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      What do you do during lockdown?

      As an entire nation, I think none of us knew until we were there in the middle of doing what needed to be done.

      Reality turned somber and heavy really quickly for many of us.

      I reside on a farm in the middle of a sparsely populated county. Homeschooling is a way of life for us. In everything, our manner of living did not change all that much from March 2020 onward, but I struggled. Not so much with toilet paper or supplies.

      But I struggled mightily with the weight of what-if…

      On one side, we had the economic crash. On the other, the heightened awareness of germs/viruses and how these things spread whether we intend them to or not.

      It was a lot then. It’s still a lot now. But writers’ brains never rest.

      In April 2020, for the first time, putting together the chicken anthology that I had always planned to do “someday” seemed like a good idea.

      I thought maybe I’d gone a bit cracked. I consulted with the hens, and they agreed. So, I put the idea out there, thinking nobody would take it seriously.

      Yet feathers flew!

      So many authors were so excited about the chicken idea and, for some, it was the first time they’d written in months. For others, it made them laugh in the middle of dismal day job issues or the heaviness of dealing with a shut-down.

      I’ve never gotten so much positivity so quickly. That’s when I knew.

      WE HAD TO DO IT!

      So, I spoke with an incredible cover designer friend, Elizabeth. (To know her is to love her!) Not only is she an incredible writer, she’s a fabulous designer. She made this amazing book cover, and the project moved forward.

      At long last, here we are. We’ve reached the finish line, and this half-baked idea is going out into the world. Thanks for being here with us!

      We have SO MANY ideas in here… chickens on Mars, chicken shifters, alien chickens, magic chickens, chicken houses, and all the mythical chickens in between. We even have a couple of mostly true tales toward the end.

      Keep reading! We’ve got something for everyone, and some things that will surprise you. Above all, I hope CRACKED cracks you up, too!

      

      ~Bokerah

      Chicken Curator
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        Harmony Settlement, Habitation Module 21.5

        Mars Test Colony, Tharsis Region

        Local: Sol 1864

        Earth: 30 June 2075

      

      

      

      Salvador Reyes, Mission Specialist—or Sallie to his friends—stirred a pile of dehydrated compost beneath the glare of the grow lights, imagining the headlines back home.

      

      CHICKENS LAND ON MARS

      

      The Martian wind howled outside the octagonal habitation-turned-agricultural module, rattling the specially fabricated panels that made up the whole of Harmony. The compound was nestled in a low spot between two ridges. On a clear day, he could sometimes make out the volcano Olympus Mons to the North. Valles Marineris, the great canyon system, stretched out to the south and east.

      Next year, after the second scheduled wave of astronauts arrived, four members of their crew would be sent to scout Hellas Planitia. He’d been there six months, but Mission Control hadn’t yet notified those crewmen that would be included in the exploratory expedition. He hoped he was one of those selected. He liked change.

      He leaned on his composite pitchfork. A small shed rested at the back of the room, far too big for the few tools he had, but NASA liked to plan ahead. Sallie kept two shovels and two pitchforks. Someday, they’d have a whole string of agricultural modules, and they’d grow enough dirt to change the surface of the Martian world.

      In the middle of the space, beneath the low hanging grow lights, a metal rectangle made up his workspace. If needed, the table would be easy to sterilize, if they wound up with a broody hen and a subsequent excess of roosters. Off to one side, a mobile chicken coop waited. It resembled a square box, resting on all-terrain tires. Instead of solid, closed-in sides, the walls were made out of a plastic mesh that he’d helped design a handful of years ago. Ventilation was important to roosting poultry, and the birds were important to building long-term viability and self-reliance in the test colony.

      The intercom double beeped.

      “Sallie?” Cynthia Port’s voice came over the speaker. As the Martian Module Commander, Cynthia kept the new Martian civilization in order.

      “Go for Sallie.”

      “Have you seen Aashi?”

      Sallie glanced at the monitor over the sliding doors, but instead of displaying the time, his album Best of Van Morrison played softly from the speakers, the image bouncing from one corner to the other. That and one disc of classic show reruns were all the personal items he’d been allowed to pack. He hadn’t seen anything but shit glitter—dehydrated compost.

      “No,” he said. “Something wrong?”

      Cynthia sighed. “She hasn’t checked in, and I can’t raise her on comms.”

      Aashi Das, Educator Mission Specialist, didn’t forget to check-in. If she was stuck outside the module… She wouldn’t have much time.

      Concern pricked along Sallie’s skin. “That’s not like her. Next steps?”

      “Assemble in the commons.”

      Doing his best to hide his concern, Sallie jogged toward the common area, but the empty space confused him. Nobody was there. What had happened? He turned, certain he’d missed something.

      A small figure leapt out from one of the stand-up cabinets. “Raaaaaaahhhhh!”

      Sallie leapt backward, tripping on a chair leg, cursing and spitting. He swung his fists wildly. “What was that?”

      Aashi’s face split in a grin as big as Saturn’s rings. “Gotcha.”

      “Don’t do that. You coulda killed me.” Sallie crossed his arms and scowled, but he couldn’t stop his smile, and his tone held no ire.

      

      Eighteen Hours Later

      

      Sallie pressed the button on his wrist monitor. Connected to his smart suit, it flashed his vitals and then the time. 0530. Up before the crack. Again. The farming thing was cutting into his sleep habits. A Martian Sol might be 24.5 hours long, but maintaining his circadian rhythm was important.

      He shoved the pitchfork into the soil until it hit the hard bottom of the module and flipped the mound over. He repeated the process, tilling the soil one forkful at a time. They had to keep their experiments separate from the pristine wilderness of the Martian landscape. It suited him fine. Made it harder for the inside to wind up outside and vice versa.

      Sallie never figured his biological sciences degree would lead to regenerative farming on a foreign planet. He started out with the idea of teaching in a high school or maybe a college. Strange the way things came ‘round.

      In keeping with his normal routine, he’d work until breakfast and stop to eat. At 1000, he’d radio the transport, get an ETA, and take his morning spin in the Rover with his helmet cam. Once the transport arrived, it would be all hands-on deck for unloading boxes, crates, and barrels into the solar-powered, pull-behind carts.

      Unless something happened to the transport, the Mars colony would have poultry within twenty-five hours. NASA hadn’t released their plan to the media yet, but would once they were certain the birds survived the trip from the lunar colony. Sallie had been given permission to pull a social media stunt.

      Sallie sifted the fibrous mulch into the powdery dirt, making sure the discarded potato plants dispersed evenly. Potatoes had been one of the first things they’d tried to grow. The harvest had been small and puny but a promising start in Aashi’s garden. That woman loved her veggies. She’d declared it worth a social media post. Which Sallie photo bombed.

      NASA had a love/hate relationship with most of Sallie’s social media escapades. They hadn’t been crazy about his AirBnB listing for a Martian yurt with a spectacular view of Olympus Mons… He hadn’t figured someone would make the million-dollar reservation. The Administrator of NASA visited the trillionaire bidder to make a private apology and explain that they couldn’t make good on the weekend in the Yurt. Then there was the guy that hired him to Uber him around the Mariner Valley—or Valles Marineris. Mission control caught that one before it hit the digi-papers.

      In Sallie’s case, rash went along with brilliant. He knew it. NASA knew it. Besides, there was no such thing as bad publicity. He liked to think of himself as their favorite bad boy.

      Along with the other dozen crewmembers, he was one of the best damn problem solvers they had and they couldn’t exactly send him to his room from thirty-four million miles away. Though, they probably regretted approving his psych evals for the long-term assignment outside of their reach.

      Breathing hard from the work, Sallie leaned the pitchfork against the free-standing table in the center of the room, careful to avoid knocking the grow lights. Thirty-eight percent of the gravity of Earth meant he needed to work harder in the ARED—or Advanced Resistive Exercise Device—room. He shouldn’t be winded from stirring dirt. He stabbed the next vacuum-sealed cube and slit the casing lengthwise.

      Nine down, only one more to go.

      In order to ship the compost, NASA dehydrated it for the long voyage from Earth to Mars. They’d received one barrel of poultry feed and one brick of mulch and manure for the last ten monthly supply shipments, along with tools, replacement items, and human food. They even shipped toilet paper. They had the use measured down to the minimum.

      So far, the colonists received enough to cover the room in several inches of the stuff. NASA had been planning chickens on Mars for years.

      He’d give it all a good soak to reconstitute it with water from the H2O collection unit that held melted permafrost so it could be used as rocket fuel on the return trip to Earth and filtered to use inside. Future plants would break down the nutrients more easily after reconstitution. Then he could inoculate the soil and start introducing the bacteria that would eventually help break down the organic material, essentially growing topsoil on Mars. He upended the package, spreading dried fibrous matter over the ferrous dust. It reminded him of glitter art projects back in grade school.

      The higher-ups had granted him permission to take an Instagram Selfie with the poultry and save it to the memory banks so it would be uploaded to his page the minute it got within range of Earth WIFI. The astro-fan girls would love it.

      Hashtag: Save the Planet.

      He snort-laughed at his own joke.

      “Catching a cold, Sallie?” Aashi Das, Educator Mission Specialist, interrupted his pre-dawn musings. Her footsteps rustled against the reinforced planking that covered the Martian surface in the halls between rooms, quiet enough to be socked. Where Sallie lived dangerously by creating newsworthy gimmicks to the chagrin of NASA, Aashi lived dangerously by wearing socks and leaving her boots in her room.

      “Always gotta sneak up on a guy.” He straightened and turned toward her. It was early for her. Most of the crew didn’t get up until 0600. “You know shit glitter makes me sneeze.”

      She laughed, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. They all wore the same blue jumpsuits, but she wore hers best. She stood about seven centimeters shorter than he was; she was one of the youngest crewmen. “I can never figure out why you call it that,” she said.

      “Eh, never mind,” he said, his mouth twisting in a sardonic grin. He’d had a pretty miserable childhood. Craft days in Kindergarten were the happiest memories he had.

      Six months ago, when he’d stepped off the transport, Aashi had been the first to call him Sallie. The name didn’t have the same connotation in Mumbai as it did in Riverside, Iowa. When she said it, she had been burying potato pieces in dirt, and her dark brown eyes sparkled. Van Morrison’s ancient classic, Brown Eyed Girl, flooded his brain. It had been as cheesy as a movie scene, weird enough that he’d checked his oxygen saturation levels on his wrist monitor, certain something had malfunctioned. After that, he couldn’t bring himself to object, so the nickname stuck. She didn’t know it, but she was most of the reason he hadn’t requested transfer back to Texas.

      Aashi cleared her throat and put her hands on her hips. “Lost in thought?”

      “Something like that. How’s your fodder system?”

      Aashi dropped her hands and dipped her chin. “The bins are assembled, and I’ve hung the set of grow lights over the last few. I’ll start the barley seeds soaking tonight and put them in the first bin tomorrow. Then, I’ll start another batch soaking and move the first bins down. They’ll get beneath the grow lights on day four. That should hurry their growth along. If everything goes well, in about seven days, we’ll have sprouted grains.”

      “A fodder assembly line.”

      She laughed. “Something like that.”

      “That bit of green and extra protein will make a big difference to the birds’ diet. They’ll appreciate it.”

      “Speaking of diet, I’m having curried rice for breakfast. Hungry?”

      Sallie stopped to survey his work. The carbon matter covered the floor, still thick in some places. The chickens could do the rest of the work. “Bacon?”

      Aashi shot him a look. “Is that a yes?”

      “Bring on the curry.” He winked. “I’m going to start the watering cycle.” He followed her out into the hallway tube that led toward the shared living space. He could finish later. Little clouds of dust leapt into the air as he crossed to the cabinet at the back of the room and dropped his tools inside. He turned around.

      Aashi flashed an okay sign and continued toward the commons. “See you in a minute.”

      Sallie punched the cycle code into the keypad next to the opening. The doors slid closed and sealed with a hiss. It had taken him several weeks to drill all the holes in the bottoms of the latticework of PVC pipes that hung from the ceiling of the modified habitation module. Because hydrogen and oxygen could be volatile, the four-thousand-gallon H2O collection tank was set on one of the two rises about five hundred yards away. Beneath it, permafrost was melted by the RTG—or radio thermal generator. The warmed water was piped through the station for radiant heating. Even with less gravity, liquid flowed downhill. Aashi’s garden and his efforts to grow soil also utilized the gray water from the once-a-week showers and any other function.

      After breakfast, he would mix the final compost package in and inoculate the soil. The chickens would need one day of adjustment in their mobile coop before he let them out on the dirt surface of the ag-module and closed the doors behind him. They’d need dry bedding to scratch in, but the mulch matter had to be reconstituted. Such as it was, the Martian atmosphere would suck the moisture out as quickly as possible, leaving a mostly dry surface for the chickens when it was time to let them out to free-range.

      Satisfied that the process could continue without him, he made his way to the living space at the center of their colony, his boot heels loud against the hard planking.

      The compound was shaped like a wagon wheel with a greenhouse sticking out one side and his ag module sticking out the other. Six hallways led from the exterior storage ring toward the living space they all shared. The circle in the middle was divided into a command post, a triage area and hospital bed, a kitchen/dining room, lounge area, and the ARED room. Four bedrooms branched off of each hallway tunnel. In a state of emergency, the bedrooms doubled as survival capsules, food and water supplies built into the walls. If the need arose, the commons circle could also be closed off from the rest of the compound.

      Sallie increased his pace. He could smell the curry already, and his stomach growled. He took a seat on one side of the long table. They rarely ate at the same time, but the table was big enough for their dozen-member crew to eat together.

      Aashi pulled two packets from the heating sleeve. Like a tube of toothpaste, she squeezed his onto a dish and then hers. Besides their potato harvest, most of their food came out that way. He wouldn’t bring it up, but that was another reason he was looking forward to chickens: fresh eggs and fresh meat.

      “Smells delicious.” She placed the steaming plate in front of him.

      “Thanks,” she said. “What’s on your schedule?”

      “Making room comfortable for a bunch a pollos locos.” He scooped a big bite onto his plastic spork, blowing on it to cool it down.

      Aashi grinned. “Happy chicken?”

      “Crazy chickens.” He emphasized the s. Eighteen had boarded at the lunar colony, hatched in a centrifuge as preparation for their trip to Mars. At last count, an even dozen would arrive alive and well.

      “How did you talk your way into getting those pets?” She put a bite in her mouth and winced. “Hot.”

      Sallie shrugged. “When managed the right way, chickens till the soil, aerate it, and add nitrogen with their manure load. When combined with compost, they can generate topsoil quickly. You,” he pointed at her, “need soil enough to feed twenty-four of us. When we get enough bio organisms in the soil, your crops will double.” He wiped his mouth.

      “How long until I can plant?” She shifted in her seat and folded her arms on the table.

      Damn song was playing in his head again. He went on, “If we’re careful with the nitrogen load from the manure and keep a close eye on the balance, we could try something hardy in a month or so. The best growing won’t happen for a while yet.”

      “Kale,” she said, licking her lips. “I haven’t had fresh greens in…” She stared over Sallie’s shoulder. “My god, it’s been years. We’re going to grow amazing things together, Sallie.” She reached across the table and squeezed his forearm. She kept her nails cut short, but her fingers were long and slender.

      “What’s that about fresh food?” John Brown, the Martian Module Pilot, stepped into the commons from the direction of his sleeping quarters, his voice jovial. He seemed more relaxed than he’d been since he received the news of his mother’s unexpected passing. Aashi withdrew her hand.

      Cynthia Port, Martian Module Commander, trailed behind him, her shoulder-length blond hair uncharacteristically disheveled, her movements almost languid. “Morning,” she said, her Southern drawl thick. Her eyes darted to John and then down to her toes.

      The two took their place at the kitchen counter, sorting through the food options, moving around each other quietly, smiling and making eye contact. Their hips stayed close together.

      Sallie tilted his head. If he didn’t know better…

      He looked from one to the other, his eyes wide. If he were a betting man, he’d say there were probably enough pheromones to confuse a bee.

      There weren’t rules against fraternization, but sex complicated nearly everything. NASA knew it was pointless to send twelve humans to Mars and then pretend they could control everybody’s sex lives. He turned to Aashi and leaned over. “Are they?”

      She sipped her tea and studied her food, but she gave a nearly imperceptible nod.

      I’ll be damned.

      He wouldn’t have guessed any of them even had time to get around to that. None of them had family or relationships back home. It had been a prerequisite for selection. They all had a clean bill of health. Several of the crewman sold houses before leaving home. Any on-going bills had to be placed on autopay.

      His gaze flicked to Aashi again. He’d have to ask John later. The mechanics of it all.

      In case he needed it. He shoved another bite in his mouth, but almost choked when she lifted her head and winked. Bacteria, he understood. People didn’t make sense to him.

      “Eggs,” Cynthia said. “That’s what I miss. The reconstituted snot gruel we get isn’t the same, no matter what the label says.”

      John guffawed. “Welcome to space, baby.”

      Aashi shuddered. “I never developed a taste for meat. When I was a child, we never ate it.”

      Sallie gestured toward Aashi. “You handle the vegetables. I’ll handle the meat, and we’ll have a wonderful festivus feast.”

      Cynthia snorted. Her dad must have watched the same old television channel reruns his had. Aashi and John shared confused looks.

      “It’s from an old show,” he said. He gestured to the big monitor supported by a giant stand. “I’ll play it for you when it’s my turn to pick the movie for movie night.”

      “Fair enough,” John said, raising his water bottle.

      Fred Graham and Susan Mikhailov wandered out of the command room. They’d drawn the night shift for the week. The compound mostly operated on its own, but two crewman were always awake in the monitoring station. Without saying anything, they waved and stumbled down separate corridors, toward their respective bedrooms.

      “It’s about that time,” Sallie said, stretching.

      Aashi and Cynthia were chatting with their heads close together. They’d be engrossed for an hour.

      John nodded and stood. “Have a good meeting.” He and Cynthia shared a look. John headed toward the command room, and Cynthia went back to her conversation with Aashi.

      Sallie checked his wrist monitor. The misting cycle should be completed, and he had just enough time to inoculate the dirt before the morning meeting at 0900. He jogged back to the ag module.

      Twenty minutes later, Aashi was back. “Need any help?”

      “Sol waits for no man, and I’m hoping I can catch a dirt devil for the feed before my meeting with the transport for the chicken update.”

      “Good idea. I don’t think anyone’s caught a dusty vortex yet.” She grabbed the other pitchfork from the small shed and rammed it into the mound beside him.

      He lifted a scoop, turned it, and then flipped the pitchfork over to spread it. While he spread his portion, she selected her own. They settled into a companionable rhythm.

      “I think I need to work harder on the ARED.” She leaned on her implement, her chest moving up and down the way his had that morning.

      He laughed. “Me, too.”

      “What do you call this again?” She waved her hand around the room. “I mean with the chickens.”

      “It’s called permaculture,” he said, swiping a canister from the table in the middle. He took a swig and then offered it to her. She took a drink. “The regenerative method was co-invented in the 1970’s by a man named Bill Mollison, but the concepts have been around for much longer. In 1978, Mollison wrote about the idea with David Holmgren in Permaculture One.”

      “So there’s more to it than this?” Aashi handed the bottle back to him. “I never came across it in my botany studies. They don’t teach it often.”

      “More than they used to. It’s management-heavy old-tech in a new-tech hungry world. It’s out there. You just have to know where to look. There’s a whole design system we could use someday.” Sallie stared at the nearest section of wall.

      Instead of the beige panel, he imagined a terraforming movement that worked its way across Mars, impacting a yard at a time. With enough plants absorbing carbon dioxide, they could even sequester all the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and replace it with oxygen. Small components used over and over again… They had the ability to completely change the planet.

      He glanced back at Aashi. “Big dreams don’t happen in an instant. That’s hundreds of years off. First, we have to figure out if chickens can even survive here.”

      “Chickens on Mars…” She shook her head.

      “It’s amazing what can be accomplished with a little intentional design.” Sallie bent over the pile, surprised to see it was almost gone. His scoop was the last one.

      Aashi crossed to the shed to deposit her pitchfork. “I had a talk with Cynthia,” Aashi said. She sounded breathy, almost nervous. Strange. For her.

