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​Prologue

​The Word That Got Loose
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Porter Ridge Farm woke before the sun, which was rude but normal.

Clarence made sure of it.

He stood on the top rail of the chicken yard fence with his chest swollen, his comb bright red, and his whole body full of the kind of confidence usually found in men who had never repaired anything expensive. He threw his head back and crowed like daylight had been waiting on his permission.

Nobody thanked him.

A brown hen near the waterer opened one eye.

“Again?” she muttered.

Clarence flapped once, pleased with himself. “Morning has been announced.”

“Morning knew,” said Queen Henrietta from beneath the roost ladder. “Morning has always known. You’re just loud.”

Clarence ignored this because ignoring criticism was one of his gifts.

Across the yard, Porter Ridge stretched awake in pieces. The red barn held its dark shape against a gray-blue sky. The farmhouse glowed in two kitchen windows. Pasture fence ran in long tired lines toward the creek bottom. A tractor sat near the equipment shed with its hood up, looking guilty. A feed bucket lay on its side by the barn door. One gate hinge sagged just enough to be noticed by anything inclined toward suspicion.

Wendell noticed.

He noticed most things.

He stood on an overturned mineral tub, staring at the hinge with narrow yellow-brown eyes. He was a medium-sized goat with a patchy coat, a stiff little beard, and the expression of a creature who believed nearly every object on the farm was hiding something.

The hinge creaked in the morning breeze.

Wendell leaned forward.

“Hm.”

Dolores the donkey stood near the fence line, broad ears angled toward him. “Don’t start.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You hm’d.”

“A man may observe.”

“You ain’t a man.”

“That’s what they want you to think.”

Dolores stared at him for a long second, then turned her head away with the exhausted dignity of someone choosing not to commit a felony before breakfast.

Near the pig lot, Morton had already begun complaining.

“Breakfast is not simply a meal,” he said. “It is a structural agreement between management and livestock.”

Delilah the sow did not open her eyes. “Morton, the only structure you respect is a full trough.”

Roscoe snorted from the corner. “If breakfast don’t come soon, I may waste away.”

“Roscoe,” Delilah said, “if you waste away, we’ll still have to walk around you.”

In the sheep pen, Biscuit saw the shadow of a fence post stretch across the ground and stepped backward into Pearl.

“We have a development,” he whispered.

Pearl did not move. “It’s a shadow.”

“It changed shape.”

“The sun moved.”

Pearl slowly turned her head toward him. “You and Wendell been talking again?”

Biscuit swallowed. “Only socially.”

At the horse lot, Solomon stood with one hind leg resting, his gray muzzle low, his eyes half-closed but not asleep. Old horses had a way of listening without looking like they were wasting effort. Solomon had seen dry years, wet years, calves born in ice, and humans keep farms alive with a pencil, a checkbook, and stubbornness no weather could rot.

He heard the house door open.

Wes Porter stepped out onto the porch carrying one mug of coffee and the posture of a man who already knew the day had been waiting on him with a list.

He was tall, white, sun-browned across the face and forearms, with a cap pulled low and a beard that had given up pretending it was neatly kept. He looked toward the tractor first. Men like Wes looked at broken machinery the way other people looked at unpaid sins.

Behind him came Nia Porter, Black, sharp-eyed, hair tied back, moving with a basket on one hip and a ledger notebook tucked under one arm. Nia did not stomp through mornings. She claimed them. She had the kind of calm that fooled outsiders and frightened people who knew better.

Her eyes went from the tractor, to the feed room, to the barn, to the sky, to Wes.

“You sleep?” she asked.

“Some.”

“That means no.”

“That means some.”

“It means you stared at the ceiling and blamed the tractor.”

“The tractor had it coming.”

Nia handed him a folded paper from the notebook. “So does the feed bill.”

Wes looked at the paper and made a face that caused three nearby hens to pause their scratching.

June Bug saw it.

June Bug was a small brown hen with quick feet and a habit of being where larger chickens forgot to look. She was not high in the flock. Queen Henrietta made sure of that. But June Bug had a talent for listening, and on a farm, listening was sometimes better than size.

She edged closer to the porch steps, pretending to peck at nothing in particular.

Inside the house, Maddie Porter thumped down the stairs and came through the back door wearing boots, a hoodie, and the expression of a fourteen-year-old who had been born into chores against legal advice.

