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Chapter 1: Eggs 
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"Let's egg Mr. Symensky's house." 

The idea came to them on the walk home from school, it was a vengeance plot. 

"He took my phone and my mom'll never go pick it up for me. It shouldn't be legal to steal just because you're a teacher," Andy continued. 

"I don't know. Didn't you steal that phone from your sister?” Joey laughed. "Anyway, we don't even have eggs." 

It was three days before Halloween, and Mr. Symensky was a jerk. As the two cut across a familiar field, the idea began to form:

"Let's steal some eggs from your neighbors on the way to school, tomorrow. If we go super early, they'll just think the hens didn't lay." Just like that, they hatched a plan for Halloween mischief. 

Joey woke up early in a quiet house. He tiptoed through the living room where his dad slept on the couch, stale beer hung in the air; and empty cans littered the floor nearby. He was surprised to see his mom's car was gone as he crept up the driveway towards a lilac that sheltered his and Andy's favorite hideout. Andy wasn't there yet so he sat down and dug for their stash box. He had a halfie cig he wanted to sneak on the walk to school. Just as he lit it and took a small drag, Andy showed up. 

"You look like a nerd when you take tiny drags like that,” he laughed as he snagged the cig and took a giant drag. He coughed and coughed while Joey laughed at him. 

"You're such an idiot sometimes," Joey said, then shushed Andy. "Let's go get some eggs before people start waking up." 

They walked stealthily along a row of hedges that separated Joe's house from the neighbors, towards a downtrodden little chicken coop out back. A brick strung on a string through an eye hook kept the chicken coop door firmly in place. Joey and Andy wiggled it free and crawled under the chicken door and into the coop where the chickens all slept.  

The run was so gross, mud and chicken poop were layered and slippery as they tiptoed across. Inside the coop it was nice. Dry and musty in a pleasant way, with soft straw strewn about and the murmuring of sleeping hens coming from little bunkbed style boxes that held a dozen or so chickens. 

Andy unzipped his backpack. "Set them in here. We have to go quick before they wake up, but be gentle, I don't want busted eggs in my backpack,” he said as he moved towards the first box and reached under the sleeping hen.  

Joey stepped up next to him and looked in the neighboring box. Inside it was a black and white speckled hen making cooing noises as it slept. Joey reached under its belly to see if it had an egg. It was so warm and soft. He wasn't sure why he was surprised. Did he think it would feel cool like the eggs in the refrigerator? Of course not, but it was still unexpected. He paused with his hand on the egg, and as he did; the hen ruffled her feathers and sleepily blinked at him. 

For a moment, they made eye contact.

Joey let go of the egg and started to pull his hand back. 

"Dude, hurry up! I already got like 6 eggs." Andy whispered in a rush next to him. 

Joey shook his head, grabbed the egg, grabbed several more; and headed for the door with Andy. 

They went over to Andy's house where they left the eggs stashed carefully under a bush until Halloween. It was still two nights away. Joey glanced back as they left: brown, white, and even speckled eggs all in a pile. 

"Kinda pretty for ammo," he laughed to himself. 

That day at school draaaaaaaaaaged along. It was Friday, AND the next day was Halloween. Everyone just wanted it to be over. Mr. Symensky was especially cranky and took away second break for the entire class the Friday before Halloween! Who does that? 

They were so ready when the last bell rang! Finally, out of the clutches of the teacher and soon to be scarfing all kinds of candy AND getting ready to get some revenge. Being a preteen had some advantages. They were invited to a scary movie party that night, and they were still allowed to trick or treat on Saturday. All the best Halloween stuff.

***
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JOEY SWUNG BY HIS HOUSE in a hurry. His parents were in the kitchen arguing so he grabbed his sleeping bag and pillow and ducked out. 

"I'm staying the night at Andy's after the movie party, be home for breakfast,” he shouted over his shoulder, and off he went. 

The movie was kinda lame, the newest edition of "Final Destination,” but it was a fun viewing party at a friend's basement and then they walked back to Andy's place to crash. 

All along the way, Joey kept hearing the murmuring of the hen coop. Twice, he asked Andy if he could hear it too? 

"Wow, you're trippin. Probably haunted by a chicken ghost. I'm going to call you chicken head if you keep bringing it up." Andy taunted.  