      “That’s good.” Sallie let the sentence trail out, focused on the task at hand. He wasn’t sure where the conversation was going, and he had a job to finish.

      “She said sex on Mars is about like sex on Earth. Good as the two people participating.” Her words came out in a flood, like a damn burst forth, bumping into one another in a vocal, trembling rush. “If you ever wanted to try, I’m open to experiment.”

      Sallie froze. Wait. What had she just said?

      Her offer broke through his tunnel vision and his eyes widened. The idea punched him in the gut… and then other places followed. He turned away from her and crossed to the shed to deposit his pitchfork. It had been a long time since…

      “Uh, I, well, I,” he stammered. He stayed with his back toward her, his throat working up and down as he collected his thoughts, focusing on anything but Aashi’s… He stared at the ceiling.

      Poultry… Roosters… Cocks. No. Not that one.

      Shit glitter, cold showers, baseball, and grandmas.

      In keeping with the long-term mission handbook, she’d expressed interest in a no-nonsense way. He’d just gotten around to thinking she might be an option. He never figured she’d beat him to the asking. In her head, she was an awkward AU ahead of him. Finally, he said, “That’s an intriguing idea.”

      Noncommittal was the best he could manage and not give himself away. He turned around slowly. Shit glitter, cold showers…

      Her gaze narrowed. “Good interesting or bad interesting?” She crossed her arms.

      “God,” he said, his voice strangled. He put up his hands. He’d been ambushed. “Good. It’s good. That’s what I meant. Aashi,” he rubbed his forehead, “you sure know how to sneak up on a guy.”

      A smile broke her scowl, and she uncrossed her arms. She kicked her hips to the side. “It’s been six months, Sallie. I wasn’t sure you were going to get around to it.” Without waiting for his response, she left.

      Sallie stared long after she’d disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Sallie squinted into the heavy haze and rolled to a stop on a rise that overlooked the circular compound. Some days, the view through the windshield of the Rover was spectacular. That day’s wind made the dust too thick to see Harmony. It almost obscured Sol.

      Smaller than it was on Earth, Sol shined as bright as it could through the dusty atmosphere. It always reminded him of the moon through midnight clouds from the roof of his house in Riverside, Iowa. Funny how he compared everything with “back home.” He’d been highly motivated to leave it, and he couldn’t get much farther from it. Maybe he could have saved himself thirty-four million miles if he’d tried Mumbai before trying Mars.

      He was out on his customary morning spin. He needed time to himself. Aashi’s words had kept him pacing in his quarters all night, so he’d climbed into his exosuit—or exo for short—and went out first thing. He wasn’t sure what to do next. They had agreed to live together for another two years. NASA depended on them to keep their word. If the relationship went poorly…

      A red light flashed on the dashboard. The first battery cell was almost depleted. Time to head back.

      He had to check the gray water tank and the water collection unit. After that, he’d head back in. He tapped the shifter on the console to his right and eased the yoke to the left, guiding the Rover down over the edge of the hill he’d been on for the last fifteen. He decided to work outward from Harmony Settlement.

      First, he checked the gray water tank. Closest to the compound and about half the size of the water collection tank, it held their wastewater until Aashi could use it in her greenhouse or he could use it in the ag module. Long, flexible tubes were buried in a shallow trench and connected to the sprinkler system. He checked the tank for leaks or anything else that might indicate a malfunction. It would be a huge loss if they couldn’t reuse their gray water. Large solar panels collected energy and fed it into backup battery packs. Cynthia would clean them that afternoon.

      He circled the water collection tank, checking the hoses. The rear of the tank was set several feet higher than the front. Inside the water tanks, hydrogen and oxygen were separated out of the melted permafrost to later be used as fuel for the transport. The tanks were primed to maximum.

      As the two elements separated, they were kept under pressure in adjacent tanks for the arrival of the transport. Once the transport re-fueled for its return trip, the tanks would be empty. It was always most dangerous right before the arrival of a transport. Water for heating of the station moved downward and collected at the front of the tank where it was stored until it was called for inside the station.

      That can’t be good.

      Oxidization had built up around the polymer relief valve. Rust circled it. NASA tried to use plastics any time they could. It must have a metal fastener of some kind on the inside. The ground wasn’t wet, but small circles resembling the aftermath of raindrops covered the ground. In the event of an emergency, the relief valve was meant to slowly leach the gasses into the atmosphere, in an effort to save the large tank. Replacement tanks of hydrogen and oxygen were stored inside. They also had a whole section of storage filled with backup water, but the preservation of the water collection tank would be critical to the continuation of their long-term mission.

      “Salvador to Control Center.” A light flashed inside his helmet, in the lower right corner of the HUD, indicating that the suit transmitted his words. He was close enough to Harmony that he didn’t bother relaying through the Rover.

      “I read you, Sal. What’s up?” John’s voice came in loud over the earbud speaker.

      “I’ve got some oxidation on the relief valve on the water collection unit. Looking like it’s leaking, too. We should probably check that.”

      “That’s sooner than the bigwigs projected. I’ll note it in the records and let Mission Control know.” The line clicked. John wouldn’t schedule a repair walk until he had the go-ahead from Houston. Until then, he could wait inside. He had to get ready for the latest arrivals.

      He climbed back into the Rover and started toward Harmony.

      “Hey, farmer,” Aashi’s voice came soft in his ear. “We’ve got chickens inbound. They’re lining up for their approach.” She had a smile in her voice. “Bring the Batmobile back to the Batcave.”

      “We can’t call it that. Copyright infringement.” Nevertheless, he couldn’t contain his laughter as he pictured himself in an Astronaut Batman suit. He wasn’t sure he could fabricate one, but he needed a new social media gag. The moisture from his breath and his wide-open mouth fogged his face shield. Moments later, the suit wicked it away.

      “It’ll take them fifteen minutes to figure out I said it.” Radio communications did take a while to get between the two planets.

      “Be home in ten, Alfred.” He never should have told her that the Rover reminded him of his favorite childhood toy.

      “Besides, communications between the Rover and the base aren’t broadcasted to Mission Control,” she said.

      “Good point.” And one he should have thought of himself. He shifted into the highest gear, bouncing over the uneven surface of the red planet.

      “Thought you’d like that,” she murmured.

      “ETA on the poultry?” Sallie wasn’t sure if his heartrate had increased because the last component of his mission had finally arrived or if it was Aashi whispering in his ear.

      “A couple of hours. I’ll be starting some seeds in the greenhouse. Come see me when you get in.”

      “Roger.”

      Ten minutes later, Sallie parked the Rover on the sunniest side of the compound, next to their solar-powered carts and a four-wheeler. He slipped through the first door of the airlock. When it sealed, the second one opened into the storage portion of the exterior circle.

      When he lifted his helmet off his head, Aashi was there, her dark hair tied in a low ponytail and tucked into her exo. She laced her fingers together, not quite wringing them. “I’m only getting gray water to my sprinklers. I managed to start the kale seeds, but I can’t soak the fodder.”

      “That’s not good.” Sallie tucked his helmet beneath his arm. Bugs didn’t exist on Mars. Her fodder system was a part of how they planned to add variety and protein to the diet of the inbound chickens.

      “I’m trying to start a few kale seeds and sprouting some fodder since our agricultural staff will be here soon.” Her mouth was tight when she said it, the smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. She was worried about it.

      The crewmen knew how volatile the water tanks could be right before the arrival of the transport. They ignored it mostly, but there was a reason it was five hundred yards away.

      “I was just there. There was some oxidation on the relief valve. It’ll need to be serviced soon, but that shouldn’t interfere with operation.”

      The corners of Aashi’s mouth turned down. “John said an error code buzzed in the control room.”

      “Want me to come?”

      She shook her head. “You need to get everything ready.”

      Sallie peered down the hall toward his project module then checked his wrist monitor. “I have time.” He pushed down on the hatch of her exo until the smart suit sealed.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, patting his forearm. “Don’t be weird about it, Sallie. It’s my job. Let me do it.”

      She was right. He didn’t have to help her. She wasn’t his, but… He might have done the same for Cynthia. His mouth twisted, but probably not, and he wouldn’t have offered for John. Romantic interests complicated missions. The mission handbook hadn’t taken into account his internal programming.

      “You win,” he said.

      “Get used to it.” She lowered her helmet over her head. “I’ll be back in minute.”

      “Be careful.”

      Aashi gave him two thumbs up and twisted the helmet a half-turn to the left. The exo hissed as it pressurized. She stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind her.

      Sallie climbed out of the hatch in the back of the exo. It was a bit like entering and exiting a body-shaped mini-ship. It made it fast to get on, though. The helmet took the longest. He hung the exo on the hook inside the locker marked with his name and placed his helmet on the shelf and headed toward the heart of the colony, ignoring the misgivings that turned his stomach.

      Crewmembers milled about Harmony’s common rooms. Radio waves were limited to mission communication between Harmony and Mission Control. Digital correspondence came with the monthly shipments but wasn’t parceled out until supplies had been moved indoors. They didn’t have to say anything. They all knew. Everyone was antsy to get their monthly downloads.

      He jogged down the hallway toward his ag module. He stopped at the edge. The compost had been freshly stirred. Even the waterer and feeder in the mobile chicken coop had been filled. Everything was ready.

      Sneaky Aashi.

      Sallie spun and jogged toward her greenhouse. Maybe he could find something to do in there. As he passed the control room, John appeared, his face ashen as he ran toward the exit.

      “What happened?” Sallie froze. He couldn’t help it. There was only one crewman outside.

      “It’s Aashi.” John stepped into his suit, pulling it up over his torso. “Her smart suit threw an error code. Something happened at the tank.”

      Sallie sucked at the air as though strangled by giant hands. “Is this a prank?”

      Please be a joke. Playful, sweet Aashi.

      John grimaced. “No joke here, Sallie. Come on.”

      In seeming slow motion, Sallie dove toward his exo and stepped into it. He yanked it up over him. Spots swam in his vision. Bile burned at the back of his throat. Someone, he couldn’t be certain who, pressed the hatch closed long enough for the smart suit to seal.

      Then he noticed the silence. Nobody moved. It was if they were all holding their breaths. Accidents meant death. So far, they hadn’t lost anyone. Aashi might be the first casualty.

      Aashi. His brown-eyed girl.

      And then Cynthia materialized beside him, patting his exo. “Prep the medbed,” she bellowed. Her words sent everyone scrambling.

      As one, the trio lowered the helmets over their heads, twisted them into place, and stepped into the airlock.
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        * * *

      

      The wind whipped around them as they stepped onto the Martian surface. John peeled away from the group, no doubt grabbing the Rover. It would make quick work of the distance between Harmony and the main H2O collection tank.

      “Do you see anything?” Cynthia asked.

      “Not yet.” The tank was too far away to see, and he couldn’t make out any prone figures on the ground. At the thought, Sallie started jogging. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stand there and do nothing. He heard the Rover peel out and the low hum of the electric engine started his way, the sound broadcast from John through the open comm link.

      The frequency slowed. John must be letting Cynthia inside.

      But Sallie didn’t stop running. Aashi. He couldn’t. Another peel out and the low hum started toward him again.

      “Get in,” John said, throwing a wave of dust over Sallie as he slammed on the brakes just ahead of him. The passenger door swung open.

      Without slowing, Sallie jumped into the passenger seat. Cynthia had tucked herself in the backseat. John didn’t wait for Sallie to get the door closed. He flooded the electric engine with all the energy he could and it lurched forward, throwing them all against the seat.

      A few minutes later, they could make out the tanks through the haze. Sallie squinted. “There she is.” She had been thrown over the four-wheeler and now lay across the seat, face up, her legs and arms contorted and tangled together with the handlebars.

      About twenty feet from the end of the tank, they stopped.

      “What are you doing?” Sallie fumbled with the door until John’s hand clamped down on his shoulder. “We have to get to her.” Sallie’s voice cracked.

      John said, “I don’t know what the status of the collection tank is, Sal. When her smart suit sent the error warning, the tank dropped off the radar. There could be a cloud of hydrogen or oxygen. I don’t want to accidentally blow her to Phobos or Deimos. Either one.”

      “We have to assess the situation so we don’t do any more damage to Aashi or our water tanks,” Cynthia added. “The transport has to be able to leave so it can come back.” She leaned forward, ducking between the two seats and twisting until she stared into Sallie’s eyes, their face shields as close together as they could get. “Don’t make me leave you in the car.” The commander was deadly serious.

      Sallie took a deep breath. “You’re right.” He pushed his emotions to the side, imagining a void. He shouldn’t have lost his cool. They had training after training like that.

      He stepped down from the passenger seat of the Rover. The atmosphere report showed on his HUD. Ninety-five percent carbon dioxide, almost three percent nitrogen. Normal for Mars. He eased closer. John and Cynthia followed.

      “The pressure valve’s off the tank, Sal,” John said. “Be careful.”

      “Stay here,” Cynthia said. She eased past them both in a crouching position. The closer she got, the slower she went. “Aashi. Come in, honey.”

      Seconds as long as days ticked by.

      Aashi didn’t move.

      Sweat beaded on Sallie’s upper lip. He swallowed to keep the bile where it belonged.

      “Atmosphere readings are showing traces of hydrogen and oxygen, but it’s not horrible. Whatever was here, the wind must have cleared out. Maybe I don’t mind the wind after all.” She kneeled beside Aashi, staring into the helmet.

      Sallie bolted forward and dropped to his knees. “Aashi. Are you there, babe?”

      “God of my mother. Keep him safe,” Aashi whispered, but her eyes didn’t open. She cried out, and Sallie’s heart twisted. Then she rolled to the side, and her words slurred together.

      “We have to get her back to Harmony.” Sallie reached for her, but John’s arms clamped around him and dragged him backward.

      “Let Cynthia check her over first. If she has a back injury…” John said. When Sallie nodded, John released him.

      “Scan her,” Cynthia said. Aashi’s exo hummed as the smart suit went to work. “Hmm,” Cynthia said as she squinted at her HUD. “She has a concussion, but I’m not detecting anything else.” She stood. “Let’s get her into the Rover and back to Harmony.”

      Sallie didn’t wait to be told twice.
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        * * *

      

      Aashi looked so small, tucked beneath the thermal cover. She hadn’t stirred at all as they’d raced her back to the station. John sat at the control while Cynthia hovered over Aashi, using a stylus to jot things in her data pad. Aashi’s vitals were displayed on the monitor above the medbed.

      “Transport is inbound,” John called over his shoulder. He had resumed his duties at the command center.

      Near Aashi’s feet, Sallie crossed his arms, and Cynthia’s lips puckered.

      “Don’t look at John like that, Sal. You still have a job to do.” She waved at Aashi. “She’ll be fine. I’ll keep an eye on her over night while we keep watch. Then we’ll let her wake up when she’s ready.”

      Sallie dropped his arms and bit down on a frustrated growl. There was something primal, intrinsic to waiting beside her until she woke. He rubbed a hand across his face. He wanted to be there when she opened her eyes.

      “I could relieve you of duty and confine you to quarters,” Cynthia said.

      Sallie raised his hands in surrender. “I’ll go.” He ducked out of the room.

      “You got it bad, man,” John said, grinning from ear to ear. Before Sallie could answer, he turned back to the screens. “Transport touchdown in 3…2… 1…”

      “Shut up,” Sallie muttered. He could have flipped John out of his chair, but he had better things to do than getting tossed on house arrest. Chicken wrangling would have to suffice. Aashi would be ecstatic about them once she woke up.

      An hour later, the crew stood at the bottom of the transport, waiting for the hatch to open. The transport crew waved from the windows. In order to keep the decontamination protocol to a minimum, they wouldn’t disembark, but they took pictures and chattered back and forth.

      Once inside, Sallie made a beeline for a giant cube marked with the words Live Animals. Even his worry about Aashi couldn’t take away from his excitement over the next phase of his mission. “Sal to transport crew.”

      “Go ahead, Sal,” a man’s disembodied voice sounded close to his ear. Ben Zult, the mission specialist, had been on the last two refueling transports. He was probably working up the courage to ask for a transfer to the Mars station.

      “Anything to report on the poultry?” Sallie unsecured the straps that held the case in place. Once done, the crate moved easily on rollers, and he started for the transport, careful to avoid all the other crewman moving cargo through the hatch.

      “Lost a few en route, but they were clucking happy when we closed them. It’s only been a few hours. We waited as long as we could. We wanted to do right by your chickens.”

      Sallie chuckled. “Thanks, Ben. I would have waited until the last possible moment, too.”

      “We figured it was better that you had a chance at them. No matter how often we wanted to strangle that rooster and his messed-up crowing schedule.”
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        * * *

      

      “What happened?” Sallie stroked Aashi’s forehead. Her face already showed the bruising. She’s been out for almost a whole Sol—twenty-five hours. The transport had come and gone. She had mail from home waiting on her desk.

      Aashi shrugged. “I’m not sure. I bent down to check the relief valve.” She scrunched her face and pressed her lips together. “It gets kind of fuzzy. I must have touched it?” She turned her head to the side. “I can’t remember.”

      “You were face up across the four-wheeler when we got there.”

      “All the gas leaching outward must have blown me backwards.” She rolled her shoulders.

      “It could have killed you, Aashi.”

      “It didn’t.” Her wide smile re-opened the split in her bottom lip, and she winced. “They’re noisy. I can hear them all the way in here.”

      Sallie winked. “Wait until the rooster decides to crow.”

      As if the head bird knew they were talking about him, he let loose, the sound echoing up and down the corridors.

      John made a face as he entered the room. “They said you were up.” He jerked a thumb back toward the hall. “I hope he’s quieter when the ag-module doors are closed,” he said. “That crowing is gonna get old real fast.”

      “Could be,” Sallie said.

      “He can always join us for a festivus meal.” John’s gaze drifted over Aashi. He probably didn’t miss much. They’d been close to losing her, and the rest of the crew had been asked to allow a little recovery time before visiting. “Cynthia says you need to take it easy.”

      “Cynthia can tell me herself.” Aashi sat up. She wobbled when she straightened, and Sallie stepped forward to catch her if she slipped off the medbed. She laid her hands in his. “I’m fine. Just sore.”

      John nodded. “She will. She’s finishing reports before the transport leaves orbit.”

      “Will you be able to get the collection tank back together?”

      “We’re taking the rest of the crew to fix it. If we have to, we can use the backup this time. We should be able to drop everything in place, and we’ll be good to go,” John said. “I’ve already requisitioned for another set of backup replacements. They’ll get here in about nine months.”

      “That’s good to hear. My plants will need the water.”

      “Our reserves have worked well. In the meantime, Sallie got Mission Control to let us use a bit of the extra on your seedlings.”

      “What caused it?” Sallie stroked the back of Aashi’s hand.

      “Fred and Susan looked it over while you were unconscious. One of the tanks had a weak weld. Too much gas seeped out and that pressed on the washer. It made a weak spot in the protective coating so oxidation seeped in. It’s the kind of thing you don’t know to plan for until you’re in the field.”

      “Do you need me to fill out any paperwork?” Aashi tried to scoot up a little more in the bed.

      John raised a hand. “I just came to verify the rumors, but I’ll tell Cynthia you’re up.” He strolled away, whistling Brown Eyed Girl.

      “You’ve had a rough Sol,” Sallie said. “I thought I might lose—”

      Aashi put her finger on Sallie’s lips. “You didn’t. That’s all that matters.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t.” Sallie wrapped his arms around her, his heartbeat thundering in his eardrums. He had a feeling things were going to get more complicated as time went on. He pressed her to him. In the kitchen, John started whistling Brown Eyed Girl, and Sallie kissed the top of Aashi’s head. He liked complicated and maybe NASA would send somebody else to explore Valles Marineris. He had enough things to do around Harmony. In fact…

      A wedding on Mars.

      Now that had the potential to go viral. He chuckled. “Want me to walk you back to your room?”

      “No, I’m good right here.” Aashi snuggled closer, her face pressed against his smart suit. “Hurry up and grow me some dirt, Mr. Farmer. We’re going to change the world.”
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        The End
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      “’Ere, Farmer Valiant! Come quick! Chickens floppin’ everywhere!”

