans for a quiet and uneventful kidnapping of the magnificent bird, Zeke managed to wiggle ever so slightly so as to make some muffled calls for help.

“Wait. What are you doing, my wonderful bird?” he said as he approached Zeke. “I am here to help you. Listen, I’m not going to hurt you, I promise.”

Zeke was not persuaded.

After what seemed like hours, Zeke freed his large ivory beak from the net’s tenacious grip and could speak freely.

“The hell you’re not,” Zeke said angrily. He wiggled violently, trying to free himself. “You get me out of here right now, or you’ll never make it back to what your kind call ‘civilization’ again.”

The ex-professor shook his head as if he had water caught in his ears. 

“Wait. What?” he said. “Who said that? What kind of joke are you trying to pull on me?”

“Don’t bother with that line of reasoning,” Zeke said. “I thought someone was playing a trick on me, too. They weren’t.”

This just reinforces why I hate humans.

“Mayday, Mayday, Mayday. Abduction by humans in progress. Near two creeks and the great mulberry tree. Send reinforcements.”

“Now, just wait a minute here,” the ex-professor said, reluctant to accept that the lovely bird was speaking to him in his own language. “You’re telling me that you can speak?”

Zeke was already tired of the conversation, considering that the point had been established without a need to discuss it ad nauseam. Zeke was clearly speaking to the ex-professor. But he was also wise enough to know that he needed to utilize his English skills like never before. His ability to stay cool under pressure could likely save his life as well as that of his friends and family back at headquarters.

“Listen, Mack,” Zeke said. “What’s your name? I mean, there’s no need for violence here. Why have you decided to capture a defenseless, ordinary bird? I mean, there are thousands of birds just like me in these swamps. Why did you single me out?”

It was at this point that the ex-professor thought that the ivory-billed woodpecker either did not know that he was part of a presumably extinct group or that he was being crafty to escape. Was he really trying to convince a trained and esteemed ex-ornithologist from the renowned University of Arkansas that this specific bird was as common as robins or wrens?

The ex-professor didn’t bite.

“OK. OK. You can talk. I get it.”

“Hey, look, Mack
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