“Do I have to feed before breakfast?” she asked.

Nia looked at her.

Maddie sighed. “That was not a real question. I heard it.”

Jonah came out behind her with a piece of toast in one hand and a small screwdriver in the other.

Wes pointed at him. “Why do you have that?”

Jonah looked down like the screwdriver had also surprised him. “I was checking something.”

“Was it broken?”

“Not yet.”

“Put it back before it becomes expensive.”

Elsie slipped out last in rubber boots too big for her, carrying a stuffed rabbit by one ear. She stopped at the edge of the porch and waved at the animals.

“Good morning, emotionally complicated friends.”

Dolores shut her eyes.

Wendell whispered, “She knows.”

“Nobody knows whatever you think that child knows,” Dolores said.

Elsie pointed at Morton. “You look like you need patience.”

Morton grunted. “I need breakfast.”

“That too.”

Wes took another look at the paper in his hand, then toward the sky. The clouds were thin and high, nothing useful. The pasture beyond the barn had not gone bad yet, but it had that tired summer lean already, the kind that made a farmer start counting hay before hay was ready to be counted.

Nia followed his gaze.

“We can stretch it a little,” she said.

“Maybe.”

“I said a little. I didn’t say forever.”

Wes rubbed the back of his neck. “Float valve’s acting up on the lower tank too. I checked it last night. Mud’s trying to choke the line.”

“I’ll call about the part.”

“And the tractor.”

“I know.”

“And the vet bill from last month.”

“I know that too.”

June Bug pecked once at the porch dirt and froze.

Vet bill.

Tractor.

Feed bill.

Tank.

Stretch.

Those were not chicken words, not exactly, but they were heavy words. Human words. Words that made humans go quiet in their shoulders.

Wes lowered his voice, but not enough.

“If this keeps up,” he said, “trouble’s coming this year.”

Nia did not answer right away.

That was what made June Bug nervous.

If Nia had laughed, trouble might have been small. If she had told Wes he was being dramatic, trouble might have been one of those husband things women stepped around until they repaired themselves. But Nia only looked toward the barn, then the pasture, then the children moving toward chores.

“We handle what’s in front of us,” she said.

Wes nodded.

“I know.”

“You don’t know it when you’re staring holes through the tractor.”

“That tractor owes me an apology.”

“It owes us about twelve hundred dollars if Leonard can’t get it right.”

Wes made a sound no animal could translate but every married person would have understood.

June Bug backed away from the porch, her heart beating fast.

Trouble.

Coming.

This year.

She turned and hurried toward the chicken yard.

Queen Henrietta was standing near the feeder, blocking two younger hens from access on the basis of rank, attitude, and personal dislike.

June Bug squeezed in near the waterer.

“I heard something,” she said.

Henrietta did not look at her. “You hear many things. Most of them are you breathing near authority.”

“No. I heard Mr. Wes.”

Clarence hopped down from the fence. “Was he discussing the morning? Because I handled that.”

June Bug swallowed. “He said trouble’s coming this year.”

The chicken yard went still.

Not silent. Chickens were almost never silent. But the usual scratch-and-mutter quieted into something tight and waiting.

Henrietta turned slowly.

“What kind of trouble?”

“I don’t know.”

“What size?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did it have feathers?”

“I don’t know.”

Clarence lifted his head. “Did he say whether it had legal standing?”

June Bug blinked. “What?”

“Never mind. Continue.”

June Bug tried to remember everything. “He was talking to Mrs. Nia. There was paper. And the tractor. And a bill. And the tank. And something about stretching.”

Henrietta gasped softly, then recovered and tried to make it look intentional.

“Stretching what?”

“I don’t know.”

Clarence stepped closer. “Could be necks.”

Several hens made distressed noises.

June Bug shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?” Henrietta said. “That is not comfort. That is fog wearing a hat.”

By the pig lot, Morton had stopped complaining long enough to listen.

“Paper?” he called. “What kind of paper?”

June Bug turned. “Folded paper.”

Morton’s ears twitched. “A document.”

Delilah sighed. “Here we go.”

Biscuit heard the word trouble from the sheep pen and immediately bumped into Pearl again.

“It has begun.”

“What has?”

“The thing.”

Pearl closed her eyes. “Biscuit, if you don’t know what thing, it has not begun. It is just standing there waiting on you to embarrass yourself.”

Across the yard, Wendell stepped down from the mineral tub.