"Maybe we should put the eggs back,” suggested Joey. 

"Don't be stupid, they're already rotten, and then we don't have ammo against the thief, Mr. Symensky." 

"Okay fine, I just feel bad, the moms were all so pretty and we stole them,” replied Joey.  

"Okay, well yeah, we stole them, but they were going to be collected and eaten anyway; don't be freaking out about a few eggs." 

Joey let it drop. He didn't really care. That night, he slept on Andy's floor. All night long he heard it... scratching... rustling... murmuring. He shoulda never helped steal those damn eggs.    

He got up early, sleepily mumbled something at Joey, and headed home. He ate a bowl of cereal in a quiet house and then stumbled to his bed where he finally slept until it was time for dinner.  In his dreams a speckled black and white chicken blinked sleepily at him. Murmuring a disapproving lecture with words he couldn't quite hear. He woke up with a headache, but he was excited. Halloweeeeeeeeeen!!!! 

He didn't have a lot of years of trick or treating left. He was going to make the best out of this one. Joey and Andy were going to be apocalypse zombies this year, so their costumes were just ripped up old clothes and bloody makeup. Joey's mom helped him apply the zombie effect. 

"Make sure you're safe tonight and make good choices,” his mom said as she dabbed bruising under his eyes.  

"I always do, Mom." Joey retorted, but also smiled as they both looked in the mirror, "I look super creepy! Thanks Mom. If Andy's makeup isn't good, will you fix it?" 

"Of course, I wanna see you two for some pictures anyway! Go get him and come back,” she replied. 

They didn't remember to go back for pictures. The night was ripe with adventures and mischief, and they wanted to score as much candy as possible before pulling off their ultimate revenge prank. When you're 12 you're an expert-level trick or treat machine, and Andy and Joey had a plan. 

"We'll start in the richie-rich neighborhood before they run out of king size, then go to the old folks’ apartments where the little kids are too scared to go. They give out handfuls,” suggested Joey. 

"Yeah, handfuls of crap like tootsie rolls and jolly ranchers that are from the 1900s, but okay, it's on the way to Mr. Symensky's house,” Andy agreed. 

The evening went excellently and both boys were hauling around pillowcases stuffed with candy after hitting up all the best neighborhoods in their area. 

"Let's go nab Symensky's place and head home,” Andy laughed with a mouthful of milky way and a pleasant sugar high. 

"On it,” snickered Joey, and they headed towards their target zone. 

***
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THEY WERE CROUCHED in a bush outside of the place with their pillowcases of loot next to them and a pile of egg ammo in the dirt in front of them. Mr. Symensky's place was kinda small, but it had a big front yard. Everything was dark and a handwritten sign on a barely lit porch said "Sorry. We're out of candy, come back next year." In the distance they could still hear some trick or treat traffic, but the town was quickly settling in for the night. 

"Tuck a bunch in your shirt so we can run over there and do it quick. I don't wanna get busted,” whispered Andy with hushed anticipation.  

Joey began setting the eggs in a pouch pocket improvised from the bottom of his shirt. The moment he touched one of the eggs he thought he heard a rustling. He glanced over at Andy and decided it was in his head. He kept grabbing eggs. 

"Okay let's go!" 

Joey hesitated one last time and Andy laughed at him, "Stop being a wimp!" 

With a slight shoving match and some last-minute goading, the boys burst forward from their hiding spot in a silent rush towards the target. Joey's first toss was from too far away, as they ran across the giant yard towards the tiny front porch. The egg landed underwhelmingly, with a crunch, on the walkway out front.  

It sounded weird.

Joey kept running as he grabbed another egg and inside his head a babbling of frantic hens began. He shook it off and as he approached his first ill-fated egg, he tossed the second one. 

Then he looked down.

Even in the dark he could see what they'd done. Not an egg. Instead, a tiny chicken, covered in its own eggy slime, lay on the walkway at his feet. 

The feathers were still wet and its eye lay open, peering at him from a misshapen little yellow body.  

For a moment they made eye contact.

In Joey’s head the den of distressed hens reached a furious frenzy. 

"Andy, stop! It's a baby!" He shouted, in a sudden wave of remorse and dread.  