      Farmer Valiant stomped into the long aluminum-roofed chicken barn, feathers and wood shavings sticking to his mud-spattered wellies. His frantic assistant pointed wordlessly. All around them, white chickens listed like drunken sailors. Some hopped on one foot, their other foot hanging limp. Some dragged one wing. Some wiggled their tail feathers, their heads entirely motionless as they ran into each other, bowling over their fellows.

      “Not this again.” The gruff old man rubbed the back of his sunburned neck and sighed. “I’ll talk to ’im.”
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        * * *

      

      The Valiant farm, on the outskirts of Minions, Cornwall, specialized in dairy and poultry. The milk was sent by tanker each day to the Cornish Cheese Company there in Minions and the Trewithen Dairy in Lostwithiel, where it was made into, among other things, the world famous Cornwall clotted cream. The chickens, raised in long barns that could easily house up to 96,000 at a time, would be sold as broilers. A small number of speckled Sussexes, Easter Eggers, Bantams, and Lakenvelders, with their distinctive black and white plumage, were kept for their eggs in a traditional chicken coop closer to the old farmhouse, along with some of the native fowl. It was here that the venerable father found his son, surrounded by wobbly Cornish hens.

      “Using that nonsense you learn at school on the livestock again, are ye, b’y?” his father grunted. “Thought I told you no.”

      Gaius Valiant was a short yet handsome boy of seventeen dressed in a plaid shirt, dungarees, and thigh-high, green wellingtons, with his chestnut hair drawn back into a queue. The son was the polar opposite of his taciturn father: cheerful, erudite, light-hearted—yet the two were fond of each other.

      Gaius spoke in a lazy, cheerful drawl that held but a trace of the heavy West Country accent so prevalent in the speech of his father and the farmhands. “You told me not to practice on the cows. You said nothing about the chickens.”

      The young man squinted at a cream-colored Easter Egger as it strutted by. He waved a foot-long length of teak and brass. A stream of blue sparkles left the sapphire set into the wand’s tip and struck the leg of the fowl, who immediately flopped over, unable to move that limb. The rest of the bird’s body flapped about as it clucked in confusion.

      The farmer took off his hat and scratched his balding pate. “You’re scarin' the men, not to mention the fowl.”

      “Can’t you cover for me?” asked his son. “Come up with some crazy explanation? I’m… er… testing a concoction from the labs at Ouroboros Industries? They all know I interned there last summer. This is an unparalleled opportunity for me to learn a spell variation that very few people know. I need to practice if I am to master it, and where else am I to find so many willing…” Gaius glanced at the squawking, wobbling chickens. “Er… uncomplaining test subjects?”

      The old man gazed at him with hawk-like intensity. “If they go off their egg-laying, it’ll be you who misses breakfast.”

      Gaius gestured expansively. “It’s a chance I will have to take.”

      His father watched a hopping speckled hen. The hen gave a sudden squawk and flopped over into the mud.

      Farmer Valiant scowled and snatched the wand from his son’s outstretched hand. “Put this right. This is a farm, not a freak show.”

      “What…? But…? My wand!”

      “You can have this contraption back when school time comes. Until then, see to your chores.”

      Farmer Valiant stomped back to the chicken barns. Gaius stared after his retreating back, crestfallen. Then, sighing, he performed the Word of Ending, raising one finger and moving it in a short horizontal motion as he pronounced the cantrip. Freed from the partial paralysis hex, the hens rushed away from him, back into the chicken coop, clucking scoldingly all the way.
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        * * *

      

      “Dogs mauled another sheep today,” Farmer Valiant remarked, as he and his son cleaned up after lunch with the farmhands. Hannah, the farmhouse’s housekeeper, was away on her half day. “Up on Bodmin Moor.”

      “This is the fifth time since I came home for winter break,” Gaius said, frowning.

      “Them’s taken fifty sheep so far, altogether.”

      “That’s… a lot of sheep.” Gaius blinked, shocked. “Why doesn't someone do something?”

      His father shrugged. “Can’t catch 'em.”

      Gaius glanced up toward the moors. If he were to take on a pack of feral dogs, even his father would not begrudge him use of his wand, right? His wand represented everything he had become since going away to school. It practically was him.

      Without it, he felt empty, lost.

      “Can I go take a look?” he asked casually.

      His father shook his head. “Tomorrow, the trucks come.”

      “So, load chickens on trucks like mad. Then, clean the barn like mad. Soon as we’re done—maybe next week?—unload chicks like mad. I understand.” Gaius sighed cheerfully.

      His father gave a gruff, nigh-involuntary chuckle. “Such ’tis the lot of a farmer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next day the trucks came from the distribution company. Workers jumped out and rounded up the broilers, all 96,000 of them. They corralled the chickens, picking some up by their feet and carrying them, several at a time. The company was willing to send more employees and do all this work, but Farmer Valiant chose to increase his profits by volunteering his farmhands to aid in gathering the birds.

      So Gaius labored alongside the permanent farmhands, working well into the night. He did not utter a word of complaint, despite how different this backbreaking task was from his normal day during the school year. He knew how much it mattered to his father to have his son working beside him, so he gritted his teeth at the soreness of his muscles and held his tongue.

      The following week was the yearly cleaning of the chicken barns. The entire farm, even Hannah and the cowhands, pitched in, removing droppings, scraping the dirt floor, laying down new wood shavings, repairing walls, roof panels, and other related tasks. The cows were left to themselves, except at milking time. They could graze on the moors or wander through the center of town as the mood took them. Either way, they would find company in the form of sheep and even ponies owned by other local farmers.

      Minions was that kind of place.

      If only his father would let him have his wand. It would have been so much easier to clean this barn with magic. He had a number of different spells stored in its gem that could have made this job a snap—have the whole place sparkling and smelling like flowers before his father’s workers could say backofforillsmackee.

      Even if he had his wand, however, he probably could not have gotten away with using it openly in front of the entire staff. Most of the farmhands were Unwary—modern mundane folks who knew nothing of the World of the Wise.

      If word were to get out that he had used magic in front of them, the Agents of the Wisecraft would come and wipe their memory. No one deserved that.
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        * * *

      

      The day after they finished, in rolled the next set of new baby chicks. The chicks came off the trucks in large, brightly-colored plastic crates. So soft and pliant were the little birds at this early stage that dropping the crates caused them no harm. The crates could be tossed from one worker to another without concern.

      In fact, during a water break, Gaius scooped up a handful of the little yellow fluff balls and juggled them. He managed to keep up to six at a time in the air. This was two more than he had been able to do before he went off to school. All that dueling practice must have improved his reflexes.

      His new prowess impressed the farmhands, who grinned and clapped, shouting, “Add more! Add more!” until Farmer Valiant cleared his throat, and they all rapidly rushed back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Half an hour later, Gaius’s father called for everyone’s attention.

      Farmer Valiant spoke right to the point. “Dogs got Bessie. Wounded Clarabelle, too.”

      “Not Bessie!” Gaius cried, momentarily shaken.

      He recalled feeding Bessie with a bottle back when she was just a wee brown calf. He blinked hard, twice. Nor was he the only one affected; anger erupted among the men. Some called for the dogs on the moors to be poisoned.

      After a time, they glumly returned to work. Gaius sidled up to his father, speaking to him in a low voice. “Father, let me have my wand. I’ll stop these dogs.”

      “Giss on! You use that blasted thing too much. Can’t expect to solve all your problems that way.” His father frowned. Then he added, “I can spare you for the afternoon if you wanna take a stank up on the moor, but you’re not getting’ that blasted contraption back.”

      Gauis sighed.

      His father continued, “Take the binoculars and your cell. If you spot any sign of the pack, call the Council and ask them to send the dog warden. If you can’t get a signal, come right back.”

      “Right. I’ll take a look around then,” Gaius replied.

      He did not add that he had used the Cornish word for a walk precisely once at school. It had been two months before the other students had stopped laughing whenever they saw him. In the greater world, stank meant something else entirely.

      “Take care you hei back before dusk. ’Tis cold as a quilkin up there at night. Oh, one more thing,” his father added. “Tyach swears he saw something big out there when he went to collect the cows. Not a dog.”
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        * * *

      

      After grabbing the binoculars, his harmonica, his enchanted black bracelet, and a sturdy hiking stick, Gaius found Tyach in the paddock with the heifers. Branok Tyach was balding with a toothy smile, dressed in green dungarees and black wellies. Gaius asked the farmhand for a better description of what he had seen, but Tyach, who had always struck Gaius as bluntly good-natured, seemed strangely reluctant to answer.

      “Father said big. Big… like the Hound of the Baskervilles?” Gaius asked.

      Tyach shuddered, shaking his head. “Weren’t no dog, b’y.”

      “What… was it?” asked Gaius, puzzled. “I’ve never heard of bears in this area.”

      But Tyach refused to say more. He just muttered something like “Wouldn’t believe me if I told ye,” and suggested that Gaius take a look at Bessie’s body.

      As Gaius departed, Tyach called after him “And, b’y, keep a sharp eye out for any sign of that wee ‘un, gone missing from Clover Farms.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Bessie’s body had already been hauled away by the knackerman. Gaius headed down to the barn to where the vet was treating Clarabelle. Luckily, the doc had not bandaged her up yet, or it would have been very hard for Gaius to explain why he wanted to unwrap the cow to look at the wounds. Doc Tremeth had sedated the old girl and was scowling at her black and white body in consternation. Gaius instantly understood why. It was a strange wound.

      It did not look at all as if the cow had been mauled by dogs.

      “Ah, young Gaius. How’s school?” the vet asked, looking up with a congenial smile.

      “It’s proper job,” Gaius replied airily. “How’s Clarabelle?”

      “She’ll be all right, but..” The old doc shook his head. “Don’t know what to make of this. Doesn’t look like dogs. Yet it’s becoming common. I’ve tended a number of sheep with wounds like this. Too deep and wide to be claws and teeth. What do ye make of it, b’y?”

      Gaius looked at poor Clarabelle and shook his head. A lump grew in his throat as he again recalled how he had carefully cradled Bessie, the little brown calf whose mama had died, on his lap as he helped to feed her. He had never bottle-fed Clarabelle, but he remembered her as a frisky heifer. He hoped fervently that she would recover.

      Then he froze. He had seen wounds like that once.

      Normally, barnyard fowl let mice come and go, but once, a mouse had slipped into the broiler barns. The chickens had pecked it to death. A farmhand had chased the birds off before they could eat it—which chickens will do—and Gaius had been given the task of removing the thing.

      The wounds on the little body had looked like this…only tiny.
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        * * *

      

      Mist was moving across the moors as Gaius hiked up the rolling hill where Valiant Farm backed onto Bodmin Moor. A light dusting of snow covered the rocky outcroppings and brown grass. After a quarter of an hour, he reached The Hurlers, three circles of standing stones that local legend claimed were hurling players who foolishly did not stop their game when dawn came on some holy day and, thus, were turned to stone. As a child, Gaius had assumed this was just fancy. Now that he knew about magic; however, he could not help wondering, had these standing stones once been men?

      There were a great deal more strange things in the world than he had previously imagined. His thoughts returned to Clarabelle and the dead mouse. Could Tyach have seen a gigantic chicken? Certainly would have explained why the man was hesitant to speak. Gaius lived every day with strange things, and he would have had trouble believing such a story, too.

      Turning up the collar of his peacoat against the winter chill, he hiked up the gravelly path, shading his brow as he searched for any sign of dogs, injured livestock, or the little boy Tyach had mentioned, the grandson of Farmer Angove over at Four Clover Farms. Word had come last night that the five-year-old had wandered onto the moors and had not been seen since.

      That had been five days ago.

      People went missing on the moors, a few every year. Usually, they were strangers who had come up here to hike, but occasionally, they were locals, like Mrs. Fiddock, the butcher’s wife, who went out for her daily stank last summer and never returned.

      Almost none of them were ever found.

      Gaius continued across the mist-shrouded, snow-speckled moors. At nine hundred and twenty feet above sea level, Minions was the highest town in Cornwall, but Bodmin Moor was even higher. With all the rises and old quarries, dogs—or gigantic barnyard fowls—could hide almost anywhere.

      Was that a motion? Gaius reached for the comforting presence of his wand, but, of course, it was not in its customary place by his hip.

      He sighed.

      Years of hard work had made him the best duelist at his school, but dueling required previously-prepared spells. The sapphire at the tip of his wand contained thousands of spells, ready to be fired by a thought. At school, casting charges to be stored in that gem was one of his main free-time activities. It was this preparedness that had led to him becoming an excellent duelist.

      Without the pre-stored spells, however, sorcery was a much slower and more awkward art. Many types of spells could not be performed at all without considerable preparation. Worse, because Gaius had been focusing his main effort on dueling, he had not been sharpening many other skills. Instead of performing many spells himself, he would talk other students into casting them for him. So, without his wand, up here on the moors, he was almost as unprotected as the Unwary.

      Almost.

      Gaius pulled his harmonica from his pocket. There were two types of spells that could be cast instantly or at least on the fly. The first was cantrips, such as the Word of Ending that he had used to release the hapless chickens from his paralysis hex. These were short words or phrases accompanied by hand gestures.

      The second was enchantment, which included hexes, and, particularly, charms that altered the weather. Enchantments were music-based. If one tried to whistle or sing, the magical force moving through one’s body vibrated and tickled too much, making it impossible to maintain the correct tones, and the spell was disrupted. With an instrument, however, one could focus the magic and perform amazing feats. Luckily, the spell for dispelling fog was one of the first things they had been taught his freshman year.

      Gaius put the harmonica to his lips and played the short tune. He was only a mediocre player, but luckily, one did not need to be a virtuoso to perform satisfactory enchantments.

      To his delight, the fog began to lift almost immediately.

      The mist vanished, and the snowy moors appeared. Northward, Bodmin Moor spread before him, brown hills and quaint rock formations, such as the Cheesewringer, a giant stone outcropping that resembled the layers of hand-made cheese. Eastward, the hillside sloped downward to reveal the town and, some forty miles away, the rolling hills of Dartmoor National Park. With a slight, wry smile, Gaius waved. His girlfriend lived over that way. He turned back to Bodmir Moor. To the south lay farmlands, including his family farm. Westward…

      There, staring him in the face, was a gigantic black rooster.

      Sh*t! Giant Chicken!

      They stared eye to eye, the young man and the six-foot cock. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Gaius noted that the creature was an Ayam Ceman, a breed known for everything about them being black. Their feathers were black. Their cockscombs were black. Their eggs were black. Their fluffy chicks were black. Even their meat was black.

      Then, Gaius screamed.

      Startled, the giant rooster let out an ear-splitting Cock-a-doodle-do. Then, it spun and fled, strutting away with its great chicken legs, across the rocks of the rolling moors.

      “Stone the crows!” Gaius gasped. “One peck and that thing could have murderized me!”

      He pulled out his phone, his hand trembling. Then he just stared at it. Who in the world did he think he was going to call with this thing, even if he could get a signal up on the moors, which, frankly, he never had before?

      Was he going to explain to the local dog warden that he had seen a six-foot rooster?

      Should he ask for the humongous-barnyard-fowl warden?

      He put the phone away.

      Reaching under his sleeve, he touched the bracelet, a hoop of black metal, that he wore beneath his coat. With this, he could call a select group of other students who wore similar devices. Most of them could not help him as they lived on other continents. But his girlfriend was on this circuit, and she lived on Dartmoor, just over the horizon. She also knew an amazing amount of magical world trivia.
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        * * *

      

      “Rachel, me beauty” Gaius began, falling into the Cornish way of greeting in his disoriented state. He was impressed with how calm his voice sounded. One almost could not tell that, moments ago, his whole body had been shaking. “You grew up with all this magic stuff. You know the local lore. Are there any legends about giant chickens?”

      His girlfriend’s voice came over the bracelet, high and sweet. It sounded as if it were speaking just beside his ear. “On the moors, you mean? Here in Devonshire, there is. I don’t know about Cornwall.”

      “Really? And what might that be?” he asked airily.

      Rachel’s voice took on that tone she used when reciting from memory. “A few centuries ago, a local vicar, here in Devonshire, began dabbling in the dark arts. He possessed a large collection of forbidden books and manuscripts. Once, while he was conducting services, his servant Moorcock opened one of these tomes and, foolishly, began to read. Moorcock was not a learned man, so, of course, he read aloud.

      “He had scarcely read a paragraph when the sky grew dark, and great winds began to shake the cottage. The door blew open, and in came a black hen. It was normal sized at first, but then it began to grow and grow, until it was as big as an ox.

      “At that point, the vicar broke off his sermon and ran home. When he arrived, the hen’s head was brushing the ceiling. The vicar threw down some rice, and as the hen pecked at the grains, it returned to its original size.”

      “What happened to the servant?” Gaius asked.

      “Um… no idea. It’s not part of the legend.”

      “Interesting,” he mused. “Thanks.”

      “Always happy to help,” she replied cheerfully.

      Staring off the way the rooster had gone, Gaius paused, torn. Should he ask Rachel to contact her father, who was an Agent of the Wisecraft? The Agents were part magical policemen and part supernatural animal control. This thing was right up their alley.

      But then he thought of Tyach and of the doc. Agent Griffin was a nice man, but his loyalty was to the laws of the Wise, not to Gaius. Would he want to wipe the memory of everyone who might have encountered the monster bird?

      That was not a price Gaius was willing to pay. He would have to solve this himself.
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        * * *

      

      Gaius returned home one more time, where he grabbed a bag of chicken feed. He had no rice, but he hoped this would do. He considered asking his father for his wand again but knew that if he explained why he wanted it, the old man would not let him go. Instead, he grabbed the hunk of quartz he kept on the shelf above his bed. It was hardly a thaumaturgy-grade gem, such as normally topped a wand, but it was a type of crystal. This meant that it could hold a few spells. He played two paralysis hexes with his harmonica—the regular, full-body kind, not the special variety he had been practicing—and then cast the Word of Ending twice, the Word of Opening once, and a fog-removing charm for good measure.  Each of these spells, he placed into the quartz, which he then put in the pocket of his peacoat.

      In an emergency, he would have something ready.

      Then, tossing the bag of feed over his shoulder, he set out for the moors.
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        * * *

      

      He found the place that he had been standing when he first saw the giant rooster. With the stone Hurlers at his back, he walked slowly westward. The dusting of snow was melting, so the monster’s huge talons left deep marks in the muddy ground.

      Gaius followed them.
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        * * *

      

      Lying on his stomach atop a rocky ridge, Gaius focused the binoculars on a seemingly-uninteresting hill surrounded by a low outcropping of crumbling rock. The area was about half an acre in size. Even in the summer, when Bodmin was crawling with hiking and picnicking emmets, as the locals called the tourists, Gaius had never seen a single person climb over that hill.

      To him, that said: obscuration—i.e. magic that deceived the senses, to keep the Unwary away from places of the Wise.

      Could there be something hidden there?

      “Other men get to investigate spies or quest for mythical animals,” he murmured aloud. “While I am stuck following the most stupid of animals, the chicken.”

      Something moved to the north! Gaius swung his binoculars that way.

      The six-foot rooster!

      The gigantic fowl ran across the snowy moors. Gaius tried to keep his binoculars trained on it, shifting this way and that to find a comfortable spot atop the uneven rock. It was hard to concentrate on the black bird with something digging painfully into his stomach. With a hiss of annoyance, he pulled all the bumpy things out of his coat pockets—the harmonica, the quartz, his pocketknife—and thrust them into the seed bag. Then he inched forward, following the big bird, first through the binoculars and then with his naked eye.

      After about five minutes, it approached the wall of crumbling rocks that encircled the area Gaius had noted as suspicious.

      For a micro-second, the rooster walked into solid rock.

      Then, with something like a snap, the knob of the hill was gone, and where it had seemed to be stood a small farm.

      The rooster trotted down an incline to a rusty gate in a high chain link fence that surrounded an open area filled with barnyard fowl. The big black bird pecked a lever on a post, and the gate swung open. It strutted inside, and the gate swung closed behind it. Then, it crossed the entire enclosure, walking near the front fence so that Gaius could only see its upper body as the bottom of the enclosure was lower than the surrounding rocky hillside.

