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Chapter 1 — The Decline at DuckMart
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Orville walked into DuckMart like a toad with his life together.

Not “I own a mansion” together—more like “I remembered my responsibilities and didn’t lose my wallet in the mud” together. Still... progress.

He had a list. A real list.

Shells had handed it to him yesterday like it was a sacred document.

“Reed pencils. Lily-leaf notebooks. Counting pebbles. Two glow-bug lanterns,” Shells said, calm as always. “For the Learning Corner.”

Orville nodded hard. “I’m on it.”

So now he was here, basket in hand, grabbing supplies and feeling proud that he wasn’t drifting toward snacks like a leaf in the current.

He even resisted the Cinnamon Fly Swirls. Barely. But he resisted.

“Look at me,” Orville whispered to himself, staring into the basket. “Mature.”

That’s when he saw the display.

NEW! POND SCOOTERS — LIMITED EDITION

Orville stopped like the floor had called his name.

The scooter looked illegal to be that shiny—sunset colors, gold frog decal, the kind of thing that made you believe you were one purchase away from being admired.

A voice slid in beside him like trouble in a vest.

“Ooooh, Orville,” Mink the Salesman purred.

Orville didn’t even jump. He just sighed. “Mink.”

Mink smiled like his teeth had their own marketing team. “That scooter is destiny. And you don’t even have to pay all today. You got the Pond Card, right?”

Orville’s fingers tightened around the basket handle.

“No,” Orville said, forcing himself to look away. “Supplies.”

Mink raised his hands. “Respect. Responsible King. I love it. But if you change your mind... credit makes dreams easy.”

Orville hopped off before Mink could sprinkle more “easy” into his brain.

At the register, Cashier Duck stared like he had never been impressed a day in his life.

Duck scanned the supplies.

Beep.

Beep.

Beep.

The total popped up. Orville felt confident. It wasn’t bad.

He pulled out the Pond Card anyway—because he wanted to feel adult. He wanted to feel like this card worked because he was doing things right.

“I’ll pay with this,” Orville said.

Cashier Duck pointed at the reader. “Swipe.”

Orville swiped.

The machine paused just long enough for Orville to start thinking about his dignity.

Then—

BEEP BEEP.

DECLINED

Orville blinked. “Hah... that’s gotta be the machine.”

Cashier Duck didn’t move. “Try again.”

Orville swiped again, slower, like the card reader needed a bedtime story first.

The machine paused.

Then—

BEEP BEEP.

DECLINED

Orville felt heat crawl up his face.

Behind him, a line formed. He could hear the quiet shuffling of people pretending not to listen while listening with their whole soul.

Cashier Duck’s voice stayed flat. “You got another way to pay?”

Orville fumbled through his leaf-wallet like cash might appear out of embarrassment.

A coupon.

A candy wrapper.

A smooth pebble that had never helped with anything in its life.

No money.

Orville swallowed so hard his throat made a sound.

Then a calm voice cut through the moment.

“Orville.”

Orville froze.

He turned and saw Shells standing off to the side with a small basket—book and ink, neat as usual—looking like he’d been expecting this since yesterday.

Orville whispered, “Shells...”

Shells didn’t laugh. Didn’t judge. He just stepped closer and said quietly, “Breathe.”

Orville’s eyes flicked back to the screen. DECLINED still sat there, disrespectful and loud.

Shells looked at Cashier Duck. “Put it on my tab.”

Cashier Duck shrugged and rang it up like pond drama was part of the job description.

Shells paid. Orville took the bag of supplies like it weighed twice as much now.

Outside, the cold air hit Orville’s face and he exhaled like he’d been holding his breath for a year.

“I’m embarrassed,” Orville muttered.

Shells nodded once. “Makes sense.”

Orville looked up. “What happened to my credit score?”

Shells’ eyes narrowed—not angry, just focused.

“We don’t guess,” Shells said. “We investigate.”

Orville frowned. “Investigate?”

Shells reached into his satchel and pulled out a notebook.

He wrote in bold:

CASE FILE: THE POND CARD PROBLEM

Then he looked at Orville like this was official business.

“First clue,” Shells said.

Detective Shells — Clue Card #1

Clue Found: Credit is trust, not free money.

Habit: Only swipe when you already have a plan to pay it back.

Next Move: We track the facts and pull your Credit Scroll.

Shells snapped the notebook shut. “Come on.”

Orville swallowed. “Where we going?”

Shells pointed down the trail. “The Bureau.”And just like that... Orville’s embarrassment turned into a mission
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Chapter 2 — Detective Shells Takes the Case 

They stopped at the flat rock by the trail—the one everybody 

used when life got complicated.

Orville set the DuckMart bag down like it might explode.

Shells opened his notebook again, calm as winter water.

“Alright,” Shells said.

Orville rubbed his face. “I swear I didn’t think my score was bad.”

Shells nodded. “That’s not evidence.”

Orville groaned. “Man...”
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