"They're already dead! Be quiet! What the hell? You're gonna wake someone up!" Andy retorted in a rushed whisper, as three more eggs slapped into the front deck of Mr. Symensky's house. 

Joey couldn't hear his friend though. He couldn't hear anything over the din of the hens screaming at him in his head. He dropped the eggs from his shirt, where he stood, and ran towards home, one speckled egg still cradled in his hand. He'd forgotten to throw it when he'd seen the carnage he'd unintentionally caused.  

"It's only a chicken. It's only a chicken." He repeated to himself as he ran; chickens screaming in his head. 

He didn't see the porch light click on behind him. 

He didn't see his parents arguing as he burst into the living room. 

He rushed in still holding that speckled egg, and oblivious to the phone call his mom had received or the talk his dad had had with the neighbors about their missing nest eggs the day before. Oblivious to the rage hanging in the air. 

One look at his father's red and flushed face, and Joey was no longer oblivious. He glanced towards his mom, an apology on his lips, but he was slapped silent by his father before he uttered a single word. 

***
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THE NEXT TIME JOEY had a clear thought, he was sitting on a public dock at a park along the Yaquina bay. It had been more than three months and they were living outside a little Oregon coast town with his auntie. 

He was watching a speckled bird glide along the water, sitting silently in the chill January air with his own chaotic thoughts, when the bird glanced up. 

For a moment they made eye contact. 

The babble of the hens finally stopped.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Flight 
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When everything in your world is flammable, eventually there will be fire. 

This is what Julie thought as she fluttered silently around her kitchen. She'd been walking on eggshells for years, but lately she'd been smelling smoke. Metaphorically speaking, of course. In the next room over she could hear her husband and a couple buddies shouting about a speedway race as they continued a weeknight bender. She hoped company would leave soon, but not too soon. She hoped he'd be too drunk to get up and start a fight; nights he passed out on the couch were easier. She was making Joey’s zombie costume and glanced at the calendar frequently. Was it really this late in the month? Where was her period? She kept busy and distracted herself. She loved her son, but she NEVER wanted another baby. Not with Him. 

She felt so awful for even thinking that way. She had to know if she was pregnant. She'd fly to the store quickly when the family was asleep. He'd sleep so deep tonight, even if he yelled at her first, he'd pass out eventually. Hopefully she could find someplace close and open. She thought about texting her sister, or her best friend and talked herself out of it because it was so late. She shouldn't involve anybody else in her stress until she knew what was going on anyway, she told herself.  

It was a good night and her personal monster fell asleep without a fight. Joey came home excited for Friday and then Halloween, and everything seemed okay for the moment. Either it was okay, or it was about to get a lot more complicated, Julie thought to herself. It had been a long time since she felt any love towards her husband, who rattled back and forth between angry and shouting, or busy and ignoring them. She told herself Joey was happy, and she believed it was somehow worth the shouting if they could just live a simple life and raise their "accidental" son together. She just didn't want another. As the car glided out of the driveway, Julie kept the gravel silent by sheer willpower alone, "Just let me get away and see if I'm pregnant. I have to know." She repeated like a spell as she floated down the block towards the corner store. 

Of course, it was closed.  

Where was the nearest 24-hour place? She never went out this late. She picked up her phone and did a quick search for a 24-hour pharmacy. 

"Damnit. Wal-Mart?" 

It was at least a half hour drive. She looked up the road towards home. Would anybody wake up if this turned into a two-hour errand into town? "Just let me get away and see if I'm pregnant,” she mumbled to herself as she turned towards the business loop that would lead to the answer she needed. The trip to the city was fast. She fluttered in and out of the Walmart quickly, grabbing nothing extra but a cold coffee and a bag of chips to keep her awake on the drive home. 

"That had to be the quickest sprawlmart trip of ever,” she laughed to herself as she rolled out of the parking lot. 

Then she saw the moon.

It was somehow so bright it drowned out the city lights around her. 

"I should take the back road, I just need some time alone,” the thought was unexpected but so comforting. She wanted to be alone with the moon. Briefly, she considered the guys back at home. Sometimes Joey still woke up at night.

"He'll be fine. I want to spend some quiet time alone," and with that, she turned towards the back road, silence, and solace on her mind. 