      In the far-right corner stood what looked like a feed dispenser with a green lever to one side and a red one to the other side. The gigantic bird pushed a red lever and lowered its head, as if pecking at newly-dispensed grain. Out of the corner of his eye, Gaius caught a glitter. He moved the binoculars and adjusted the distance.

      Was that a crystal set into the post? A strange thing to put in a run-down chicken coop. Could it hold a spell of some kind? Maybe something to help keep the chickens healthy? No way to tell from where he was. Gaius turned his gaze back to the food dispensers.

      The giant rooster was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Gaius cautiously closed the rusty wire gate behind him and walked into the enclosure where the black rooster had vanished. A ridge of rock ran all the way around the enclosure, outside the chain link fence. Over this rocky wall, to the west, he could see the tall, slanted roof of a weather-beaten stone cottage. There was no sign of a human owner, though a bit of smoke trailed up from a chimney.

      He wondered who might live in that house. A witch, he wagered. Cornwall was famous for witches. Even the Unwary knew about Tamsin Blight, the “White Witch of Helston” and Betsy, who could kill a horse with a look or keep a pig from dying with a word, even if its throat had been cut. There was even a Museum of Witchcraft and Magic in Boscastle, up on the north coast.

      As a child, he had assumed these witches were just myths, like the Hurlers. It had never occurred to him before that these witches might be real, as real as the other young sorcerers with whom he went to school.

      Moving into the enclosure, he surveyed the situation, blinking at what he saw. Slowly, his jaw fell open. Chickens were everywhere, but almost no two were the same.

      When Gaius was six, his mother had died. During her last days—to occupy her little grandson and keep him from being underfoot—his maternal grandmother had given him a large picture book depicting chickens by breed, both mundane breeds and exotic ones. He had spent some of the last hours of his mother’s life giggling at the funnier-looking chickens with her. In the months and early years after she was gone, the book had been his favorite.

      Now, standing here, it was as if the pages of that book had come to life. Gaius had never seen so many breeds of chicken in one place in his life.

      Some were ordinary, such as the two pure white Ixworths—or maybe those were Bresses. He had trouble telling those two breeds apart. Well, at least, without eating them. The Bresse was said to be the best-tasting bird in the world. Others were extraordinary fowl Gaius had never seen before in the flesh, such as the Yokohama, which resembled a black and white phoenix. With its exotic tail feathers, the Yokohama resembled the kind of fancy rooster one would see on tea towels that city-dwellers bought to give their flats that “country kitchen” touch.

      Gaius walked among the chickens clucking to some and chuckling at others. A brown and black Polish strutted by, with its ridiculous pompom of a crest. The crest was so fluffy that it blocked the bird’s range of vision and made them vulnerable to being carried off by birds of prey. Gaius’s father had stopped stocking them years ago, calling them “the dumbest possible birds.”

      Pulling seeds from his bag, Gaius threw it to the nearer hens. A handful of Dorkings and Old English Game gathered around him, breeds so old that they had been eaten by Romans. As a farmer’s son, Gaius preferred the Dorking. The Old English Game tended to get overly protective of their young and attack his ankles when he came to feed them.

      A motley Brabanter pecked at his offering, a hardy breed that was not particularly pretty but was ideal for surviving on these cold windy moors. Over to the left, he spotted a pair of big, shaggy Cochins. They looked light grey to his eye, but he knew that their color was categorized by the ridiculous name of lavender. The Cochins were a breed so fond of brooding that even the roosters occasionally sat on the eggs. According to some legends, basilisks hatched from the eggs of roosters. Gaius had long suspected that they were really laid by some other creature but incubated by male Cochins.

      A curly-feathered young Frizzle, as shaggy as a Muppet, strutted beside him. Gaius itched for his wand. The fuzzy, goofy little thing was practically begging him to freeze it and watch it flop around in the mud.

      A roof had been built along the back wall, giving the birds a place they could go to avoid rain, snow, or excessive heat. Near the beginning of the roofed section was an egg hatch. It stood open, allowing him to peek within. Gaius drew back in surprise. He was used to Easter Eggers that laid blue eggs and even Olive Eggers who laid green ones, but there were egg colors here that he had never even imagined: reds, pinks, lavenders, weirder colors that only girls knew the names of. Backing away, he nearly stepped on a rare Norfolk Grey that looked almost sullen as it huddled in front of the hutch, as if attempting to avoid the judgmental gaze of three imposing-looking German Deathlayers, with their white heads and spotted bodies.

      Deathlayers were so named because—unlike most hens, who only laid for a set number of years—they were known to lay eggs until the day they dropped dead. Gaius considered them to be the egg-laying equivalent of a D&D character.

      Gaius continued forward, slowly pressing through the birds, using his hiking stick to gently move the hens aside as he searched for where the black rooster could have gone. Was there a back gate he was missing? The fledgling Frizzle ran after him, bumping against his ankle, almost like a dog. He dropped a bit of seed for it. Maybe the bigger birds picked on it, and it was hungry. He looked ahead, scanning the many birds.

      Wait. Was that…

      A large bird sat among the chickens, but it was not the giant rooster. Gaius blinked twice, but his eyes were not deceiving him. Wide body, narrow fuzzy neck, evil-looking eyes, it was an emu. What was an emu doing among the chickens?

      Gaius’s hand went for his wand, but, of course, it was not there. He sighed. Emu could be dangerous. At least, he thought they could. He drew the harmonica from the seed bag and held it in his hand, ready to play the three notes of the paralysis hex, if necessary, but the emu remained where it lay, watching him warily with its beady eyes.

      He turned slowly in a circle. There were over a hundred chickens here, possibly two hundred. This was no mere family chicken coop but nor was it a commercial farm.

      This was a chicken fancier’s farm.

      Apparently, the farmer also fancied emus.

      The little Frizzle ignored the grain and pecked at his ankle. It was  constantly underfoot wherever he stepped.

      Putting on his best Foghorn Leghorn accent, Gaius declared, “Go, I say, go away boy. You bother me.”

      The little chicken stopped following him.

      Gaius gave an involuntary surprised laugh. “A chicken finally listened to me. What are the chances of that?”

      He glanced back. The little Frizzle had hunkered down and looked… depressed? Did chickens get depressed?

      “Just kidding, little guy,” he joked, “You can follow me.”

      The little chicken popped up and ran back to his leg.

      Okay. That was weird.

      Then he spotted it. Strutting around on the far side of the enclosure, near the food dispensers, was the black rooster. Only it was small. It strutted around the enclosure, passing a bronze-necked Campine, the black cock was only a tiny bit taller than the hen.

      What the cluck?

      Gaius moved closer for a better look. Something glittered to his left, followed by a plume of red mist, an unpleasantly familiar red mist. Gaius shouted, dropping his bag and hiking stick in surprise, and lunged to the side. Only he lunged to the wrong side, right into the red mist.

      The world turned upside down.

      Or rather, it grew. Everything all around him grew bigger, much bigger. The whole world had become gigantic.

      The chickens had become gigantic.

      Oh, no.

      He had been transformed, hadn’t he?

      Once upon a time, he had gotten into an argument with one of his best friends at school and ended up as a sheep. This was better than that. He could still think. When he had been a sheep, he had not remembered that he was Gaius. That had been a very disturbing evening.

      Gaius looked down, extending one leg, so he could see it, and then putting it back quickly, lest he flop over as his balance seemed off. His legs were chicken legs. His feet were… hidden beneath fluffy white feathers.

      No! No, no, no, no. Don’t tell me, I’m…

      He strutted over to a round black bin containing water and looked over the brim at his reflection.

      Then he closed his eyes very quickly.

      Then he opened them slowly.

      It was true. He was a chicken. And not just any chicken. He was a Sultan—the worst, most foppish of all, fluffy, plushy chickens.

      He gazed at himself in the water. He had pure white feathers, a red V-shaped comb that disappeared under a white crest nearly as ridiculously puffy as that of a Polish, feathery muffs, feathery shanks, blue legs, and five toed feet. If an eighteenth century Corinthian were transformed into a bird, it would be a Sultan.

      Sultans were the foppiest of fops.

      Stepping back from the water, Gaius sighed. Or at least, he tried to. Instead, he just made a kind of a rattling noise.

      Well, it could have been worse, he thought cheerfully. He could have become a Silkie, which were practically puffballs, or a Shamo, which had such long necks that they looked like real-life versions of those stretchy rubber chicken.

      But still, a Sultan?

      Really, fate? Really?

      A cold chill ran through his chickeny body as a new thought struck him, a disturbing thought. He knew very little of the darker side of the World of the Wise. The Cornish witches might be real, but they seemed like a different breed from the cheerful sorcerers he went to school with. Educated privately, passing their secrets from one to another, there was nothing to keep witches from straying into black magic, like the vicar in Rachel’s story—nothing to keep them from practicing their talents on their neighbors. In fact, he realized, a tingle slowly moving up his spine, they might be very bad people indeed—able to perform magic on a mundane population who had absolutely no ability to resist them.

      No wonder the Wise called those without magic the Unwary.

      If he only had brought his wand.

      A frisson of fear nearly paralyzed him. Stuck as a chicken, he could neither play a harmonica nor cast cantrips—for he could neither speak nor make hand gestures. Had he had his wand, however, he would still have been able to use it, because the spells stored in a crystal could be activated by thought. Without it, he was as helpless as the  Unwary.

      Of course, if his wand had been on him when he was transformed, it might have gone the way of his peacoat and his wellies. So maybe it would not have saved him after all.

      Some days, it sucked to be a sorcerer.

      The little Frizzle had come up beside him. It tilted its head this way and then that. Never in his life had Gaius seen a chicken make such an intelligent-looking gesture. He glanced up at the glitter he had seen right before he transformed. Sure enough, it was the gem he had spotted when he was up on the ridge. Was that what had transformed him? He had seen the red mist that went with transformations come from that direction.

      Had it transformed other people, too?

      “Are you the little tacker who went missing from Clover Farm?” he asked the Frizzle.

      Or he tried to ask.

      Because what he actually said was: “Cock-a-doodle-do!”

      Apparently, being transformed into a chicken did not give him any special chicken-speech powers, because the little Frizzle just stared blankly.

      Either that, or it was just a chicken.

      He looked around again and took two shuffling steps backwards, startled. The black rooster was back! Or, rather, it had grown big again. It cocked its head to the left, a nasty gleam in its eye. This was not good. A murderous monster was on the loose, and Gaius was the size of a rich lady’s lap dog and about as fuzzy.

      But how had the black rooster grown big again?

      Gaius looked around. The gigantic bird was standing right next to the food dispenser. The last thing he had seen before he lost sight of it up on the ridge was the bird pushing the red lever. Then it vanished—apparently because it had shrank to proper chicken-size.

      If the red lever produced something that made a big chicken small, what did the green lever do?

      The great black cock made its way across the enclosure, peering at the fowl. Chickens scattered before it, clucking in fear. Even the emu gave way.

      Was it looking for him?

      Ducking behind his fellow chickens, Gaius made his way over to the food dispenser. While the black rooster searched the area near his dropped bag, he pushed the green lever. A few grains of rice dropped into the bowl at the bottom.

      Here goes nothing! Gaius pecked at them, swallowing two.

      Suddenly, everything went back to its proper size. In fact, if anything, it was a tad smaller than usual. He looked down—still white and fluffy. Still a chicken.

      Well, he could not have everything.

      And if he did, where would he put it?

      The black rooster slowly turned its head until its beady, black eyes were fixed on Gaius.

      Oh, oh. That did not look good.

      The other bird strutted back and forth, crowing, but Gaius could tell from the gleam in its eye that it would be coming for him soon. It was a magnificent-looking bird, in prime condition, and it knew how to fight. It backed up, lowering and extending its neck so that its entire body seemed to vanish behind its towering black cockscomb and razor-sharp beak, its neck ruff spreading out around this point of deadly danger like a feathery black shield. It was a pose Gaius had seen cocks take in the barnyard, usually while he was sprinting to get a bucket of water to throw on them in an effort to dissuade them from continuing. He liked to think of this stance as their “alien pose,” because when they stood like that, they sure did not look like earthly creatures. He wagered that if some TV show used roosters in this position for their monster-of-the-week, the majority of the audience would have no idea that they had just seen a chicken.

      Looked more like a dinosaur. Or a rabid vulture.

      But usually the fighting cockerels were of puntable size. If they had come for him, and he had been wandless, he could have kicked them across the barnyard and scored a goal over the irrigation system. Now, it was enormous and coming for him. Sadly, punting was not going to do it. Nor was being an expert duelist any help. Knowing how to wreak havoc with just the right spell did not carry over well into winning a cockfight.

      His eyes rested on the deadly beak surrounded by its circular backdrop of black ruff feathers. What was he supposed to do? Peck at it?

      That would involve deliberately moving his head, his second favorite body part, toward said deadly, razor-sharp beak.

      He could see the battle now. He would flex his neck muscles, throwing his wobbly chicken excuse-for-a head forward, beak first—such a crazy idea. It was like fighting by hitting the other guy with your nose—and, just as he reached some important juncture, his fluffy white crest would flop into his eyes, blinding him, and it would all be over.

      Gaius was not a fan of illegal cockfights, the way a few of the local men were. He had never paid much attention to exactly what the birds did when they fought each other. But he had seen roosters battle. The year before he went away to school, a particularly large black and grey Sumatra that had escaped from a nearby farm and gone after one of their motley Easter Eggers. Gaius had a memory of the larger bird leaping into the air and striking the other bird with its feet.

      He could do that.

      How hard could it be?

      Gaius took three large steps backward, charged forward, and leapt. He flew through the air like a martial artist from a Hong Kong action flick, both clawed feet extended.

      “Hi-ya!” he shouted as he performed this high-class kung fu move. Only it came out sounding a lot more like: “Coo-doo!”

      As if with perfect aim, he struck his broad opponent, pointy talons first. Only now, however, did he remember something important. The Sumatra had also flapped its wings. This had kept it upright, so that its feet snapped out and pulled  back with the speed of a snake, while the bird hovered in the air.

      Not so Gaius.

      Oh, his feet hit the black rooster as planned, but the rest of him did the opposite of hover. Instead, he struck the hard earth with a loud smack.

      Headfirst.

      As he lay dizzy and disoriented on the ground, Gaius thought that at least he had finally mastered a martial art. Not karate or tai chi, as he had hoped when he was a wee lad, but rather his college roommate’s favorite martial art of squeegee: the art of outwitting one’s enemy by defeating oneself first.

      Yeah. He was a first class squeegee master.

      Black belt, even.

      The pain was intense, especially when the black rooster’s beak carved into his soft chickeny flesh. Luckily, his ridiculous layer of fluffy feathers protected him just a little. A scream escaped him, but even that was not satisfying. Instead, a series of chickeny squawks issued from his throat, producing so many notes that he felt he could have rivaled a bagpipe for truly ghastly music.

      Ghastly music! That gave him an idea.

      The beak was coming for him again. Gaius rolled to the side and somehow managed to get his crazy, long-toed feet under him and rise. He ran backwards, his head swimming.

      As he did so, he began issuing a series of high-pitched chicken sounds, trying to figure out how to make the ones he wanted. Human lips vibrated and tingled if one tried to push magic through them, but a solid chicken beak? It was practically an instrument.

      There! He had it! One blue spark!

      He could do this!

      Sucking in a huge breath, Gaius thought rapidly about what result he wanted and what he wanted to do next, exactly as he would in the midst of a duel. Then, concentrating, he cried out as loudly as he could, making the exact three notes needed for the paralysis hex.

      Blue sparks danced though the air and swirled around the black rooster, accompanied by a rush of what Gaius knew was the scent of evergreens, even though it smelled quite different to him as a chicken.

      The gigantic black rooster froze. Or, rather, as Gaius had planned, its body froze, absolutely still, but its head still moved, issuing challenges and letting out an earsplitting cock-a-doodle-doo!

      Gaius let out his own crow of relief.

      He had done it! He had stopped the monster, and he had used the new spell variation he had been trying to perfect. He had now officially mastered focusing the paralysis hex on a single portion of an opponent’s anatomy.

      He was a frozen chicken master!

      Crowing victoriously, he strutted off in the direction of his dropped bag.
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        * * *

      

      It took him an embarrassingly long amount of time to figure out how to get his head into the bag. Every time he tried to lift one side of the cloth, the other side flopped down again. Finally, however, he got his head inside, to find the Frizzle in there, happily chowing down on the seeds. It let out a squawk and backed up when it saw him. He ignored the little fluffball, searching for…

      Ah. There it was.

      Gaius’s chicken beak carefully closed around the quartz he had tossed in the bag when he was spying up on the ridge. With a thought, he activated one of the Word of Ending cantrips he had stored in it.

      And, just like that, he was himself again.

      He lay there for a moment, stretched out on the hard, cold ground—a bit of soft mud under one knee—breathing in relief.

      He had never been so happy to just be him.

      “What have we ‘ere, me ‘ansome?” cackled an aged woman’s voice from just above him. “Irksome emmet causing trouble among Granny Moorcock’s birds?”

      Gaius did not hesitate. He did not even pull his head out of the bag. He just grabbed the quartz and held it up. Relying on his dueling instincts, he gauged where the speaker was and, with a thought, fired off one of his stored paralysis hexes, and not a partial one, either.

      He waited a moment. When the voice said nothing else, he pulled his head out of the bag. A rain of seeds fell from his hair as he rose, scattering everywhere. Seeds trickled down his neck and clung to his nose.

      Great. First, stuck as a Sultan. Now, this.

      What a humiliating day.

      But he forgot his dismay when he saw the ugly hag—for that must be what she was, literally—caught mid-cackle, as frozen as a statue.

      Grinning, he stalked forward and stared the old woman in the face. “No. I am not going to turn you back so you can babble about your tragic backstory and what led you to this.” He gestured at the giant black rooster, which was still able to move only its head. “You can save that for the Agents. Turning humans into chickens! You’re sick!”

      He started to turn away and then spun back toward her again. “And I am not an emmet! Born and breed Cornishman ‘ere.”
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        * * *

      

      Returning to the food dispenser, Gaius pushed the red lever and caught a few of the grains of rice that fell. These, he tossed into the giant rooster’s mouth—which was why he had left its head unfrozen. There would have been no way to get it to swallow had he frozen the whole creature. The black Ayam Ceman shrank to the size of a normal chicken.

      Then, Gaius stomped around the enclosure performing the Word of Ending cantrip over and over.

      As he had suspected, the little Frizzle was the missing boy from Four Clover Farms. The Norfolk Grey turned out to be Mrs. Fiddock, the butcher’s wife, who had gone missing last summer. She seemed heartily glad to be back in her proper form and kept bursting into tears and clutching Gaius’s arm in gratitude. There were other humans as well, including the black rooster, who turned out to be a fisherman from Padstow who seemed to believe he had been suffering a nightmare. Gaius kept going, casting the cantrip on each and every bird. There were fifteen humans in all among the livestock.

      But the emu was just an emu.
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        * * *

      

      Gaius guided the locals, including the poor fisherman, out onto the moors, leaving those who were tourists from other places still in the enclosure. He called his girlfriend and asked if her father could send a few Agents to clean up the mess. Then he escorted the butcher’s wife and Farmer Angove’s grandson home.

      Returning to his father’s farm, he was greeted as a hero. He could not tell the farmhands what had happened, except to say that the threat had been eliminated, and the little boy had been returned. However, he told his father the whole story when the older man came to see him in the chicken yard. The taciturn old farmer listened to him without comment. Then he nodded once and wordlessly held out Gaius’s wand.

      Gaius stared at the length of teak and brass, so familiar and dear to him. Then, he smiled and shook his head.

      “It’s all right, Father. You keep it till I’m ready to go back to school. I think this learning to get by without it is doing me some good.”

      “At least, you won’t be freezing any more chickens,” his father replied, sticking the wand in his coat pocket.

      “No, of course, not,” Gaius replied airily.

      The moment the old farmer walked away, Gaius pulled out the harmonica he had been holding behind him.