Slowly.

Too slowly.

Dolores saw him move and groaned.

“No.”

Wendell walked toward the chicken yard with the careful dignity of an animal approaching history. His eyes had sharpened. His beard lifted in the breeze. A piece of hay stuck to his left horn, damaging the effect but not his confidence.

“Say it again,” he said.

June Bug looked at him. “Mr. Wes said trouble’s coming this year.”

Wendell nodded once.

“I knew it.”

Dolores came up behind him. “You knew nothing.”

“I suspected.”

“You suspect buckets.”

“For good reason.”

“You accused a shovel last week.”

“It was leaning.”

“It’s a shovel.”

“Exactly.”

Solomon raised his head from the horse lot. His ears tipped forward. He watched the porch, where Wes and Nia had moved into the yard and were now dividing chores with the children. Wes pointed toward the barn. Nia pointed toward the feed room. Maddie rolled her eyes but went where she was told. Jonah almost drifted toward the equipment shed until Wes snapped his fingers and redirected him. Elsie stopped to tell a hen she believed in her.

The farm looked ordinary.

That was how most hard things started.

Solomon walked to the fence and rested his muzzle over the top rail.

“What did you hear besides trouble?” he asked.

June Bug looked down at her feet. “Bills. Tractor. Tank. Stretching. Maybe hay. Maybe not hay. Mrs. Nia said they handle what’s in front of them.”

Marigold, listening from near the cattle lot, chewed thoughtfully.

“That sounds like humans being humans.”

Tank stood beside her, massive and quiet.

“Maybe,” June Bug said. “But Mr. Wes sounded... different.”

That mattered.

Even Dolores did not insult it.

Animals knew tone. They knew when a hand moved gently or rough, when boots walked heavy, when a gate was opened for feeding and when it was opened for the vet. They knew when winter had teeth in it before the children did. They knew when humans were only tired, and when tired had something darker under it.

Wes’s voice had carried weight.

Wendell looked around at the assembled animals.

“There are signs,” he said.

“No, there ain’t,” Dolores said.

“The hinge by the barn has shifted.”

“It’s old.”

“The feed scoop was not returned to its proper place.”

“Zip dragged it.”

“The tractor stands open like a wounded beast.”

“It’s broke.”

“The farmer spoke of Trouble.”

“He spoke of bills,” Solomon said.

Wendell squinted at him. “Bills may be how Trouble sends letters.”

Morton grunted. “That is possible. Paper was present.”

“Do not encourage him,” Delilah said.

Clarence puffed up. “As the senior legal voice in this yard, I recommend immediate caution.”

Henrietta snapped, “You are not senior anything. You are loud with feet.”

“I announce daylight.”

“Daylight files no reports.”

June Bug wished, suddenly and deeply, that she had kept her beak shut.

The word had changed as soon as it left her. Inside her, it had been worry. In the yard, it had grown legs. Maybe wings. Maybe teeth, if Biscuit had anything to say about it.

Wendell turned toward the barn, where the shadow under the open door sat dark and ordinary.

“We begin at once,” he said.

“Begin what?” Pearl asked from the sheep pen.

“Observation.”

Dolores gave him a hard look. “Wendell.”

He lifted his chin.

“No latch, bucket, boot print, gate, pan, trough, sack, shovel, board, rope, crow, cloud, or suspicious breeze is above inquiry.”

Solomon sighed.

Marigold chewed.

Morton nodded gravely. “I will need a ledger.”

“You will need supervision,” Delilah said.

Roscoe looked around, pleased with the sudden energy. “If Trouble’s coming, somebody ought to tell it breakfast runs late around here. That may change its mind.”

No one laughed except Roscoe.

Above them, the sun finally pushed over the fields, laying gold across Porter Ridge Farm. The barn brightened. The farmhouse windows flashed. The sagging hinge creaked again in the soft wind. From the porch, Nia called for Jonah to leave the tractor alone. Wes said something about the tank. Maddie carried a feed bucket with the long-suffering strength of teenage martyrdom. Elsie told Zip he was a good boy even though he had done nothing to earn it.

Everything was normal.

Mostly.

June Bug looked at the farm and felt the word moving farther than she ever meant it to go.

Trouble.

By noon, the hens had repeated it.

By afternoon, the pigs had measured it.