The drive was more beautiful than she'd imagined. The moon so bright it lit the river beside her and the farms all around looked like a magical land. It had been so long since she had a solitary moment. A lifetime. "Joey's lifetime,” she laughed ironically too herself. “Good thing he's the best company I could have in this crazy world,” she thinks, grateful for a moment, for her son, and for the other things in her life that kept her happy. She rolled down the window and drove slower.  

It was a perfect night. 

Then, the first match dropped. A rabbit darted in front of her car and even though she knew she shouldn't swerve and even though she knew it was too late to possibly miss the rabbit, she did swerve. Before she had a chance to correct herself, she was in the ditch and hurting everywhere. She sat there shaking. Heart pounding in her ears.  

"I'm okay. I'm okay." 

She pictured a hundred wrecked cars in movie chase scenes, exploding moments after going off the road. She frantically took off her belt and scurried out of the driver's seat, ran a few feet and turned around to stare at her car. Everything was so quiet.  

The car was ticking and cooling and in the street the rabbit lay still and bloody. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. 

She started crying and sat down in front of her car for a moment, trying to find her bearings. How far from town was she? How far to home? 

After the thundering in her ears finally quieted, she started to look around. She had a good idea where she was. Maybe she could get the car back on the road and get home. She got back in the driver's seat and started it up. The car seemed fine, but when she hit the gas, it didn't move. She got back out and walked around the car. One wheel was deep in mud. Nothing wrong with the car, but it still wasn't going anywhere without help. She got back into the car and picked up her phone. How would she explain this?  

"He'll kill me." She mumbled to herself. Not really. But, maybe.  

She thought about calling her sister again. She dismissed the thought. "There's no way I'll be home before morning. I'll just have to call him and tell him the truth." She glanced over at the pregnancy test. Well, at least if she was pregnant, she'd have proof that she was just on an errand for answers. She took the little box outside, opened it, squatted behind the car, and peed on the test strip. 

She sat back down in the car, set the test down on the passenger seat next to her, and she called him. 

No answer.  

Of course. All that time worrying about waking up the family and now she couldn't rouse any of them, no matter how many times she called. 

"Are my calls even going through?" she slammed the phone down and cried tears of frustration. 

"I guess I'm walking,” she sighed to herself, regretting a bunch of life choices, but right at that moment just wishing she'd picked a better coat for this midnight journey. Shivering against the cold she slipped her cell phone and pregnancy test into a pocket and started walking. This route took an extra 20 minutes and there wasn't going to be anyone passing by for hours. Waiting wasn't an option. Walking felt better anyway. 

The moon lit the way for her and as she moved along silently the babble of the river kept her company. Then she heard a sudden splash. Stopping in her tracks, she looked towards the river, frightened. She immediately felt very alone and thought about tweakers and bears all at once, but before the fear took over, her eyes focused. 

Lifting from the water next to her, illuminated by the moonlight, so magically it appeared to be glowing from within, was a giant white owl with a fish in its talons. 

For a moment they made eye contact.

Then it vanished into the moonlight. Somewhere, in her heart, a part of Julie went with it. She no longer felt alone. She felt light, and safe. She walked along a few minutes more and then, from the trees around her, a single word floated down. 

"Who?" inquired the owl song, gently in the night. 

She laughed quietly but murmured aloud, "Oh, I'm nobody,” and a tear slipped down her cheek. 

"Who?" the song repeated, a twinge of disappointment layered in its depths. 

"I'm... I'm nobody. I'm... Joey's Mom," she pulled the coat tighter as a tiny knot in her heart slipped loose. 

"Who?" A gentle nudge drifted through the starry sky. 

"I... Don't know. I used to be somebody.” she sat, in a quiet spot along the river. She felt suddenly too tired to walk a step further, her energy slipping away into the rippling water. 

"Who?" The question rang again as Julie looked up and saw the owl gliding low and close, only a few feet away. 

"I used to be free," and then she felt all the lies slip away. For a moment, she could hear nothing but her own grief. 

She lay next to the river and collapsed in on herself. Would she even survive the next day? What was she going to say to him? Shakily she pulled the forgotten pregnancy test from her pocket. Negative.  

"Who?" The owl sang gently.  

"I have to get away from him,” she whispered back, and felt an invisible noose slip loose from her heart. 

The second match dropped.