      “Okay, chickens, listen up!”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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      Spacer Third Class Williams had caused disaster on shore leave before and was rightfully leery of causing another. The incident on Capella IV had started from a one-night stand, and what was shore leave for if not for brief, torrid romantic encounters? Just because things had gone off the rails—well, that should have been his problem, not the fleet’s. But no. The Capellans had to go and make a big deal out of it— anyways. Different story. The Lister Protocol, unlike many Merchant Scout regulations, was clear, concise, and easy to understand. “Thou shalt not bring animals aboard the ship.” It didn’t apply to the science team, of course, but Williams was a Loadmaster’s Mate, not a scientist. He looked long and hard at the chicken and tried to ignore the impulse to pick it up.

      Well, he thought it was a chicken. It was big, maybe three feet tall, and while it was chicken-shaped, it was more beautifully colored than any chicken he’d ever seen. Bright red tail plumes nestled in a body covered in iridescent, shiny black feathers. The creature’s head was a deep russet that made him think of fall; the eyes big and wide in a way that reminded him of those stupid cartoons Vance was always watching late at night. It looked at him in a way that could only be called imploring.

      Williams felt like an idiot. He had been an Iowan farm boy before joining the Merchant Scout Fleet. He’d seen a lot of chickens in his life and taken off nearly as many chicken’s heads. He’d never felt much pity for one before.

      He heard men shouting in the distance—maybe another street or two over. The chicken looked at him with those, big, shimmering eyes, and Williams almost wanted to weep for the poor thing.

      “Fine,” he said to the chicken, “fine. Come on. But hurry!”
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        * * *

      

      Once you got down on the ground, Dzamglin was just fine. There wasn’t much in the way of flat ground, but the unrelenting mountains provided a sort of harsh beauty. Coupled with the brightly colored pagoda complexes clinging to the sheer cliffs and cities laid out on the infrequent plateaus, it was actually a rather lovely world.

      Except from orbit, Captain Alberto Fujiwara thought, staring balefully at the viewscreen. What he saw from Zheng He’s viewscreen was about twenty percent of the surface of an ugly grey ball. He’d seen asteroids that had more going for them.

      “Ground to orbit gate established, Captain,” someone called from a station off to the side of the bridge. “Transit estimates five minutes for full transfer of inbound personnel, another three for transfer of outbound.”

      Eight minutes. Call it ten. Longer than he’d like, but business as usual. Inbound personnel shuffled through the short-range wormhole without any enthusiasm, lugging shoddy and expensive souvenirs in with them. Outbound personnel positively bounded through, eager to get off the ship, eager to see something new, eager to get laid. “Nav, prepare to compensate for gravitic disequilibrium. Engineering, increase reactor output by point oh one and keep an eye on the matter/antimatter mix. Let’s see if we can keep the power frequencies clean this transfer.”

      There was a chorus of Aye, captains and repeated orders with minor variations as bridge staff relayed more specific instructions to their departments. A few minutes later, the report came that all inbound personnel were aboard ship. Fujiwara sighed and felt a tension he hadn’t realized he was carrying release from his shoulders. SP3C Williams was back aboard the ship, and there had been no angry calls from the local government, no somber visits from Father Cahill, the ship’s chaplain. It wasn’t really fair to Williams to single him out like this. He wasn’t the first spacer whose libido had made a mess on shore leave, but there’d been a big difference between marrying a Rigellian stripper, and, well, that mess back on Capella.

      For the first time in thirty-six hours, Fujiwara relaxed.
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        * * *

      

      Williams steadied his duffle bag on his back and squared his shoulders. He’d tried packing the chicken in the bag, but it squirmed and looked, well, really obvious. No one in Transit would fail to notice him violating the Lister Protocol if his bag was squawking and moving about. So he’d stuffed the chicken in his hotel room, and tried to avoid looking nervous around the men in robes and long knives on their hips checking every corner of the street as he went out and purchased a large, ornate chest. The thing would eat up most of his personal space in the quarters he and Vance shared, and Vance would most likely gripe about it, but hey. Earth was only three months out. He could transfer it—and the chicken—back home to his parents then. The real trick was going to be keeping Vance happy until then and hoped he kept the secret. He went out and bought his bunkmate some of those creamy, cake-like bars the man had raved about after his own trip to the surface.

      Three months was a lot of good will to expect from a box of sweets. Williams went back out, bought Vance a fancy knife the vendor called a “kila” and the translation matrix just called a “knife.” The translation matrix was like that, missing a lot of the local flavor initially. Williams entered a correction by tapping it into the virtual keyboard woven into the sleeve of his uniform. “Not just a knife. A fancy knife.”

      As an afterthought, he snagged Vance some nudie holos and realized he’d just blown all of his remaining pay on this stupid chicken.  The thought vaguely frustrated him, but all the same, he brought his haul back to the hotel and settled down in front of the chest to figure all this out.

      The chicken looked at him and then at each souvenir in turn. Its big, shimmering eyes might have hovered on the knife, and then the nudes, but it was the chest that caused the chicken to look back at him doubtfully.

      “What do you want from me?” Williams asked. “I can’t just march you through the wormhole.”

      In response, the chicken pecked his knee. Hard.
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        * * *

      

      It took a bit of coaxing and a bit of trial and error, but eventually Williams and the chicken got it figured out. The chicken settled down in the box and actually held still while Williams arranged some items around it. He draped his spare liberty uniform over the chicken with a muttered “sorry,” and then tried to strike some balance between tossing things in haphazardly— as any hungover spacer might do— and not unduly hurting the chicken. Eventually he got it right, closed the lid— with another whispered apology— and lugged it down the stairs, conscious of every jolt the poor bird was experiencing.

      The rest of Zheng He’s crew on Dzamglin gathered together in a wide plaza that normally served as a market in this section of the capital city, but had been marked out for personnel transfer during Zheng He’s time in orbit. Most everyone looked a little haggard, a little hung over, and little disappointed that their liberty was up. A few looked energized and a few bored. Williams felt amazingly conspicuous, but aside from a few buddies he bumped into, no one paid him any undue attention.

      Including the robed men with knives.

      They wore bright orange, with some sort of headdress that was part turban, part shemagh. They looked a little Buddhist, but while Williams hadn’t had too much interaction with Buddhists in his life, he didn’t think all the ornaments these guys wore on their robes were really in keeping with the Buddhist aesthetic. But then things had gotten all muddled up out here during the Diaspora. I mean, look at what had passed for Scriptures back on Capella IV….

      The blood, too. The robes were stained with blood, and while the kila that they wore on their hips had been sheathed every time he’d seen them, Williams would have bet there was blood on them, chicken’s blood, knives too hastily sheathed when his chicken had escaped too soon to be cleaned properly.

      He couldn’t have articulated why, exactly, that filled him with horror, not when he’d killed his fair share of chickens and eaten more than his fair share of hot wings, but the chicken’s big eyes seemed to fill his mind as the men prowled around the outskirts of Zheng He’s gathered crew.

      Ahead, in the space that had been marked off with vibrant but temporary spray paint, the short-range wormhole manifested in a cascade of vibrant energy and a noticeable discontinuity. Transit could just be glimpsed through the wormhole, a sterile room of dark metal and the comfortably-dim lighting common to the Terran Merchant Fleet.

      The men craned their heads this way and that, peering into the crowd.

      The spacers began to file through.

      Williams sweated bullets. His palms were wet, and the chest threatened to slip from his hands.

      The chicken remained mercifully silent.

      And they were through.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey! You! Spacer!”

      Williams froze, grumpy crewmen pushing past him.

      “Yeah, you,” the woman repeated. Williams looked up to see a beautiful, dark haired woman standing behind an instrument console and motioning him over. He couldn’t read her name tape or see the stripes on her shoulders through the crowd of inbound spacers, but Zheng He wasn’t so big that he hadn’t seen her from time to time. Spacer First Class Menendez, comma something he’d never been able to find out. “What’s in that box? Sensors are reading something screwy in there.” She tapped her console and then beckoned him over again.

      Williams swallowed nervously and tightened his grip, but obediently cut across the stream of people to her workstation. “Just souvenirs, ma’am.”

      “Well, open it up and let’s see.”

      “It’s just some holos and stuff…”

      “Something you don’t want me to find, Williams?” she asked, peering at his name tape.

      “No, ma’am. It’s just—”

      “Open it up, Spacer.”

      Williams swallowed and shot a silent apology to the chicken. Then he set the chest down and opened it up. The holos had been left on and blazed into life as soon as the chest opened. Menendez blushed, Williams blushed, and the chicken stuck its head out between the thighs of the exotic and holographic beauty. Williams began to stutter out an explanation, but Menendez’s eyes seemed to focus on something distant and invisible to Williams. “Well,” she mumbled, closing the lid, “everyone has their vices. Must be energy discharge from the active holos.”
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        * * *

      

      “Captain,” the comm officer called, “Incoming hail from Dzamglin Planetary Central. Coded urgent.”

      “On screen,” he sighed, praying fervently to the God he didn’t believe in. Fifteen minutes. Fujiwara had been given all of fifteen minutes without the emotional weight of Williams’ presence on the planet weighing him down. And, sure, maybe it wasn’t about Williams, about some faux pas the otherwise excellent young spacer had committed— but if it wasn’t, he’d give up his hard-fought atheism and go have a chat with Father Cahill about joining his church. Because that would be the only way he’d be convinced that there was a God.

      In the weeks that they’d been here, Dzamglin’s official communications with the Zheng He had been laconic. Taciturn, even. But now a man whose face largely was obscured by a brightly colored headdress was pacing impatiently in front of the screen as if oblivious to the situation. Suddenly, he stopped and spun to face the screen. “Oh perfidious thieves,” he railed, words filtered through Zheng He’s translation matrix. “Foul wanders! Purloining vagrants! Would you spirit away our children as well?”

      “Excuse me?” Fujiwara said mildly.

      The man threw up “Feign ignorance if you must, but return our—” And here the translator’s approximation of the voice faltered. The man shouted for another second before the matrix offered, in clearly artificial tones, “our [haruspex/sacrifice/auger/warrior/aphrodisiac]!”

      Someone giggled nervously in the silence.

      Fujiwara frowned. “Come again, Minister?”

      The man repeated the word. Ramirez, Zheng He’s XO, mumbled, “There has to be a translation error, Captain. I thought the linguistics had the Dzamglin matrix pretty well hammered out, but…”

      “I’m afraid, Minister, that I’m unfamiliar with that… item.”

      The minister froze in mid-tirade and slowly dropped the hand with which he'd been gesturing wildly. “Inanimate object it is not. Rather a fowl, vital and proud, eight hands plus a half, black as galactic night and bright as flame. Gone, now, from our city, and in the company of your honored crew.” His head tilted, as though listening to someone offscreen speak. “Mayhap a discussion best conducted in the flesh. May we board your ship of wonders?”
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        * * *

      

      That there had been an interstellar society of some sort before the Diaspora was evident and easily verifiable; there were humans and human-derivative cultures everywhere the Merchant Scout fleet went. But the actual records of that society were at best, muddled with myth and fable. There was one account in particular that suggested that pre-Diaspora Transit was less a gateway to be stepped through and more a legitimate teleportation. Fujiwara often pined for that reality, not so much because the short range wormhole was somehow inconvenient— shuttles were inconvenient— but because those same records suggested that the ancients could analyze the data streams in that teleportation system and recognize hazardous or unauthorized materials and either store them safely away as digitized patterns, or else leave them behind altogether. Those ancients, if they were real, would have known about the chicken and left it planetside. And they certainly wouldn’t have had the flood of men armed with primitive assault rifles that had suddenly come through the wormhole rather than the expected government dignitaries.

      It wasn’t that Zheng He couldn’t deal with the boarders, Fujiwara reflected as a masked man in a brightly colored uniform pushed him to his knees, it was that dealing with the boarding action without worsening the political landscape of Dzamglin was tricky. The room could be flooded with gas, given a wide-dispersal stun pause, or, in a really bad situation, local control of the Transit room overridden and a wormhole opened to space.

      Clearly, that last option would remain that, a final option. Used in case of an existential threat to the ship or the Terran Republic. But the others had to remain final options for now, too, as long as Zheng He bore the burden of guilt for—

      For what? Theft? Chicken-napping?

      Fujiwara watched from the corner of his eye as a soldier forced Father Cahill to his knees. The translation matrix was still iffy when it came to Dzamglin, but the problem appeared to be religious in nature. The white-robed Dominican was the expert there, for obvious reasons, but Fujiwara was feeling a pang of guilt for asking him to join him now—as if he’d known they’d be boarded. He stifled a sigh and settled in for whatever was going to come next.
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        * * *

      

      The encounter with Menendez had left Williams with the hope that he might actually be able to pull this thing off, and after managing to hump the chest all the way through the ship to his quarters without incident, he was feeling pretty good about the next few months. Even Vance’s clear irritation with the enormous chest couldn’t dent his growing good mood. His bunkmate groused predictably about the space it would require, and in response Williams produced his gifts: cakes, knife, and finally, erotic holos. The chicken he kept covered under his jacket, frantically slamming the lid closed and sitting on it to muffle a curious “cluck?”

      Vance eyed him skeptically. Williams found himself unwilling to address the elephantine fowl in the room, and that was the first chip in his mood. The second came in the form of a blasted “Security Alert in Transit Three” over the ship’s address.

      And that last, fatal blow to his edifice of goodwill was the very special chirping that came from the communicator woven into his sleeve. The chirp that meant that Zheng He Actual, either Ol’ Fujiwara himself, or whoever he’d pass the conn to, was calling you directly. Enlisted men fresh from shore leave rarely got happy voices behind that chirp.

      Williams buried his face in his hands and moaned. A muffled and sympathetic cluck answered him.
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        * * *

      

      The minister— or at least a man dressed in identical garb to the minister— approached Fujiwara.  He had a bare knife thrust through his belt, with blood dried on the blade and staining the robe. “The fowl,” he said, accentuating the word, “has embarked this ship of wonders. I feel it. It feels me. On Dzamglin, it was— and then was gone. Now, anew, I feel it.”

      Fujiwara traded a glance with Cahill. The priest gave as much of a shrug as he could manage with his hands behind his head.

      “You do not know our ways,” the man continued. “This I understand. But for one who has consumed the flesh of the of the fowl’s kind, there is kinship with the living fowl. It knows us. We know it.”

      “And it is a… sacrifice?” Father Cahill prompted, testing the word. “An act of worship for some deity?”

      Half-glimpsed brows furrowed. “O crass superstition! Nothing so vain. In consuming its flesh, communion with the eternal! In reading its entrails, a glance behind heaven’s curtains, the stage-setting of the universal play!”

      Fujiwara shot Father Cahill a glance. The priest shook his head a little and managed to work his hands a little closer together to surreptitiously depress the spot in the cuff of his sleeve that would disable the translation matrix as he spoke. “Plenty to study, Al. Doubt it’ll help right now.”

      “Last seen, our fowl, with a man tall and tawny. The keeper of his hostel declared him pleasing to the eye, but empty of head,” the minister said, oblivious to the priest’s aside. “Return it posthaste, and no more will we say, but rather, depart immediately for our own earthy globe.”

      “Williams,” Father Cahill sighed.

      “Williams,” Fujiwara agreed.
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        * * *

      

      Williams unnecessarily pressed his cuff to his ear—he’d seen it done in a holovid at a formative age and never broken the habit. “Go for Williams, Actual.”

      “Spacer Williams,” Ramirez’s voice came in an almost resigned sigh, “Do you have this stupid bird?”

      “Commander?” Williams asked, as innocently as he could manage while sitting atop an ornate and clucking chest while his bunkmate glared daggers at him.

      “Mr. Williams,” the XO began again, “You are an excellent spacer, but why the captain continues to allow you shore leave is beyond me. It’s a disaster every time you go ashore. Fifteen minutes after you returned from shore leave, Dzamglin Central is calling us looking for some sort of sacrifice that disappeared during the shore leave rotation. Ten minutes after that, a dozen men are holding the captain and chaplain hostage in Transit Three, looking for a bird last seen in the company of a man matching your description.

      “Now, Mr. Williams, because you’re a good and honorable if somewhat stupid spacer, I am offering you two choices. You can bring whatever animal you brought with you— in defiance of the clearly stated Lister Protocols— to Transit Three, or I can come to your quarters with a security detachment and we will have our own little looksee.”

      Williams bit his lip and shot Vance a pleading look.

      “Don’t look at me. All I know is that you’ve dragged some box in here and now it’s clucking,” the other man snapped. He raised his voice. “Commander Ramirez, I don’t know anything about any of this. Williams just—”

      “I know, Spacer. Williams?”

      The bird clucked.

      “Alright, Commander. I… I’ll bring the chicken. Can I have a minute?”

      “Two,” Ramirez said. “Security will meet you in two minutes. Ramirez out.”

      Vance hopped into his bunk to allow Williams room to manhandle the chest, but when the spacer instead opened the chest, complained, “Oh come on, we still have to keep that thing?”

      Williams ignored him. The chicken stuck its head out, turning its headfirst this way and then that way to meet Williams’ gaze. “I’m sorry,” he told the bird. “If I don’t take you, security will.”

      The chicken clucked in a way that Williams could only call soothing.

      “I saw their knives,” he protested. “They’re going to kill you.”

      “It’s a bird, man. You put away a dozen chicken wings every time the galley serves them. That’s like six chickens.”

      “It’s different,” Williams murmured, unsure of how or why he knew that it was different. Unsure of why he’d done any of this, just that he knew, somehow, that it was different. The chicken clucked, still side-eyeing Williams. The spacer leaned in, drawn into the creature’s shimmering, oversized eye. It was almost as if he could see stars—

      And the chicken pecked him, hard, in between the eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Five minutes and change later, Williams was standing outside Transit Three clutching the chicken in his arms, flanked by the security detachment and Commander Ramirez. His forehead still throbbed, but the physical sting took some of the emotional sting out of the situation. Maybe it was just a dumb animal after all.

      The doors hissed open. The captain and chaplain knelt with the beautiful Spacer Menendez and the other members of Transit Three’s staff. All had their hands clasped behind their heads. All had primitive rifles pointed at them by men in bright military uniforms.

      “Awful lot of mess for a bird,” Williams muttered.

      One of the security guys grunted. Ramirez just gestured impatiently.

      Williams swallowed and stepped into the Transit room. The short-range wormhole back to the planet’s surface shimmered on the far wall, the city plaza he’d just left half an hour ago just visible beyond. “I’m sorry,” he said, though he couldn’t have been sure who he was saying it to—the brightly clad men, Fujiwara and Cahill, even maybe the chicken again.

      One man wore robes and the face-covering headdress he’d seen on the planet. He couldn’t say if it was the same man or another, but the man— a priest of some sort, Williams supposed— stepped towards him, arms reaching for the bird.

      The chicken took that as a sign to run like hell. It thrashed in Williams’ arms, and the spacer fought to hold on to it. He almost managed it, too, until he felt a searing, jagged pain in his leg. He dropped the bird reflexively and clutched at the wound. Blood streamed from between his fingers.

      Spurs. The stupid bird had opened his leg with a spur, sharper and more vicious than any Terran chicken’s spurs he’d run afoul of; instead of a puncture wound, he had a long, bleeding gash. With his luck, this big-eyed, alien maybe-chicken would have venom like a platypus.

      Afoul. Heh.

      A man with a gun to Menendez’s back dropped it and let it swing from the shoulder strap as he dove for the chicken. The bird squawked and flapped its wings, backpedaling from the man, who promptly tripped over Menendez’s legs. The two went down in a tangled heap as the chicken bolted in the opposite direction.

      The air was full of feathers. Pressure differential between the planet and the ship resulted in a faint breeze that carried the feathers towards the wormhole, but the absolute pandemonium erupting stirred everything into a swirling storm of black and red. Dzamglin soldiers ignored the Zheng He crew as they tried to corral the bird. The robed man screamed words at them that the translation matrix didn’t know or refused to translate, but Williams assumed it was a lot like the words Ramirez would have for him later at the captain’s mast. Fujiwara was helping Cahill to his feet and a member of the Transit room staff was pulling Menendez out from underneath the fallen soldier.