By evening, the sheep had feared it, the rooster had objected to it, the donkey had insulted it, the horse had considered it, and Wendell had opened an investigation into it.

By nightfall, Porter Ridge Farm had not changed at all.

That was the troubling part.

Wendell stood near the barn door in the last stripe of sunlight, watching the yard with solemn purpose.

Dolores passed behind him.

“You know,” she said, “sometimes a farmer says trouble because life is expensive and machines are hateful.”

Wendell did not look away from the barn.

“And sometimes,” he said, “that is exactly what Trouble wants us to believe.”

Dolores stopped.

For one long second, she looked like she might kick him into a better philosophy.

Instead, she walked on.

Inside the barn, Mrs. Graves the cat opened one eye from her throne atop a folded feed sack. She had heard every word, understood more than she planned to admit, and already disliked the year ahead.

Outside, Clarence gave one last unnecessary crow at the fading light.

Biscuit screamed because he had not expected it.

Morton demanded to know whether fear affected supper.

Henrietta ordered the hens into “precautionary formation,” which looked exactly like roosting.

Solomon lowered his head and breathed out through his nose.

June Bug tucked herself beneath the edge of the roost, small and uneasy.

Wendell watched the dark.

The word had gotten loose.

And on a farm, once something got loose, it was rarely kind enough to catch itself.
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​Chapter 1

​Wendell Opens an Investigation
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By sunrise, Wendell had appointed himself lead investigator, chief witness, head of evidence, and emergency authority over all suspicious matters concerning Trouble.

Nobody had voted.

That did not bother him.

Democracy, Wendell believed, was often where good sense went to be delayed by chickens.

He began beside the barn, where the sagging hinge from the night before had not improved itself. The lower strap had pulled away from the post just enough that the gate settled wrong when it closed.

Not open.

Not broken.

Just wrong.

Wendell studied it with both eyes narrowed.

The hinge creaked in the breeze.

“That,” he said, “is not innocent.”

Dolores stood several yards away, eating from a small pile of hay with the steady patience of an animal who had decided breakfast deserved more respect than madness.

“It’s a hinge,” she said.

“It has shifted.”

“Old things shift.”

“Old things also hide histories.”

Dolores stopped chewing and looked at him. “Wendell, if you make me discuss a hinge before the sun clears the barn, I will become the kind of history people whisper about.”

Wendell ignored the threat, mostly because ignoring reality was how he protected his process. He leaned closer to the hinge and sniffed the wood.

The post smelled of dust, iron, old rain, rubbed hair, and goats.

Not helpful.

He sniffed lower. There was mud at the base where Wes’s boot had stepped the night before while checking the latch. Wendell saw the print clearly: heel deep, toe angled, edge smeared.

He stepped back.

“A boot print.”

Dolores went back to chewing. “On a farm. Mercy.”

“The direction matters.”

“The direction is toward chores. Boots do that.”

Wendell turned his head slowly toward her. “You are resistant to inquiry.”

“I am resistant to foolishness dressed up in a hat.”

“I don’t wear a hat.”

“That’s the only thing keeping this tolerable.”

Near the chicken yard, June Bug listened from beneath a waterer stand where she had pretended to find a seed. She had not slept well, not that hens slept like humans. She had tucked herself under the roost and heard the word Trouble moving in the dark.

It had scratched through the coop in whispers.

It had climbed into Biscuit’s imagination and Morton’s appetite and Clarence’s chest.

Now Wendell was giving it legs.

She wished she had remembered more of what Wes had said.

Bills.

Tractor.

Tank.

Stretching.

Those were real words. They had been said. But they did not explain enough. The missing parts had become a hole, and every animal on Porter Ridge seemed ready to fill that hole with whatever frightened them most.

Queen Henrietta stepped from the chicken yard with a sharp little shake of her feathers.

“What has he found?” she asked.

June Bug looked toward the barn. “A hinge.”

Henrietta went still. “A hinge?”

“And a boot print.”

Henrietta gave the hinge the sort of stare usually reserved for younger hens who had forgotten their place.

“I have never trusted that gate,” she said.

“You don’t use that gate.”

“Exactly. I have remained alive through judgment.”

Clarence strutted up behind her, scratching once at the dirt for no reason but drama. His comb was bright in the morning light, and his eyes were full of legal importance.

“If there is evidence,” he said, “it must be preserved.”

Wendell looked pleased. “At last, a serious mind.”