With a flutter the owl appeared, as if out of nowhere, and landed in a tree nearby. 

For a long moment, they made eye contact.

"Who?" the owl asked. With finality. And sat, motionless, gently gazing at her tear-streaked cheeks. 

"I don't know. I'll go home. To my real home. To Oregon.” 

Then the bird lifted off into flight, so close her hair moved in the wind of its wings. She was alone again. 

The rest of the journey she spent in silence, with her thoughts churning wildly, planning her flight to safety. Sometimes instincts are better than planning, in this case, both failed Julie. 

***

[image: ]


WHEN SHE ARRIVED HOME that day, exhausted, hungry, and cold, she was met with the expected rage. 

There would be no quiet extraction. His fangs clutched them so tightly, her only real option was to somehow loosen them long enough to squirm free and fly far away. She began a secret plot to leave in November and was lost in her own thoughts all day. She had to figure out how to safely extract herself and Joey from this nightmare. Then in a rush, it was Halloween. Joey was in the grips of a pre-sugar high. She looked at his face, a miniature of his father's, but without the rage. She wondered if she would EVER be brave enough to take off for a new life. She didn't know that there was so much kindling for those metaphorical flames that would soon consume everything. She didn’t know that soon the universe would intervene directly in her pain. 

When the last fight started it was about chicken eggs, of all the stupid things.  

Joey had gotten into some mischief and the shouting began while the neighborhood kids were all out trick or treating, including Joey, who hadn't even bothered to stop back by for the traditional Halloween pic as requested. Julie wasn't even sure of the exact reason for all the shouting when the phone rang, and things got much worse. 

She picked up. 

The last big mistake Julie made that day was putting her cell phone on speaker. The final match was tossed into her tinder box life. 

It was the local sheriff. Joey had been seen taking off after vandalizing his teacher’s house. She cringed; they knew for certain now that he'd also stolen from the neighbor’s chicken coop. She hung up the phone with dread, as the Sheriff let her know somebody would be by in a few too interview Joey. 

"Try not to overreact," he said as he disconnected, "We'll make him do some community service and clean up his mess, but this kinda trouble isn't that unusual and I've heard from Symensky that he's usually a good kid." 

The door opened and Joey rushed in, pale and flustered, still holding a speckled chicken egg and no candy, just as the phone screen dimmed. 

For a moment they all made eye contact.

Joey started to say something, and Julie reached for his dad, in an attempt to calm him... but it was too late. 

In a flash he slapped Joey in the ear and Joey crumbled. Julie shouted and rushed towards them both, but the monster was blind with rage.  

It seemed like another lifetime passed and then Julie found herself on her own front porch, talking to a stranger in uniform while blue lights flashed, and her life truly burned down around her. 

"Do you have a safe place to go?" 

"I'll go to my sister's house in Oregon. Is my son okay?" 

"Paramedics think he has a traumatic brain injury. We'll know more after he's seen at the hospital. Can you get to the hospital?" 

Traumatic brain injury. The words echoed. 

"Uh. My car's in a ditch on 317,” she mumbled as she remembered the ill-fated drive. 

"Really? Do you have AAA?" 

"No." 

"Okay, I'll help you figure that out tomorrow, let's get you to your son and worry about that when he's stabilized. I know it's a lot to process, but your husband is going to jail for assault." 

That's how the two of them flew home to Oregon, behind them, an entirely different life left in the ashes of her grief. 
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Chapter 3: Drift
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Soren had always seen things differently than the people around him. 

"It's a beautiful view." Soren thought to himself, "the hardest shift is your own perspective. If you can change that... you can change anything." 

Life was a series of connections, he knew, but he got lost in that vastness. Soren found comfort in the detail, the spring of the grass as it bounced back from his hands passing over, the intimate shades of green shoots, intermingling with nearby moss. The Bent grass and the Poa, battling for dominance. Every detail revealed something to Soren, giving a voice to the silent flora around him. Decades of greens keepers had tried to push Poa into this landscape, but it simply would not take hold. It was an invasive brought here for humans to play Soren's favorite sport and it didn't belong. He pondered as he touched the blades, he had encouraged the Bent grass recovery since the day he took over this place. Why fight the inevitable? The Bentgrass adored these native clay-rich soils, while the Poa would never thrive unless they scraped this land down to bedrock and filled acres and acres with a sandy hydroponics bed. 