      The chicken paused at the edge of the wormhole, uttered a single, taunting cluck, and ran through. The chaos began to separate as the Dzamglin soldiers half-retreated, half-pursued the chicken through the wormhole, and the Zheng He’s spacers made for the safety of a place outside the Transit room. Someone jostled Williams as he pushed past into the corridor and he realized, with a start, that the pain from the wound had vanished. Great. Absolutely some kind of poison in the spurs— an analgesic to keep the victim from fighting, maybe? Probably an anticoagulant to keep the blood flowing. Maybe the chicken fed on blood, like a vampire bat.

      But when he pulled his hands away, he found his leg was fine. His pants were whole. He couldn’t even find dirt under his fingernails when he held them up to the light. Williams muttered a perplexed curse, as the last soldier vanished and someone killed the wormhole.
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        * * *

      

      Williams had been just on the verge of sleep when he heard a chicken. He bolted upright, slamming his head into the underside of Vance’s bunk and eliciting a stream of curses from both men. Every night. Every single night. In the weeks since Zheng He had been ordered to its next port by Fleet HQ, he’d either been woken from a dead sleep or right as he was drifting off. He staggered out of bed and pulled on a T-shirt. Sleep would be a while coming. Sleep was always a while in coming. He’d found it better to just slip off to the galley for a snack while the tension bled off.

      As always, he stopped and peered into the narrow viewport next to their bunk. Zheng He’s skip-stitch drive distorted space into streaks and pulses of light. It wasn’t stars streaking past, not quite, but it certainly looked like it. He shrugged off the feeling that there was something just outside his grasp out there. That had been normal lately, too. He darkened the port and forgot about it as best he could.

      Menendez was waiting on the other side of the door, hand poised above the chime, blinking in surprise. She was in uniform, but only just. It wouldn’t have passed muster, but maybe she’d just been working late. “Spacer Williams! I—I was just coming to see you,” she said, then added, with an embarrassed blush, “Clearly.”

      “Ma’am?’ he said cautiously. “What can I do for you?”

      Her mouth worked for a moment, half-vocalized words dying on her lips. Finally, she said, “Just—Just come with me.”

      There were no explanations. Menendez tried a couple times, but they petered off without giving him a clear understanding of what had gotten her worked up, or why she had come for him. Williams didn’t press her, but followed where she led.

      Transit Three.

      Menendez looked up and down the empty corridor before keying the door open and shoving him inside. “I was doing routine sensor maintenance,” she said, finally managing a coherent sentence as she began pulling open access panels in the walls. “It’ll be another week and a half before we need to use the short-range wormholes. We always do extensive checks on the equipment en route. No one uses Transit in deep space. And, well. Look.” She removed a large sensor module with a twist and a yank and Williams finally understood what any of this had to do with him.

      “Are those—”

      “Eggs,” Menendez confirmed. A dozen of them, bright and silvery, cradled in a nest made mainly of black and red feathers with some shipboard waste thrown in.

      “How? It wasn’t on board the ship for more than half an hour.” Williams reached out to touch an egg and Menendez tried to swat his hand away with a hissed “Careful—”

      But the chicken beat her to it, pushing out from the recesses of Zheng He’s innards with a shocking speed and aggressively pecking at his hand. Williams snatched it back.

      “—She doesn’t like that,” Menendez finished, lamely.

      The chicken cocked its head and fixed him with the gaze of one great, shimmering eye, and Williams understood. Understood his sudden fixation back on Dzamglin; understood Menendez’ decision to allow them through Transit screening, in defiance of the Lister Protocol. He understood the spur wound that vanished—because it had never been. And having done that, it was no stretch to think that the chicken had merely seemed to run through the wormhole.

      “There’s a kind of psychic chameleon on Rigel VII,” Menendez said. “Or so I’ve read. Doesn’t change color or shape or anything, just makes you think it has.”

      The chicken’s eye was a fathomless deep of stars and streaks and distant bright flashes. The cosmos was in that eye, the totality of all things. Infinite futures, infinite pasts. Infinite paths to infinite possibilities. No wonder the priests had torn apart the planet looking for it. In the chicken’s eye were things of which the human race could only dream.

      Cluck, went the chicken, as though imparting a sacred truth.

      Cluck.
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      Monsieur Le Coq stretched his wings and ambled out into the sunlight. He was among the few who were awake that morning. It was strange that Rex, Le porteur de lumiere for the flock, had not woken them at dawn as usual. He would pay dearly for his oversight when the hens awoke. They could be quite obstreperous when their morning routine was interrupted.

      Across the lawn, Chien, a large yellow fur ball of the canine persuasion, lay in a sunny patch on the grass chewing on something. The young retriever belonged to the caretakers, Monsieur Marcel and Madame Juliette. He could not understand why they would keep such a dumb creature, but for whatever reason, the flock had to put up with him.

      Two La Flèche youngsters marched towards the dog squawking; feathers fluffed. The La Flèche were a cheeky, yet small group of young cocks, none being more than three months old. They thought of themselves as Le Garde, tasked with keeping predators away from the yard.

      Chien was their favorite target, most likely due to his easy disposition. The cats, however, they avoided. Chien ignored them and continued chewing.

      Monsieur Le Coq settled in at the feeder for his morning breakfast. He turned away from the scene before him to say good morning to Penny, the only hen in the yard.

      “Good day, Mademoiselle. How was the worm hunting this morning?”

      “Excellent, Monsieur. For the past week, I have caught trois earthworms, but this morning, I caught quatre.”

      “Très bon. I do not understand how you keep such a pleasant figure eating so richly.”

      The hen blushed. “I’m just lucky I guess.”

      The rooster had yet to take a bite when the loud cry from the two La Flèche drew his attention. They ran at great speed toward the coop.

      “What in the world?” He could see no reason for their panic.

      Chien remained fixated on his chewing and there was no one else around.

      “He’s killed Rex! The beast has killed Rex!” one of the young cocks screamed as they ran past.

      “That is absurd,” Monsieur Le Coq said to no one in particular. “Chien wouldn’t harm a fly.”

      He moved decidedly across the lawn to where Chien lay to see for himself what all the fuss was about.

      “Chien!” Madame Juliette called from the porch. The large golden dog dropped the object and ran toward the house.

      Lying in the grass was the severed head of Rex covered in dog slobber and slightly mauled.

      He stared down at the remains in morbid fascination.

      Well, that explained why Rex had not crowed that morning.

      He is dead.

      He didn’t suppose the hens would accept such a flimsy excuse for not announcing the day, but he would have to break the news.

      Back at the coop, he stood in the open doorway and crowed, awakening those inside.

      “Rex has been murdered,” he stated matter-of-factly.

      There was much clucking among the hens. The two La Flèche youngsters bobbed their heads in unison from where they were huddled together in the far corner.

      “It’s true. He was chewing on Rex’s head,” one of them said.

      There was more squawking as the hens talked over each other. Monsieur Le Coq was preparing to crow again to get their attention, when a dainty hen of the purest white feathers calmly walked towards him.

      “Who did it, Monsieur Le Coq?” she asked.

      He almost melted at the cooing sound of her voice. She made murder sound pleasing.

      “I don’t know,” he admitted.

      “It was Chien!” the La Flèche said in unison.

      “It was not Chien. There was no blood anywhere on his fur. Nor does the dog have two brain cells to rub together. No, it is not him.”

      “Will you find whoever killed my beloved Rex?” the hen asked.

      “I will try, Madame.”

      “Mademoiselle. We were not married. Rex was not one to keep company with only one hen. He has slept with every hen in here at one time or another.”

      “I see. Could one of them have been jealous?”

      “I don’t see how. We were all aware of his reputation. Besides, there are far fewer cocks than hens. It’s not like we have much choice if we want any kind of companionship.”

      Monsieur Le Coq was aware of the disparity. Every fall, many of the young cocks born that year would go off with Madame Juliette as companions. She would leave a few to keep the hens company. When any chicken in the coop died, it was from natural causes. They had never had one murdered before.

      “Please! Quiet,” Monsieur Le Coq raised his voice above the chatter.

      The hens settled.

      “Before we begin the search for Rex’s killer, we must deal with a more important matter. Who will take Rex’s place as Le porteur de lumiere? Without a light bringer the sun will cease rising with the dawn and our world will be plunged into darkness.”

      A collective gasp went through the coop. A yearling cock who looked like a young Monsieur Le Coq approached.

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “I’m up before everyone anyway. Except for Penny. But she can’t be Le porteur de lumiere.”

      “What all say you? Shall we appoint…”

      “Phillip.”

      “Appoint Phillip as the new Light Bringer?”

      There was a round of clucking.

      “The ayes have it. Phillip is the new Le porteur de lumiere.”

      He turned to Phillip. “Congratulations. Please do keep your head on.”

      “I’ll try Monsieur,” he responded.

      Monsieur Le Coq searched through the flock at the happy faces, all but one. An old rooster, well past his prime, in the back scowled down at the young cock. While the old bird was not likely the killer, he’d remain on the list of suspects just the same. A jealous old rooster could be just as dangerous as a young cock.

      “Now that that is settled. I will start looking into the death of Rex.”

      “Monsieur Le Coq, Sir, can I help?”

      Monsieur Le Coq looked down to see a yellow chick fluffy with down. He couldn’t have been more than three weeks old.

      “Aren’t you a little young, kid?”

      “Rex was my dad, Sir,” the chick said. “I want to find out who killed him.”

      Monsieur Le Coq looked in the chick’s wide pleading eyes prepared to tell him that he didn’t need the kid’s help.

      “Okay, kid, but stay out of the way.”

      “Gamin,” the chick interjected. “My name. It’s Gamin.”

      “Whatever, kid. Let’s go find ourselves a killer.”

      The chick silently trailed after Monsieur Le Coq as he headed back towards the remains of Rex. The head was still lying where Chien had dropped it.

      Monsieur Le Coq put his wing out to block the chick’s approach.

      “Stay back, kid. You don’t want to see your father this way.”

      It was too late, though, the young face was wide with shock.

      Well cluck.

      “If you’re gonna be a detective, Kid, you’re gonna have to toughen up. “Monsieur Le Coq said in a soft, but matter of fact voice.

      Gamin sniffed and straightened. “I can be tough.”

      “That a boy. Shall we carry on?”

      “Yes, Sir.” Gamin looked at the ground. “But, may I look away?”

      “Of course.”

      Monsieur Le Coq turned back to the head. He leaned forward to examine the corpse. As he moved closer, the head split into two, which seemed rather odd. He moved away and it merged back into one head. He moved closer and it again became two.

      He jumped away from the head.

      “What kind of witchcraft is this?”

      “What?” Gamin asked, staring wide eyed at Monsieur Le Coq.

      “When I get close, the head turns into two. When I’m away, it becomes one.”

      “Mamma says to look at things up close with one eye and it won’t look like that.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Monsieur Le Coq approached the head and in exaggerated form, he cocked his head to the side and lowered himself within a few inches of the remains. He could clearly see the ants trailing across Rex’s mauled feathers.

      “It seems your mamma was correct. It did not split into two this time.”

      The area around the neck was severed cleanly as if by a large powerful beak or jaws. It looked like it had been a quick death. Some of Chein’s golden fur was stuck in the dried slobber on the comb.

      Monsieur Le Coq took the comb in his beak and flipped the head over to look at the other side. He shook a stray ant off his beak. The other side gave no additional clues.

      “The body isn’t giving me much to go on. There must be feathers or something around here to indicate where the murder took place. Come along, kid, we have a murder scene to find.”

      They had not gone far before Monsieur Le Coq spotted a large number of black feathers scattered across the ground. He stopped next to the stump where Monsieur Marcel broke trees into pieces. The large woodchopper and the small woodchopper leaned against the stump, the blades gleaming in the bright sunlight. Lines of dried blood marred the sides of the stump.

      “There’s blood over here,” Gamin called from several feet away. “And here.” He hopped to a new spot. “And over here.” Over and over, he called out as he went in a pattern that made absolutely no sense.

      Why would there be Rex’s blood in so many different spots? Unless he was fighting off his attacker.

      “Listen, kid. It seems your father was a fighter. Whoever tried to kill him didn’t have an easy job. He put up a real fight.”

      Gamin beamed at Monsieur Le Coq. “Do you think I’ll grow up to be like him?”

      “Sure, kid.” Hopefully, you won’t end up dead like him.

      Monsieur Le Coq surveyed the area for any clue as to who might have done it. He could rule out the old rooster. The old bird wouldn’t have had the strength to win a one on one fight with a young viral cock like Rex.

      Monsieur Le Coq plucked a gray feather lying among the flurry of black feathers on the ground. It was not a chicken feather. The grey was most definitely that of Faucon, the great killer. But why would he attack Rex when grouse were more to his palate?

      “We must find Faucon,” Monsieur Le Coq announced.

      “Mamma says to stay far away from him.”

      “Very well. You may go back to the yard. Find out who was the last chicken to see Rex alive and inquire as to anything anyone might have seen around the time he went missing.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      Monsieur Le Coq kept an eye on the chick until he was back at the coop before heading toward the pasture where Faucon was known to hunt.

      “Monsieur Faucon! Are you about?” Monsieur Le Coq called out to the predator.

      From above, the piercing cry of Faucon split the air. Monsieur Le Coq jumped backwards as a dead grouse fell from the sky, nearly hitting him.

      Faucon, a light gray bird landed next to its meal. “Why are you interrupting my meal, chicken?” The falcon ripped into the side of bird pulling off a chunk of meat and downing it.

      “One of our flock has been killed.” Monsieur Le Coq hid his disgust at Faucon’s savage ways.

      “And you want to know if I did it.” Faucon lowered his head toward Monsieur Le Coq. The falcon glared over his blood-soaked beak at the chicken.

      “No, I didn’t. Now go away.”

      Blood splatted Monsieur Le Coq’s face.

      Unfazed, the chicken continued. “I was hoping, since you have a much better view from where you fly, if you might have seen anything.”

      “No. Now go away and leave me eat in peace.”

      Faucon picked up the grouse and turned away from Monsieur Le Coq, hitting the chicken with its tail feathers.

      “Where were you at dawn this morning?”

      “Sleeping,” Faucon said, his beak full.

      “Where?”

      The falcon tore another bit from the carcass. “Ask me one more question, and I’ll repeal my prohibition on eating chicken.”

      Monsieur Le Coq swallowed. It was not an idle threat. Faucon had terrorized the chicken yard when he was a young chick. Many a hen had become a meal for the predator.

      “Very well, I will leave you to your grouse. Good day, Monsieur.” He resisted the urge to run back to the coop.

      “Monsieur Le Coq! Monsieur Le Coq!” Gamin ran up to him as soon as he entered the yard. “You didn’t get eaten!”

      “No, I didn’t. For which I am most grateful.” He wrapped his wing around the chick to calm him. “What did you find out?”

      Gamin hopped from under the older bird’s wing. He shook like he was ready to explode. “Rex was last seen talking to a bunch of young hens over by the barn last night, but he left alone and Penny saw Monsieur Marcel heading to the barn before daylight this morning. She was up trying to catch some worms and no one else was up that early because Rex didn’t crow so everyone slept in except for Penny who was up catching worms.”

      “Breathe, Kid.” Monsieur Le Coq waited until Gamin physically calmed. “Penny saw Monsieur in the yard this morning?”

      The chick’s head bobbed in affirmation.

      “I need to talk to her.”

      “She’s in the hen house.”

      Penny was dozing in her nest as were most of the hens when they entered.

      “Mademoiselle, might I have a word with you?” Monsieur Le Coq said in a low voice, trying not to wake the other hens.

      She opened one eye. “Will this take long? I’m awfully tired.”

      “I just have some questions.”

      She didn’t open the other eye. “Fine.”

      “You were up before dawn this morning,” Monsieur Le Coq stated, recalling asking her about her worm hunting that morning.

      “Yes. The worms are only out at night, so you have to get up when it’s dark if you want to catch them.”

      “Gamin said that you saw Monsieur Marcel this morning. Have you seen him on other mornings?”

      “No. He doesn’t usually come out until after Rex sounds the morning alarm.”

      “Thank you for your time, Mademoiselle. You have been most helpful.”

      Monsieur Le Coq ushered Gamin outside the coop. “It seems that Monsieur Marcel might have seen who killed Rex.”

      “Are we going to question him?” Gamin asked.

      “No, I don’t think so. The Monsieur doesn’t speak chicken.”

      Monsieur Le Coq touched his wing to his beak. The investigation was at a standstill. He could not question the human and there was no one else to question. The killer might never be found.

      “What now, Sir?” Gamin asked.

      From the back door of the house, Monsieur Marcel appeared. He walked past the chicken coop and towards the barn.

      “Let us follow him,” said Monsieur Le Coq. “Maybe we’ll find more clues.”

      They ran across the yard, keeping the man in sight until he disappeared around the corner of the barn.

      Monsieur Le Coq stopped at the edge of the barn. He could feel Gamin pushing his way in front of him.

      “Look around the corner,” he instructed the young chick. “Do you see Monsieur Marcel?”

      “Uh huh. He’s at the place we found Rex’s feathers.”

      Monsieur peered around the corner of the barn.

      Monsieur Marcel was with the old rooster at the stump. He was holding him sideways by the legs, resting his head on the flat top of the wood. The bird didn’t move. In one swift movement, Monsieur Marcel brought the small woodchopper down, severing the rooster’s head from his body.

      Monsieur Le Coq’s mouth hung open.

      Monsieur Marcel was the murderer?

      No.

      It couldn’t be him. He and the madame cared for them. The madame took eggs to hatch and raise the chicks as her own. The madame fed them and the monsieur kept predators like Faucon away.

      The macabre scene played out in front of him. The rooster ran about without his head, spraying blood everywhere while his beak moved in silent screams on the ground.

      The squeak from below him reminded him the chick was there. “Run back to the yard! Now. And stay there. Tell no one what you saw.”

      He had to push the young one along to get him to leave.

      Should he tell the others that the person they trusted with their lives was killing them? It was only fair to let them know. They should no longer go on under the delusion that the Monsieur and Madame cared for them. They were tyrants using them for their sick purposes.

      With a heavy heart, Monsieur Le Coq returned to the yard. The other birds were in a frenzy. It seems the chick had not kept what he saw to himself.

      “Is it true? Did Monsieur Marcel murder Rex?” Mademoiselle Padovana asked when he entered the coop.

      “I’m afraid it is. And now the old rooster,” Monsieur Le Coq said.

      “Are we all going to die?” Penny asked.

      “I don’t know. It appears as if Monsieur Marcel prefers to kill cocks and roosters, but there is no guarantee that he won’t go after the hens as well.”

      “What are we going to do?” Mademoiselle Padovana asked.

      “Fight back!” Monsieur Le Coq raised a wing in the air.

      The La Flèche imitated him. “Fight!” they said in unison.

      Monsieur Le Coq walked around the coop, talking to each chicken as if they were the only ones in the coop.

      “Show them no kindness. Show no cooperation. Do not go freely with them. When they come for your eggs, bite them.”

      Monsieur Le Coq hopped up on the perch above the flock.

      “We will no longer be their captives.”

      “We are to revolt?” one of the La Flèche asked.

      “Non, ce n’est pas une révolte, c’est une révolution.”
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      Laura Schultz peered down through the canopy of the big pohutukawa tree and hoped her viscosity calculations had been correct. To be fair, success relied less on the substance itself than on the timing of its delivery, to which end she had deputised her twin sister.

      Leaves rustled and Alena pulled herself up to a perch nearby. “I think I got it.”

      They waited in silence, a gentle breeze providing a welcome coolness on this summer evening.

      The screaming began, a horrified wail cut off short, followed by another, then a whole bevy of them. The twins grinned at each other.

      “Great job,” said Laura, and held up a fist as if to bump.

      Alena raised hers and moved it up and down in a knuckle pass without touching. “We’re that good.”

      Whimpers still sounded from the direction of the gym entrance, interspersed with the shouts of a teacher. It was Mrs. Jones, Laura thought. Not a bad type, but too strict.

      The group passed underneath the branches. Laura peered down and smothered a laugh at the sight of the white gym shirts daubed with her mixture of tomato sauce and engine oil they’d found in the maintenance shed. Those stains weren’t going anywhere.