Dolores snorted. “That rooster once fought his reflection in a hubcap and lost.”

Clarence stiffened. “The reflective party refused to yield.”

“You bled on a tire.”

“I established jurisdiction.”

Morton pushed his snout through the lower rail of the pig lot. “Did someone say evidence?”

Delilah lay behind him, comfortable in the straw. “He heard evidence and thought it was edible.”

Morton ignored her. “Evidence must be cataloged.”

“You mean feed,” Delilah said.

“I mean professional burden.”

“You’re hungry with vocabulary.”

Roscoe laughed at that, then looked around as if he had contributed.

Wendell left the hinge and crossed the yard with purpose. He stopped near the feed room door, where a burlap scrap lay curled in the dirt beside a small spill of cracked corn. He bent his head and sniffed.

“Feed sack fiber,” he said.

Morton’s ears shot forward. “A loss?”

“Minor.”

“Minor losses become major losses when ignored.”

Delilah sighed. “Everything becomes major when you ain’t eating it.”

Wendell pawed lightly at the ground. “The sack was torn.”

Dolores glanced toward the feed room. “Rats chew sacks. Raccoons tear if lids are bad. Goats tear sacks when they stick their faces where they don’t belong.”

Wendell lifted his head. “Are you accusing me?”

“I’m opening the gate and letting common sense walk through.”

June Bug edged closer. “Maybe it was like Mrs. Bristle last fall.”

Several hens clucked in agreement. They knew Mrs. Bristle. Every animal on the place knew the raccoon had hands like a thief and the conscience of a wet boot.

Wendell considered this, then nodded as though June Bug had given him a valuable clue instead of an obvious memory.

“Possible prior associate,” he said.

“Associate of who?” Clarence asked.

“Trouble.”

Dolores muttered something into the hay that would have gotten Elsie sent inside if she had said it at the table.

Wendell moved on.

By the time Wes came out of the barn carrying a wrench and saying unpleasant things about the tractor under his breath, Wendell had identified seven items of interest.

The hinge.

The boot print.

The torn feed sack.

A bent nail near the post.

A feed scoop left handle-down by the wall.

A broken clothespin beneath the porch rail.

A piece of biscuit lying half in the dirt near the steps.

The biscuit caused immediate unrest.

Morton spotted it from the pig lot and made a sound like betrayal had entered his body.

“Food on the ground,” he said. “Unsupervised.”

“It is not food now,” Delilah said. “It is dirt wearing biscuit.”

“It remains a loss.”

Wendell approached the biscuit with gravity. It was pale, crumbly, and broken along one side. A small semicircle was missing from the edge.

Clarence stepped close, head bobbing.

“Bite mark,” he said.

Queen Henrietta’s eyes narrowed. “Predatory?”

June Bug looked at the biscuit. The bite mark was not large. It was not fox. It was not raccoon. It was not dog. It was not even pig, because if Morton had reached it, there would not have been a biscuit left to investigate.

Dolores walked up, took one look, and said, “That’s Wendell’s bite.”

The yard went quiet.

Wendell did not move.

Clarence leaned closer. “It does appear beard-adjacent.”

“I object to that description,” Wendell said.

Morton pressed harder against the rail. “The matter of consumption is serious.”

Delilah closed her eyes again. “Morton, you wanted to eat the victim.”

“That is irrelevant to chain of custody.”

Wendell stepped between the biscuit and the crowd.

“I may have examined it earlier.”

“With your mouth?” Dolores asked.

“Internally.”

“That means mouth.”

“Not exclusively.”

“There is no other way for you to internally examine a biscuit.”

Wendell stared at her for a long moment. “You are narrowing the science.”

Dolores’s ears flattened.

June Bug felt a strange little flutter in her chest. She wanted to laugh, but the word Trouble still sat behind everything. It made even a biscuit feel like part of something too big.

Nia came from the house with a basket of laundry braced against one hip and Elsie following behind her, wearing boots, one braid half loose, and a serious expression.

“Momma,” Elsie said, “do you think animals have secrets?”

Nia did not slow down. “Yes.”

“What kind?”

“The kind that explain why my good dish towel was in the goat pen.”

Every animal in earshot looked at Wendell.

Wendell looked at the sky.

Nia continued toward the line strung behind the house. “Maddie, water the chickens after you finish with the feed.”

Maddie’s voice came from inside the barn. “I am one person.”