He watched a bee zipping amongst some nearby wildflowers and listened to the babble of the stream that crossed his land. He wasn't willing to do that for many reasons. He couldn't afford a huge endeavor like that, and neither could the local wildlife.  

"We're in this gamble together,” he laughed as he strolled towards the 6th-hole tee box. 

It had been eight seasons since he took over this little golf course and just one season since he'd taken a huge leap and made an offer to purchase the place. He never thought he'd own a piece of land this beautiful. He was humbled and inspired by the responsibility. He was thrilled by the gamble.  

Weaker spirits might find their stomach flipping and the earth rushing up after a leap like this, but the risk invigorated him, he woke up every day ready for the challenge and delighted by the rush. This was a sustaining wind for Soren, and he flung himself wholeheartedly into this life. His first summer was drawing to a close and as sun went down that day, he was out strolling the grounds and contemplating his next idea. 

An expansion.  

Soren knew there was enough land here to grow this little 9-hole golf course into a full 18. A boom happening just 10 minutes away on the Oregon coast was giving him all kinds of hints that the entire area was ripe for development.  

If someone had the vision. 

If someone was willing to do the hard work.  

If someone was willing to take the leap.  

He already knew he was that someone. He walked with an eye for detail and a mind on his goals. He strolled off sixth fairway and up a steep hill towards feral lands. This dense forest was part of his property, but it remained untamed. He crested the top of the hill, not knowing that beneath him the land held a secret betrayal. For years, the greens keeper who built this place had dragged his garbage, a muddled mess of old equipment and old store displays, up to the top of the hill and tossed it down the other side. There it lay in decay and disarray, just out of the sight of human eyes. After the first time the place was sold, the secret dump was abandoned, and the forest took this stretch of land back. Moss and ferns and black berry tangles covered the evidence of this dirty secret, and as Soren crested the hill; he had no reason to suspect that the ground beneath him was unstable. 

Until the moment the earth gave way. 

It was not the big dramatic sinkhole of everyone's nightmares which grabbed hold of Soren that day. It was a small sinkhole, only a foot or two deep, which sabotaged his walk that evening and nearly all his dreams.  

He tripped in a hole that seemed to come from nowhere and immediately sank in, up to his knee. He felt something sharp cut into his calf as he did, the exhaust cover of a 70-year-old lawnmower bit into him as he tumbled over onto his side, slightly downhill, with his calf pinned and bleeding. 

Soren's world spun for a moment and then rearranged with a jolt of pain just above his left ankle. 

He lay panting on his back, leg firmly pinned by sinkhole and 70-year-old lawnmower, and watched the sunlight dim through the canopy above him as he caught his breath. Pain made it take it longer to slow his breathing and his mind, but after only a few moments Soren realized he'd somehow fallen. 

He was in a bit of trouble.

He sat up to look at his leg or tried too. He could only hold his weight up for a moment, his body awkwardly angled down the hill, and his leg painfully pinned. He strained to get up on one elbow and look around him. The pain in his leg became so intense the sky started to spin again and Soren rested on his back frustrated and with a strained grunt. 

"Sonofabitch." 

He was in more than a bit of trouble. 

He knew he was only a hundred or so yards out of sight of the cart path, but it was sunset. It was late in the season, and it was possible that nobody would be in earshot until morning. He wondered how bad his leg was cut. He couldn't see or reach it. He was sure whatever had cut him was still pressed firmly against his leg and he lay there staring at the pink sunset and wondered what he should do. He reached for his phone. He only used it for business and yes, it had taken him this long to decide he may need to call for help. 

No signal. Of course. 

"Carry a cell for emergencies,” he grimaced. He'd laughed off the advice for years but given in when he bought the business. He genuinely needed to stay connected now, but he'd always known most of the area was out of signal range and he mainly used it for the messaging. He sent off a quick message to his mechanic, hoping a text would make it through even if a call wouldn't. 

"I'll put my best man on it." This time he laughed out loud, maybe he'd watch a "Caddy Shack" download and settle in for the night since he obviously wasn’t going anywhere.  

It was a beautiful view.