      Finally, Mrs. Jones passed, shepherding one of the other girls—little Belle, it was, talking nonstop through hiccupping sobs. “As soon as we opened the door, the—the water balloons fell on us. Except it—it wasn’t water, and they were regular balloons, you know, the big ones—” Belle gestured to show the size, and she and her teacher walked on out of sight.

      Alena shifted her weight as if to climb down.

      Laura held up a hand. “No, wait!”

      They froze. Everything was still and quiet. Moments stretched into a minute.

      Alena shrugged, and swung to the next branch down. Laura waited.

      Reaching the ground, Alena brushed herself off, and looked in the direction the group had gone. She raised an arm and an elbow and twitched them towards each other to begin a sprinkler dance move.

      Before the “sprinkler” could spin, a shadow moved behind her.

      Laura bit her lip. She couldn’t help her now.

      A large hand descended on Alena’s shoulder and she jumped six inches in the air. She turned, her face a mask of horror.

      “Interesting coincidence, that you were up in that tree just now.”

      Oh, no. Laura closed her eyes. It was Miss Cuthbert, the principal.

      “I—” Alena appeared to have lost the power of speech.

      “No need to say anything. I can see it written on your face.” Miss Cuthbert marched off, her grip firm on Alena’s shoulder, propelling her ahead. Alena didn’t look back, of course.

      Laura didn’t feel too bad. After all, she’d taken the rap for the scheme they’d cooked up yesterday, in which they had filled all the staffroom’s sugar bowls with salt. At least, she’d taken as much punishment as they ever dished out at St. Gerhard’s: an extra round of chores on the roster. Once they’d confiscated her phone for a week, there wasn’t much else in the way of a real threat.

      It might seem unlikely for them to be found out so soon in both cases, but they’d been here nearly a week and the teachers were starting to twig that the excessive number of pranks might all be from a single source. Or rather, a double source of double trouble. Laura smirked. They’d show the teachers yet. They’d show their parents this boarding school was a bad idea.

      When Miss Cuthbert’s heavy steps finally faded, Laura climbed out of the tree and headed in the opposite direction, back towards the dorms. She climbed upstairs and slipped into the tiny room she shared with her sister, shut the door and hoisted herself to the top bunk. It creaked slightly as she flopped down and closed her eyes.

      She didn’t have long to wait. The door opened. Laura peered over the edge.

      Alena stomped in and slammed the door, her dancer’s frame seething with tension. “Urgh!” she spat out.

      “What did she do?” Laura rested her head on her hand, only to receive a glare.

      “She’s moving me. I’m supposed to pack all my stuff and use a bed in the big dorm.”

      Laura swung upright and dangled her feet over the bed’s edge several feet from the floor. “But—but she can’t do that! Dad paid for this private room for us—”

      Alena hauled out a duffel. “You think I didn’t try telling her that? See if you can do any better.”

      There was a rap on the door. “I said no talking!” The voice was muffled, but unmistakably Miss Cuthbert’s.

      “She’s trying to stop us from planning stuff.” Laura bounced her left foot on the ladder.

      Alena rolled her eyes. “Well, duh.”

      “This calls for Plan B.”

      The two locked gazes. Alena nodded. “Plan B it is.” She stuffed a few more things in her bag and shuffled to the door.

      After she was gone, Laura glanced at the two tiny desks and grinned. Both were still piled high with schoolbooks.
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      As the midnight hour drew near, Laura opened the ancient wooden window of her room. It was well-oiled by now, of course, and swung out without a sound. She hooked the climbing rope to the radiator and fed it gently out until its full length was extended. A final check of the room—yes, the door was locked from the inside—and she pulled herself up onto the windowsill.

      Between the knots in the rope and an occasional push on the nearby drainpipe, she made her way past the darkened ground-floor window below hers and dropped to a crouch in the bushes. A critical glance up at the rope told her the brick-like camouflage colouring would hold for now, but she’d do well to seek out a more permanent type of fabric paint.

      Darting among shadows cast by the nearly-full moon, she made her way back to the pohutukawa tree. Climbing it was only slightly harder in the dark. Laura heaved herself up to her usual perch and settled comfortably.

      “There you are.”

      The whisper jolted Laura, but she recovered quickly. “You’re early.”

      “Meh. I got bored waiting. Everyone in the big dorm just goes to sleep at lights out, can you imagine how boring their little lives must be?”

      “I know, right?”

      They giggled a little, then hushed. That small sound was unlikely to be mistaken for a late-waking pigeon, if anyone had happened to hear it. Suspicion would be running high tonight among the staff. But the night remained still.

      “Plan B works at least, so that’s good,” said Alena.

      They’d discussed meeting here at midnight in case of separation. “Easy enough to get out of the dorm, then?”

      “Oh, I just walked out.”

      “And all the way downstairs and out the front door? Heh. Cool.” Laura nodded in the dark.

      Alena took a deep breath and huffed it out. “So now that we’re here—what next?”

      “Seems pretty clear to me.”

      “Well, yeah, the target’s obvious, but not the method.”

      “We do possess the ideas.” Laura tapped her fingers on the rough bark.

      “And the creativity.”

      The soft approach of footsteps turned them both to stone. A wandering figure paused as if looking up into the branches. Laura held her breath. Finally, the person sighed and walked on.

      “So,” said Alena. “I say we throw everything we’ve got at Miss Cuthbert.”
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        * * *

      

      Miss Isobel Cuthbert seated herself at her desk and laid her palms flat on the mahogany surface. It was time to do something about those Schultz twins—why, almost every day this week they’d pulled some kind of outrageous prank.

      Yes, she would write to their father.

      Diplomatically, of course. He’d made an enormous donation besides the substantial fees and private room for his daughters, and she hated to complain so early in the school year. She began to see why he had been so generous.

      She pressed the switch on her computer tower, and it whirred into life. As she waited for it to start up, she gazed at the patch of blue sky beyond the office window. She squinted. Something was falling across the light, like dust motes, but… shiny? Frowning, she got up and walked around the desk, and straight into a cloud of glitter.

      It appeared to emanate from the back of the computer. Waving to clear the air, she leaned down and found a piece of paper rolled into a funnel and placed over the computer’s fan. A last handful of glitter blew out of the paper and into her face.

      She blinked, avoiding the stuff that came for her eyes. The paper was empty now, and she straightened, peering around the room. As a prank, it was fairly tame, but it meant that someone had been in here overnight, and she had a good idea who it might have been.

      A sound of running water from above drew her attention to the ceiling. An innocuous sound. But there wasn’t a bathroom above her office. Her eyes narrowed as the ceiling tiles bulged out to the size of a grapefruit—and burst open.

      “Gah!” She spat and grabbed at her face; a yellow liquid with a strong chemical stink poured out of the soggy tiles and all over her carefully groomed hair and suit. Those kids—!

      Just then, her door opened and closed. She turned to look. An orange chicken wandered across the polished floor, cooing gently.

      The drips of smelly yellow turned into an oozing trail of slime that fell from above. Miss Cuthbert jumped back and stared at her fingers for a moment, now firmly stuck together with the gunk. Something moved above her, and she looked up again just in time to see a tile collapse. From the gap thus formed now fell a colony of roaches.

      Miss Cuthbert screamed, but her sidestep was too slow. The insects landed on the goo that covered her and became stuck. The chicken suddenly took an interest and strutted over to peck at the stranded roaches.

      It was then that Miss Cuthbert noticed the chicken was wearing a jacket with a bulging pocket on the back. Trembling, she reached for it and pulled out an oblong item with rounded corners. What could it be?

      She got her answer when it began to emit red smoke. It floated up and obscured the top half of the room. A fire alarm went off; she strode to the door, but found it jammed. The chicken, unperturbed, continued to stab at the insects attached to her ankles, and she realised half-heartedly that she should probably let it get at the others.

      And that is how it came to be that the staff came to find Miss Isobel Cuthbert sitting on the floor of her beslimed office, holding a chicken who pecked roaches out of her hair. She looked up at the shocked faces in the doorway.

      The chicken pooped generously onto her lap.
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        * * *

      

      Laura fidgeted on a chair in the deputy principal’s office. Alena sighed beside her and slouched in her seat.

      Miss Cuthbert stalked in. She’d changed her clothes, but the slime still stuck to her face and hair. Something moved among the strands, and Laura stared openly. Slime and roaches both hit as planned. Inwardly, she did a fist-pump. Outwardly, only a slight tightening of her fingers gave away her pride in the success of that part of the plan.

      Miss Cuthbert sat, with a squelching sound. She glared at the girls. “Your parents entrusted us with your care while they travel for business. They didn’t want you to stay alone in Samoa with a nanny, because you’re in high school now, and your education is important. And we tried, we really did. But you’ve gone too far this time.”

      “You were first,” muttered Alena.

      “I’m sorry?” Miss Cuthbert narrowed her eyes.

      Alena shrugged. “You sent me to the dorm and wouldn’t let me talk to my sister. That was clearly too far.”

      Laura nodded. “You really should have asked our parents before doing something like that.”

      “I was hoping for a reasonable conversation with you. See if we could start over.” Miss Cuthbert tilted her head, and a roach fell on the desk. She fixed her icy stare on Laura. “I see now that was too much to expect. You are simply toxic.”

      A chill fingered Laura’s insides. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you you’re not supposed to say that to children?”

      “I’ve spoken to your father, and he agrees with me.”

      Alena gulped so loudly that Laura heard it. “I bet you didn’t use that word with him.”

      “Notwithstanding.” Miss Cuthbert straightened in the chair. “I told him I have to expel you.”

      The sisters shared a triumphant glance. Yes! They would be getting out of here. Going home. Laura found it within herself to smile at the principal. Maybe she’d even feel sorry for her, one day.

      “He has instructed me to send you to live with your grandmother in Rotorua.”

      Silence fell.

      Laura gaped like a fish for a moment. “But—but who’d ever want to go there? Smelly little town in the middle of nowhere.”

      Miss Cuthbert smirked. “That is where you will go. Since your parents want you to stay in New Zealand, your grandmother is the only option that makes sense. Her home will be the best place for you, and Rotorua has some perfectly adequate high schools.”

      Claws clicked, and the three turned to the open door, where the chicken calmly walked in and collected the insects that had reached the floor around Miss Cuthbert’s feet. She pointed at it. “Put that bird back where you found it, and get packed. You’re leaving this afternoon.”
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        * * *

      

      The bus pulled away from the dingy terminal with a shudder. Laura said nothing until it finished weaving through city blocks and entered the motorway. As it eased into a higher speed, she turned to her sister. “I still don’t want to go to Rotorua.”

      “Yeah, it really is smelly.” Alena wrinkled her nose.

      “Aside from that, I think we’ve been excellently successful. We got away, after all.”

      “They didn’t send us home, though, like we wanted.”

      Laura gazed philosophically at a fly-splat on the windscreen. “Maybe this is the next best thing.”

      “I suppose we might have more freedom. Listen, we’re not going to prank Nana.”

      “Of course not. I was thinking we might go easy on the teachers at first, too—until we know if we want to get away.”

      Alena nodded. “Sounds reasonable. I read up a bit about Rotorua when they gave me my phone back…”

      “Oh yeah? What did you find out?”

      “Super touristy. We can totally have a hot night on the town.”

      “Is that all? Really?” Laura rolled her eyes.

      “It’s a weird place. There’s like, geysers and stuff, and sometimes they go off in weird places. Like under houses.”

      “Huh. Who needs to play pranks when the earth itself is pranking you?” Laura paused for a moment as they swept by a last view of the harbour, guarded by the peaks of Rangitoto. “I thought the oddest thing was how she called us toxic.”

      Alena jabbed her in the ribs. “Don’t let it get to you. If toxic is what it takes to get out of there…I’m good with that. We did what we had to do.”

      “I still think the chicken was the perfect finish,” said Laura, and both burst into peals of laughter.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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      Sekkiel, the angel, prayed while watching the chickens.

      Raviniel made it beautiful here. Sekkiel’s friend had picked a cliffside grotto for his “heavenly mansion,” and it had become a bird sanctuary. Water tumbled from the cliff and through Sekkiel, who let the water and the prayers flow through him. Please bless his work while he’s still a guardian angel, and thank you for this chance to help him.

      For the past thirty-five years, Sekkiel had spent three mornings a week with Raviniel’s swans, a heron standing long-legged at the shore, and his sparrows. Peacocks, so many peacocks. The trees bore a raiment of birds more colorful than any bouquet, and they’d parceled off the environment into “pocket zones” so each bird felt comfortable. Love and feathers abounded.

      The chickens, though: those required tending, and the one thing a guardian angel didn’t have was time to tend them. Not a problem. Only an hour after Raviniel received his assignment, still dazzled by the nascent soul of his human charge (a baby!, a brand new baby, her soul brilliant and clean), Sekkiel had approached with a calendar and a list of volunteers. The bird sanctuary would thrive. The chickens would be fed.

      “The day your human charge enters Heaven,” Sekkiel promised, “you’ll present her before the Father, and then she can visit your home.”

      Eyes round, heart overfull, dreaming about two creations he loved meeting and adoring one another, Raviniel had gushed, “She’ll love that! Thank you.”

      For thirty-five years, angels had tended Raviniel’s grotto, or sometimes tended Raviniel’s human charge so the exhausted guardian could pray and recharge here instead. Raviniel loved his charge, but she didn’t even love birds. His feathers dulled whenever he talked about that, because he’d wanted to go birding with her. Nowadays, his charge didn’t even listen to the birds chattering to the rising sun. She woke, joyless, and trudged off to her job, still joyless. Raviniel’s assignment wasn’t joyless, but it was a lot of drudgery.

      Sekkiel’s vocation, by contrast, had intense periods of fighting followed by stretches of down-time. He worked in the angelic ministerial corps, otherwise known as “the assignment pool.” When a deployed angel needed help, Sekkiel was one of thousands who might answer. With his shift due to start, he detangled himself from his prayers, stepped out of the waterfall, and escorted Raviniel’s chickens back to their coop.

      They didn’t need to be cooped. They had no predators, and they couldn’t wander out of Heaven. Still, it turned out that after thousands of years of domestication, chickens preferred things a certain way, so Raviniel had provided them a coop and a run.

      A hen was broody and irritated, and Sekkiel discovered she’d laid one solitary egg. He picked it up, then gave her the oval stone they used as a stand-in. They always presented eggs before God.

      Settling the broody hen took the full five minutes, and then Sekkiel felt a sharp call in his heart: danger and need. He was getting paged. He still had the egg.

      An angel needed help right now, though, so he opened a pocket dimension. Into that little reality, a very tiny universe, he tucked the egg. Then he flashed across the divide to Earth to answer the call.

      Sekkiel landed in the middle of a demonic firefight—spiritual fire, that is, over a human soul in the teeth of a struggle. He armored his heart with God’s strength and drew his sword from a different pocket dimension. With his blade incandescent and his heart burning, Sekkiel clashed with the demons trying to fill a human soul with discontentment. He fought them off, but he didn’t even have a chance to put his sword back into storage before another desperate call came to his heart: a human soul about to lose hope.

      After answering nine different calls, tired but thrilled to be serving God by protecting his creatures, Sekkiel got a respite. He could take this chance to present the egg at God’s throne.

      He reached into his pocket dimension, but the egg was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Ruthann forced a bright smile for her kindergarteners. “Everyone, this is an exciting day! Do you know what arrived?”

      The students wiggled in place, three kids shooting up their hands while two others blurted out, “The chicks!”

      Ruthann fought a sigh. “No calling out during circle time. Anya, do you have an answer?”

      “The eggs.” Anya sat tall with her hands folded in her lap. “The chicks will be inside the eggs.”

      “That’s exactly right.” Ruthann made eye contact with all the students every day, her smile broad, her voice pitched up. It exhausted her to spend eight hours in high gear keeping a group of five-year-olds engaged. She was only thirty-five and lately starting to feel dread about teaching until retirement. The chick hatching experiment was usually a highlight, but this year, even the chicks felt uninspiring.

      Growing up, Ruthann had always had a soft spot for “things with wings.” Flight seemed to be like freedom, and feathers were the magic that got you into the sky. A feathered dragon, a Pegasus, even an angel—but she’d given up on all the fantasies. If angels existed, they probably didn’t even have feathers, and why would they care about her?

      She faked excitement because the kids deserved better than a lackluster teacher. “This morning, we’re going to double-check the incubator to make sure it’s working, and we’re going to set the eggs inside.”

      The kids loved this part. Ruthann and her assistant teacher plus two parent helpers worked with the kids (with very, very careful supervision) to arrange the incubator and open the box with their eggs.

      She’d ordered six eggs, and in the box were six perfect eggs—plus one broken egg.

      “Eew!” one of the boys shouted. “That’s gross! Can I hold it?”

      A girl sniffled. “That’s so sad. If you break an egg, you killed a chick!”

      “That’s true. But we still have six eggs.” Ruthann fought fury that the seller hadn’t removed the broken egg. Sure, they’d made it right by adding a replacement, but you don’t just…send the broken egg too. Talk about unfair to the little kids.

      Six healthy eggs went into the incubator. They were all different breeds of chicken egg, blue, or speckled, or gold, or brown, and one larger than the others. Tomorrow the students would talk about what made chickens lay different color eggs. She couldn’t tell what kind of egg the broken one was. What jerks, traumatizing little kids.

      Ruthann kept composing a nasty letter in her head, especially when one of the kids looked at the incubating eggs with a trembling lip. “There could have been seven.”

      She’d only ordered six. Ruthann said, “We talked about how eggs are delicate. The shell is so thin.”

      Not the object lesson you’d hope for, but still.

      The student wrung his hands. “Didn’t the farmers know they had to be careful?”

      Ruthann sighed. “Sometimes you’re very careful, but things still break.” Like your hopes and dreams. Although that wasn’t fair—she had dreamed of teaching kindergarten and owning a rural home with a little property. She had it all. Sometimes she wanted more, but how ungrateful was that?

      The student said, “Why would God make eggs so fragile?”

      Ruthann said, “Maybe they’re fragile so we always know to be careful about other things that can break, like other people’s feelings.”

      As soon as she spoke, she realized she couldn’t write that nasty letter. She’d feel just as discontented afterward, and the egg would be just as broken.

      At the end of the school day, Ruthann checked again on the incubator. “Good night, sweet chicks. Even if you’re still only eggs, you’re cute as you are.”
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        * * *

      

      Sekkiel spent twelve continuous hours retracing his steps across the Earth and praying, both at the same time. Father God, please reveal what is hidden. At every place, though, he found no evidence of the egg.

      Zynna, friend and fellow volunteer, followed Sekkiel through every spot, praying and giving him her calm whenever the frustration built. For reasons known only to Himself, God wasn’t telling Sekkiel where to find the egg. Nor even why it had vanished from the pocket dimension.

      You know perfectly well where it went, so why won’t you tell me? Sekkiel prayed.

      Although Zynna couldn’t hear his prayer, she let her calm seep into his heart. “We’ve been through every location twice. Let’s regroup and come up with another plan.”

      He tightened his wings. “I have a plan. Find the egg.”

      Zynna touched her wingtips to his and lowered her voice. “If we do this a third time, demons will realize we’re looking for something. They’re going to search.”

      Sekkiel clenched his jaw. What would a demon put in the egg? What could they do to a developing chick? “We can’t let that happen. It’s probably not exactly an earthly creature anymore. Not if it germinated in Heaven.”

      That’s why they brought the eggs before God. Let God handle them.

      Zynna took his hand to transport him to a place of solitude. They reappeared on a pumice raft, ocean dominating their vision all around.

      Zynna tucked up her legs. “You never touched the egg’s pocket dimension after putting the egg into it. You’re sure you put the egg fully inside before sealing it. Therefore I want to try an experiment. Can you create a pocket and put me into it?”

      Sekkiel shrugged. “Of course, but do you think I lost it through bad technique? I’ve never lost anything before.”

      Zynna shook her head. “It’s worth trying, if only to change my perspective.”

      Sekkiel re-opened the same miniature universe. He didn’t push Zynna in the way he had the egg, but after she flowed inside, he sealed the opening. Her sensation vanished. After a minute, he reached into the pocket dimension, and she popped out. “It was very quiet.” She flexed her wings. “I may start making those for myself, just for a private retreat space.”