“You are one person with two hands.”

“That feels unfairly specific.”

Wes walked toward the tractor, wrench in hand. Jonah trailed behind him, carrying a smaller tool and trying to look like he had been officially invited.

“Don’t touch anything unless I tell you,” Wes said.

“What if I know what’s wrong?”

“Then keep that knowledge peaceful until I ask for it.”

The humans moved through their morning, fixing, carrying, feeding, correcting. None of them acted like a monster was coming. That bothered June Bug almost more. The word had sounded heavy from Wes’s mouth, but now he was just fighting the tractor, Nia was hanging clothes, Maddie was doing chores, Jonah was orbiting tools, and Elsie was telling Zip he had “big feelings.”

Maybe Trouble was not a thing.

Maybe it was just a word humans used when too many ordinary problems stood too close together.

June Bug stepped toward Wendell.

“Maybe Mr. Wes meant... regular trouble.”

Wendell turned to her slowly. “Regular trouble?”

“Like the tractor. Or the tank. Or bills.”

Morton gasped. “Bills again.”

Clarence lifted his head. “Define bills.”

June Bug hesitated. “Paper that makes humans unhappy.”

The animals absorbed this.

“That is broad,” Solomon said from the horse lot.

He had been watching for some time. His gray head rested over the top rail, his ears angled toward the yard. Solomon never hurried into nonsense. He let nonsense grow tired first, if it had the decency.

Wendell faced him. “You heard the word too.”

“I heard June Bug say what she heard.”

“Then you admit there is a source.”

“I admit Wes is worried.”

“That is not nothing.”

“No,” Solomon said. “It ain’t.”

That silenced them better than Dolores’s insults had.

Solomon’s voice did not carry panic. It carried weather. Old boards. Winter water. Nights when the barn stayed lit too late. June Bug felt the truth of it. Wes was worried. Nia was worried too, though Nia wore worry differently, folded tight and useful.

Wendell lifted his chin. “Then the investigation stands.”

Solomon looked at him for a while. “An investigation can be useful if the investigator can tell the difference between a bad latch and the end of days.”

“I can.”

Dolores gave a dry laugh. “You accused fog of trespass.”

“It entered without permission.”

“It’s fog.”

“Then it should act less sneaky.”

Before Dolores could answer, a sharp metallic bang cracked across the yard.

Jonah had dropped a feed pan near the barn door.

The sound jumped off the boards, clanged against the morning, and flew straight into Wendell’s spine.

His eyes widened.

For one proud half second, he remained upright.

“I am calm,” he announced.

Then his legs locked.

His knees went stiff. His body tilted. His beard pointed skyward with tragic dignity.

Wendell tipped off the ground like a sack of bad judgment and landed on his side in the dust.

Silence followed.

Then Roscoe said, “Well, that meeting adjourned itself.”

Delilah snorted. “First useful thing all morning.”

Clarence stepped forward, peering down. “Is he dead?”

Dolores did not move. “No.”

“How do you know?”

“Because I ain’t had that kind of luck.”

June Bug hurried closer, concerned despite herself. Wendell lay stiff-legged, eyes open, breathing hard through his nose. This was not new to the farm. Wendell had done this when Maddie slammed a gate, when Zip barked behind him, when a tarp snapped loose in the wind, and once when Elsie sneezed while wearing a sunhat he distrusted.

Still, it looked dramatic every time.

Elsie ran over from the laundry line. “Wendell froze again!”

Nia turned from the clothesline. “Give him room.”

Jonah, pan in hand, looked guilty. “I didn’t mean to.”

Wes called from the tractor. “He’ll get up. Just don’t crowd him.”

Dolores walked over and stood above Wendell.

“The investigation has fallen down,” she said.

Wendell’s mouth worked before the rest of him did. “Temporary... tactical... position.”

“You hit dirt like gravity had a warrant.”

Clarence nodded. “Gravity does have broad authority.”

“No one asked you,” Henrietta said.

June Bug watched Wendell’s legs slowly loosen. His front hoof twitched first. Then his shoulder. After a few moments, he pulled his legs under himself and rose with as much dignity as a dusty goat could assemble.

A piece of straw stuck to his cheek.

He looked around at the gathered animals, then toward Jonah and the pan.

“That sound,” Wendell said, “was meant to disrupt my findings.”

Jonah blinked. “What?”