It was also cold. He needed to get off that hillside, and he needed to save his cell battery. He set it down in the pine needles beside him and lay facing up. Bats darted amongst the treetops, happily feasting on the bugs which were happily feasting on Soren.  

"Well, here I am, circle of life," he thought to himself, "I didn't think I'd contribute this heavily until after death." He swatted away a giant mosquito. It was a fruitless attempt, if he moved too quickly, he felt whatever it was cut into his leg more deeply, and in his diminished state, the little bastards were quicker than him. 

Then he saw the eagle, circling far above. It was mesmerizing.   

The irritation from the bugs and the pain in his calf both faded as he followed the eagle's path with his eyes. He stopped straining to change positions and laid back and watched. It was stunning, the vastness of the settling night sky, the smooth loops as the bird circled lower and lower.  

A beautiful view.

The Eagle called out to him. 

He shook off the urge to respond. 

"That thing is hunting. If it has any interest in me, it's not a good thing,” he told himself. 

Yet, it was as though it had called his name directly, he felt so personally engaged. The eagle sailed across the treetops and out of his view. Soren wasn’t sure why the bird left so suddenly. 

It was murder that chased her away.

A murder of crows coming from the north, and even though they were air bound and a half mile above his head, he could tell they were angry. An angry chaotic murder of crows chased off his eagle friend and then turned their attentions to him. Soren felt the animosity radiating from those crows, he'd been feuding with them for years, trying to keep them from dragging out garbage and tearing up his putting greens. They were here for revenge. Just as the first crow swooped down beside him, everything spun out of focus again, and Soren passed out.

***
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HE WOKE UP ALONE, SCRATCHED up, still stuck in the sinkhole, and cold as hell. He stared at the bowed branches above. Then he saw her again, perched only a few feet above him, highlighted by the moon behind her. The Golden eagle looked over his prone body. 

For a moment they made eye contact.

"Did you just save my life?" he accidentally uttered out loud, even as the thought struck him, "I might still die out here tonight."  

In an almost silent flurry, she leapt off the branch, into the sky, and vanished again. He wondered how long he'd been unconscious. He wondered how much blood he'd lost. He wondered where the crows had gone. Then in the distance, he heard a faint barking. 

"Please be someone on the course,” he muttered aloud. Locals came out here at all hours to run and hunt for golf balls.  

The barking came closer.  

He waited until he thought they were nearby, somewhere on fairway 6, and maybe even the cart path just on the other side of the rise, and then he started shouting. 

"Over here! Help! I'm pinned down, somebody!" he called. 

His answer was a puppy nose shoved into his neck and earball... and then the timid ring of a woman's voice. 

"Hello? Is someone out here?" She called his direction. "Jade," she called her puppy, "come here girl!” 

He scuffed the puppies face, "Good dog, Jade, you found me,” he told the pup, as footsteps crunched, and a face appeared above him. 

"Hi, I'm Julie. How long have you been out here? How bad are you hurt?" She asked, immediately rushing to inspect his leg. 

"I'm pretty banged up. No idea how long I've been here. Can you take this phone and call my mechanic? We can handle it from there,” he said in a rush of relief. He was not gonna die on this hillside tonight. 

"Your mechanic? You don't want me to call your family? Isn't anybody looking for you?" She seemed confused as she took in the situation. 

He grunted and answered, "Nobody would have been looking for me until shift started at five tomorrow morning. Thanks for finding me, can you call this number for me, now?" He held out the phone again. 

"Of course, sorry. I don't know why I asked,” she mumbled as she accepted the outstretched phone.  

She took the phone and strolled out of sight again to find a working cell signal. Soren sighed and let his body relax, rescue was coming. Above him, an entire universe spun through the sky and a star burned up in a flashy display.  

It was a beautiful view, and he couldn't wait to transform this old dump into the 18-hole paradise he envisioned. 
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Chapter 4: Nesting
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Muriel left home the moment she was old enough for adventure. She grew up in the forests but craved the ocean and excitement; and she wasn't afraid to chase her dreams. When she arrived on the coast she settled in a little spot just outside of Newport, Oregon. She fell in with a crowd of rowdy friends. They flew up and down the coast in small groups and they partied hard. Every day was a new beach and a new party. Muriel was living her personal dream, she had everything she wanted and was part of an up-and-coming elite group of west coast influencers.  
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