Elsie patted Wendell’s neck. “You got surprised.”

Wendell gave her a grave look. “Child, surprise is often how the truth enters.”

Nia shook her head and went back to the laundry. “That goat needs less truth.”

Wes laughed once from under the tractor hood. It was short, tired, but real.

June Bug heard that laugh and felt something loosen inside her.

Not enough to fix what she had started.

But enough to remember Wes could still laugh.

Wendell, however, took the laugh differently.

He returned to the feed tub where he had stood the night before. He climbed onto it carefully this time, testing each hoof as if the tub itself might be involved.

The animals gathered again despite themselves.

Queen Henrietta came first, pretending she was only inspecting flock security. Clarence followed, because where there was an audience, there might be law. Morton pressed against the rail. Delilah remained in place but opened both eyes, which was her version of attending. Biscuit and Pearl watched from the sheep pen. Marigold stood near the cattle fence, chewing slowly. Solomon stayed at his rail. Dolores positioned herself close enough to stop foolishness if it became contagious.

Wendell cleared his throat.

No one asked him to.

“I have completed the opening phase of inquiry.”

“You ate a biscuit and fell over,” Dolores said.

“I examined multiple physical indicators.”

“You scared yourself with a pan.”

“The pan’s timing was suspicious.”

Jonah, still nearby, looked at Maddie. “Do you think he knows what timing is?”

Maddie dumped feed into a trough. “I think he knows what attention is.”

Wendell ignored the human commentary and continued.

“Item one: the barn hinge has shifted.”

Dolores groaned.

“Item two: a boot print near the post suggests nighttime movement.”

“Wes checked the gate,” Solomon said.

“Item three: feed sack fiber indicates possible breach.”

“Rats,” said Mrs. Graves from the barn doorway.

Everyone turned.

The barn cat sat in the shadow just inside the door, gray-black fur smooth, eyes pale and bored. She looked like she had been awake for hours and disappointed for years.

“Rats chewed that sack,” she said. “I caught one near it before dawn.”

Morton shuddered. “Rats touched feed?”

Mrs. Graves blinked slowly. “Not for long.”

The chickens murmured.

Wendell adjusted. “Item three revised: rodent activity may be linked to broader movement.”

Mrs. Graves looked at Solomon. “Is he always this exhausting?”

“Mostly before lunch,” Solomon said.

“Pity.”

She vanished back into the barn.

Wendell raised his voice. “Item four: a feed scoop was found out of place.”

Zip ran through the yard with his tongue out and a guilty piece of rope trailing behind him.

Maddie pointed at him. “Zip dragged that yesterday.”

Zip looked thrilled to be included.

Wendell blinked once. “Item four revised: canine interference may have obscured original placement.”

Dolores muttered, “He edits faster than he learns.”

“Item five,” Wendell pressed on, “paper has been seen in the hands of humans.”

Morton nodded gravely. “Bills.”

“Bills,” Wendell repeated. “Documents of distress.”

Clarence puffed. “Paper is serious.”

Henrietta looked toward June Bug. “What exactly did Mrs. Nia say about the paper?”

June Bug felt every eye shift toward her.

She swallowed.

“She said the feed bill. And Mr. Wes talked about the tank. And the tractor. And maybe hay.”

“Maybe hay?” Morton said.

“I don’t remember.”

That admission landed harder than she expected.

Henrietta stared as if June Bug had personally misplaced the sun.

“You started a farm-wide alert on maybe?”

June Bug lowered her head. “I heard Trouble.”

Wendell’s expression softened for the first time that morning.

Not much.

Just enough.

“You heard what mattered.”

Solomon spoke before Dolores could.

“She heard part of what mattered.”

June Bug looked up.

Solomon’s eyes were kind, but not soft enough to let her hide.

“Parts can scare folks worse than wholes,” he said.

The yard quieted again.

That line sank into June Bug deeper than the rest. She had not meant to scare anyone. She had only repeated what she heard. But now Wendell had evidence, Henrietta had authority, Morton had a ledger forming in his head, Clarence had objections warming up, and Biscuit looked like he might faint without any medical reason at all.

June Bug wanted to say she was sorry.

But sorry for what?

Hearing?

Repeating?

Not understanding human worry?

Being small enough to stand near the porch unnoticed?

Wendell lifted his head again, saving her from answering.

“The source is reliable enough to proceed.”
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