      Sekkiel chuckled. “That’s what your home in Heaven is for.”

      “I felt focused inside it. Regardless, the dimension itself is solid, so your setup was fine.” She tightened her bronze-toned wings to her back as she thought. “Do it again, but this time, in between sealing me in and letting me out, open another dimension and take something out of it, like you did with your sword.”

      Sekkiel was used to maintaining several pocket dimensions at once, but he opened it up, and in she went. His sword’s pocket was two thousand years old, and the sword was the first thing he pulled out and put back. Next he opened the pocket for whichever book he was reading, and finally repeated the process with his musical instrument.

      Before he was done, Zynna’s energy reappeared in the world, and he turned to find a very wide-eyed angel. “You never stored a living thing in a pocket, did you?” When he shook his head, she said, “Reaching in and out of the other pockets made mine less stable. I felt you accessing them. The third time, the barrier was so thin that I burst out.”

      Sekkiel’s hand clenched on his clarinet. “Are you saying the egg—?”

      “—popped out somewhere in space and time. I ended up back where I wanted to be.” Zynna raised her wings and looked at the ground. “I can’t imagine where an egg would want to be.”
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        * * *

      

      Ruthann’s students dutifully turned the eggs and candled them every day for two weeks. They observed how the chicks developed, and they made plans for the brooder box. On weekends, Ruthann came to the classroom herself to take care of them, but on school days, the students helped change the water and monitor the temperature. They even suggested names for her to write on the shells in blue crayon: Dixie, Shelly, Chris P., Avery, Nugget, and Bill.

      One Wednesday, Ruthann turned on the classroom lights to find the first egg cracking. By lunchtime, no instruction whatsoever was taking place because all fifteen students wanted to watch the chicks hatch, and whenever an egg moved, the students all shouted. I hope chicks are hard of hearing, Ruthann prayed. She didn’t pray often, but she wasn’t sure who else to talk to about hatching chicks.

      She surprised herself by enjoying hatching day. The chicks emerged wet and ugly, gangly, wobbly. They staggered around, stepping on their own shells without understanding why the ground wasn’t steady. None of the kids wanted to go home because Bill still hadn’t hatched. Ruthann promised she would stay and take video.

      Bill hatched at three thirty, clear-eyed and bigger than the others. The chick strutted, then stared right into Ruthann’s eyes.

      “Hello, sweetie.” She rested her chin on her hands. “It’s a big world, and now you’re here.”

      Bill inspected the other chicks, then nudged one with its head.

      “You’re taking charge.” She chuckled. “I hope you enjoy it here. Once you’re dry, you’ll all go in the brooder box. Tomorrow, you’ll get to meet your fan club.”
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        * * *

      

      Sekkiel hadn’t moved from before God’s throne for two hours. Kneeling, hands crossed over his chest, wings tight to his back, he prayed with his eyes closed and his heart broken. He should have an egg in his hands. Instead, his hands were empty.

      The Holy Spirit washed through him, but Sekkiel couldn’t relax. Relax, and he’d break down.

      Just this morning, Raviniel had visited the sanctuary, feathers dull. “I got a friend to stand in for me,” he’d murmured, not noticing Sekkiel’s startled fear. “It’s been difficult lately. Her life feels so empty to her.”

      Sekkiel had managed to say, “Is she resisting grace?”

      Raviniel only shook his head. “Just resisting joy.”

      Sekkiel couldn’t tell him what he ought to. Couldn’t tell his already-downtrodden friend that one of the eggs was loose in the world, lost, unpresented to God. Couldn’t say it was his own fault. Not when Raviniel already had so many worries about his joyless human charge.

      It’s only an egg, Sekkiel insisted to the Holy Spirit, as if the Holy Spirit needed to know. There are eggs all over the world.

      It’s just that he’d wanted to do a good job. Losing something like that—it wasn’t merely unprofessional. It was careless in a way God’s creatures didn’t deserve.

      Sekkiel had done everything he could to track where the egg went. He’d put plants into the dimensional pocket to see where they’d go. He’d tried with insects. When the pocket buckled, they always returned where they belonged. But the egg belonged in Heaven to be presented to God, and the egg hadn’t come back.

      Why won’t you tell me? Sekkiel finally asked.

      The Holy Spirit swirled through Sekkiel again, moving against the tight parts in his soul, the anxiety about one lonely egg jostled from the nest, rolling through the spiritual corridors of the world.

      You could have warned me, Sekkiel prayed. I’d never have tucked it in there.

      The Holy Spirit poured reassurance into his heart, but Sekkiel recoiled.

      The Holy Spirit pushed forth a question: why was he so insistent on feeling terrible? Was he not sure of his own innocence? Did he believe God would allow evil to come from his well-intentioned mistake?

      Raviniel counted on me. Sekkiel closed his eyes. I failed.

      The Holy Spirit replied, But I didn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Ruthann turned on the classroom lights to find all six week-old chicks out of their brooder and staring directly at her from the carpet.

      At the head of the fluffy flock, Bill regarded her with an intent focus. It wasn’t exactly creepy, but in sixteen years, she’d never encountered a chick who paid attention to the humans in the room. Usually the chicks pecked around and put up with being handled.

      These six, though: Bill had them all under his wing, figuratively, and when she brought in other classes to see the chicks, it seemed Bill thought it the reverse—that she had brought humans for him to study. Him or her—that couldn’t be determined yet.

      She’d asked the seller what breeds he’d sent—and finally asked why he hadn’t removed the broken egg. He said he’d never send a broken egg (he’d packed her box himself) but did provide a list of breeds in the assortment. The list didn’t seem to match the eggs, and she still couldn’t identify Bill. Again, not something she was used to after sixteen years.

      This morning, finding all six out of the brooder box—that was another unusual development. The chicks had gathered on the carpet as if for circle time, standing over a pile of open books. She wasn’t good at reading bird expressions, but it seemed her arrival surprised them.

      “Sorry, guys.” She hung her jacket on a hook, making sure the door was shut so they wouldn’t escape. “I didn’t realize I needed to mention I was coming in early.”

      Bill led the chicks to the side of the brooder box, which was considerate. Ruthann must be cracking up: Bill wasn’t actually considering her feelings, and the chicks hadn’t actually been studying the phonics books—the phonics books that had been on the shelf yesterday. Ruthann scooped the waiting chicks into the box one at a time. Last into the box was Bill. “I wish I could keep as good control of the kindergarteners as you do.” She laughed, but then Bill inclined his head toward her in agreement.

      During circle time, one of the students asked, “When do the chicks go home?”

      Ruthann said, “When they’re four weeks old, we’ll send them to a farm.”

      “Do you do that every year?” said a little boy. When Ruthann nodded, he asked, “Can we visit?”

      Ruthann glanced at the “Chickens on the Farm” book the kids had been poring over this whole week, wondering how many new vegetarians she could create if she answered honestly: “Maybe you’ll see them in the cafeteria.” No, no, not a thing to say out loud. Most of the local chicken-keepers wanted hens for the eggs. Meanwhile, the chicks left the classroom before they could be sexed. Ruthann never asked what happened to the roosters.

      One of the girls giggled. “That’s funny. Bill is watching us.”

      Hair standing on end, Ruthann turned. It wasn’t just Bill. It was all of them. Staring. Studying.

      “Well, then,” she said brightly to get the class’s attention back on her. “Let’s sing the Itsy Bitsy Spider!” and she launched into a rousing chorus.

      Bill watched for the rest of the day. When she turned off the classroom lights at four o’clock, Bill was still watching, and all the books were tucked into the shelf.

      When Ruthann returned the next morning, “Chickens on the Farm” was off the shelf, and six chicks were regarding her with disappointment.
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        * * *

      

      Ruthann didn’t return them to the box. Nothing made sense, and for someone who spent entire days working with a population who seldom made sense, that said something. Although, children did make sense once you looked at the world the way they did.

      The question was, could Ruthann look at the world like a chicken?

      With half an hour before the students arrived, she sat against the wall, cross-legged. “Bill, all of you—let’s talk.”

      The chicks approached, the other five clustered behind Bill.

      After teaching kindergarten for a decade and a half, Ruthann thought she’d done every ridiculous thing there was to do. This was more ridiculous than all of them. “I don’t know how much you understand, but if you used the phonics books to learn to read, then now you’re reading about your future. Yes, you are domesticated animals. Yes, humans domesticated you. That means we protect you, and in exchange for protecting you, we take your eggs. At the end, we expect to take your feathers and take your meat. That’s been the arrangement for eight thousand years.”

      Bill cocked his head to the side. He had never made such an arrangement with anyone.

      Ruthann folded her hands. “I can see this upsets you. I have no idea what to do.”

      Still, they expected her to do something. Ruthann pulled out her phone to call the farm where she sent the chicks, and she switched to her teacher voice, upbeat. “Lucy! I wanted to talk to you about this year’s chick-hatching lesson.”

      Lucy sounded happy. “Are all six doing well? Do you want me to pick them up?”

      “It’s not about that. The kids were asking what happens to the chicks when they grow up. I wondered what I should tell them.”

      “We’ve gotten some beautiful layers from you in the past.” Lucy chuckled. “Some of them, not so much.”

      Ruthann said, “Do some of them get eaten?”

      “Some of them.” Lucy wasn’t bothered by this, but she didn’t have Bill at her ankles, awaiting his fate. “Were you thinking of a field trip? It might be fun to have your class deliver the chicks and see the coops. Maybe they could watch me shear a sheep or milk a cow.”

      When Ruthann got off the phone, Bill returned to the book, studying a picture of hens getting fed cornmeal while a woman collected their eggs.
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        * * *

      

      Zynna extended her wings to Sekkiel. “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      He flexed his feathers as her wingtips touched his. “I’m sure. Just pray it goes well.”

      Sekkiel flashed across the divide to the earth, to Raviniel where he stayed with his charge—or rather, on the roof of his charge’s house. Beneath the full moon, the house cast a shadow across the hill, and in the distance, trees stood like armed sentinels. Casting no shadow, Raviniel leaned against the chimney and prayed. Sekkiel sat on the ridgepole and settled into a prayer of his own. It was sweet of Zynna to offer her presence, but in reality, the one whose strength he needed was God’s.

      Raviniel spoke in a low voice, as if unwilling to awaken the woman in the bedroom beneath. She couldn’t hear him. That was part of the problem. “Thanks for visiting.”

      Sekkiel asked about his charge. Raviniel still seemed exhausted by his charge’s joyless existence. “I wish I could enliven Ruthann. It’s such a beautiful world.” Then Raviniel grew concerned. “You’re sad, too. What’s wrong?”

      “I have a confession to make.” With his wings tight to his back and his eyes downcast, Sekkiel confessed about the missing egg, about his attempts to track it down, and finally, about his failure.

      When he raised his eyes, Sekkiel found his companion wrapped in thought. Raviniel breathed, “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I let you down. I promised to take care of your sanctuary.”

      “Did you think I’d be angry?”

      “Do you forgive me?”

      “I’ll always forgive you, but you did nothing wrong.” Raviniel extended a wing. “Come. There’s something I want you to see.”

      Raviniel flashed them into an airy room, windows along one entire wall, colorful posters decorating the other three. At the center was a colorful carpet, and on the carpet stood a cluster of six chicks. Raviniel crouched with wings up and hand outstretched, and the largest chick toddled right for him.

      Sekkiel’s wings raised. “Is that your egg?”

      Stroking the chick’s head, Raviniel chuckled. “I didn’t know it was my egg! It arrived with a half-dozen others for the kindergarteners’ hatching experiment, but one of the six was broken. My egg took its place. Bill has been unusual from the start.”

      “The egg came to you.” Sekkiel crouched on the carpet alongside the chicks. “The egg went where it wanted, and you were what it wanted.”

      “I don’t think so.” Raviniel looked into Sekkiel’s eyes. “I think it wanted Ruthann. Or rather, it wanted to give joy, and it went to the one for whom it could.” Raviniel reached for Sekkiel’s hand. “God gave us all a great gift in this little egg, but just in case you’re still feeling guilty…?” Raviniel’s eyes glittered with mischief. “Can you help me maximize the gift?”
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        * * *

      

      Ruthann entered the classroom armed with glossy magazines, a blueprint, and a huge smile. “Good morning, Bill!” Bill fluffed his feathers and regarded her with his head cocked, but he herded the other chicks back into their box. She cleaned up ahead of the kids coming in, then settled them down right away. “I have an exciting announcement. We’re going to have a guest!” Now she had the kids’ attention. “Do you remember Miss Lucy, from the farm where we send our chicks? In twenty minutes, she’s coming to talk to us.”

      A girl shot up her hand. “Are we sending the chicks home?”

      “We are sending them home, and she’s going to talk to us about it.”

      Bill was right up against the edge of the box, watching everything. The girl pointed to him. “He wants to know, too!”

      Ruthann grinned. “Of course he does, and I don’t blame him. But he’ll just have to wait.”

      Lucy arrived right on time, lugging a full canvas bag. “Let’s talk about houses for chickens!” she exclaimed, and she spread out all her pictures and even produced a scale model of a wooden chicken coop. The kids ran over to Bill and the chicks with pictures and the model to show them what a future home might look like.

      Ruthann grinned because Bill did seem interested.

      “Chicks, and later chickens, need a safe place. They need space to live—two to three square feet per chicken inside their coop, and eight square feet per chicken outside.” Lucy showed how she secured her coops against coyotes and hawks. The kids were enthralled. Bill seemed pleased. Ruthann kept wringing her hands and fighting the excited feeling inside.

      Lucy said, “Usually I take the chicks home, but this year, we’re going to do something special. Guess who’s going to take them?”

      Ruthann couldn’t wait any longer. “I am!”

      The kids cheered, so she spoke louder. “But I need some help! I can’t decide what kind of coop to build the chickens.”

      The room was chaos. The children designed a chicken Versailles for Ruthann’s yard, then kept going over to the chicks’ box to shout their ideas and interpret the chicks’ responses. In the end, Ruthann carried Bill over to the table where the kids had an assortment of catalogs and sample photos. “What about you? You’re going to be living in it, so how about you choose?”

      Bill strutted among the choices like a first-time homebuyer assessing curb appeal. He studied the miniature model. He didn’t like the square pens; he liked the ones with stairs and multiple levels. Finally, he stood before the ad for a stand-up chicken coop with a rounded top and three levels for roosting, plus access to an external run, and he pecked it.

      Lucy gave a thumbs-up. “He’s got good taste. I can set that up for you in one week.”

      Beaming, Ruthann said, “Just in time for them to come home with me.”

      Lucy started packing her bag, and Ruthann noticed her necklace—feathers. “That’s a gorgeous pendant. Are you a bird enthusiast?”

      “Actually, that’s an angel feather.” Lucy flipped over the pendant to show the other side engraved with a winged human-like figure. “Working with birds is just a side effect of loving things with wings.”

      Ruthann glanced at Bill, who had settled back in the box with the other chicks. “I’ve always loved things with feathers.”

      Lucy said, “Now you know. They love you too.”

      Ruthann prayed, God, if there are any angels around helping us, please tell them thank you. And thank you too for my new chickens, as well as all the fun they’re going to be.
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        * * *

      

      Sekkiel prayed while taking care of the bird sanctuary. Raviniel was spending a midnight hour away from Ruthann, playing with his hummingbirds. He looked brighter. “When Ruthann gets here, she’s going to be amazed. I may change the coop here to look more like the one she has for Bill.” Raviniel summoned a flower to his fingers, and one of the hummingbirds dove over to feed from it, its wings moving almost too fast for an angel’s eyes to track.

      Thank you for working this out, Sekkiel prayed. He’s so happy now.

      Raviniel touched the hovering bird, and it darted away. “I’ve started whispering to her that she should learn about other birds too, but so far she hasn’t done more than remember the Common Birds of North America book in her classroom. She got a stained glass window hanger in the shape of an angel because it had beautiful wings, though, so maybe someday.” Raviniel stretched. “She doesn’t realize yet, but Bill is a hen. All six are hens, actually, so that makes it easier. God was very good to us.”

      You were, Sekkiel prayed. You were better to me than I deserved.

      The Holy Spirit replied, Why didn’t you trust me?

      Sekkiel shivered as he closed the chicken coop. It was myself I didn’t trust.

      Then why not trust that I could fix whatever you broke? The Holy Spirit warmed his heart. I want you to come to me with broken dreams and lost loves. A warm wind ruffled over Sekkiel’s wings, and the Holy Spirit added, You weren’t the only one reaching out for a distant creature hiding in its shell.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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      The penthouse apartment and its rooftop garden had been the find of a lifetime.

      The balcony looked out across the distant Pacific Ocean, and most days, Delores enjoyed a gentle breeze kissed with the scent of trees from the adjacent park. In all her years, she could never afford such a place before everything fell apart, but now she had everything she wanted, so long as she didn’t want much.

      “I think I’d better get a set of batteries for the solar cells. What do you think, Khan? There are plenty of cars out there that still have batteries in them, at least if they’re any good after sitting on the streets for a year. Just think, I could cook at night instead of just when it’s sunny. I might even hook up lights in the bathroom.”

      An array of black solar cells perched on one corner of the roof while her vegetable garden occupied the rest, except for a small outdoor kitchen located for easy access to the power.

      Khan, her Rhode Island Red rooster, pecked his way between rows of carrots in the garden plot, searching for bugs. He expressed his agreement with her by clucking in her direction.

      The earthy smell of the garden always pleased Delores with its rich undertones and promise of another harvest. With the moderate winters of the coast, she grew food nearly year-round.

      “If it weren’t for those thugs downtown, I’d go pick up all I need from that old hardware store on Green Street like I used to. Now, I’ll have to get out the tools and pull more wire from the basement. I hate having to climb up that rickety old ladder.”

      Khan’s head swiveled for a better view as his two girlfriends appeared at the far end of the garden. They were both Buff Orpingtons. Jabber ran randomly through the garden, leading Wocky on a merry chase as they argued over a mouse Jabber had caught.

      “Oh, aren’t you just precious? You’d better eat that quick before Khan takes it from you.” The birds gave Delores a great breakfast each day and kept the pests down in the garden. She’d found them on one of her early trips into the nearby hills. A family had kept them in their back yard, and she’d been lucky to discover them before the abandoned strays starved inside their coop.

      Of course, she had to keep wire around some of her tender garden plants to keep the birds from eating them. A batch of recently hatched chicks huddled in the makeshift henhouse. It wouldn’t do at all to eat every egg, then discover later that the birds were done laying. It had been hard enough to round them up and carry them home in the first place.

      Delores fetched today’s eggs and brought them to her outdoor kitchen.

      She turned on her hotplate and waited for it to warm up, filling the time with conversation. “You remember last year? Things were different. I had that run-down basement apartment. I was arguing with the landlord over rent when the news came on about a new strain of flu spreading real fast-like. A few hours later, the city went dark. Landlord Bob didn’t last much longer, God rest his miserable soul. Turns out it wasn’t the flu, but nobody lasted long enough to name it.” She shook her head at the memories.

      The birds always enjoyed her stories, even when she told the same ones every day. She waved a hand over the hotplate and frowned, then prodded it with a bare finger. The coiled element was cold. She wiggled the plug and the wiring, and still got no power. Shrugging, she toddled over to the power inverter that ran her tiny kitchen. The lights on it were dead.

      She traced the cabling back to the solar cells, but she found no obvious problems. It was time to break out her tools. She’d collected quite a toolbox, both mechanical and electrical. Each tool had been found as she ran across yet another challenge over the past several months.

      Delores rummaged through her box of electrical gadgets and pulled out a voltmeter. With a few deft checks of the panel junction box, she let out a sigh of relief. Output from the solar cells still looked good. She moved along the chain, testing each connection until she reached the inverter. Power went into the box, but nothing came back out.

      “I guess they don’t make ‘em like they used to. Of course, they’re all dead now and can’t make anything anymore.” She laughed at her own morbid joke. “I’ll just have a nice garden salad while you three fight over that mouse. What do you say I go out to find a new inverter instead of looking for car batteries tomorrow?” There were enough solar installations around town that it wouldn’t be hard to find a spare, so long as she could match up voltages.

      Jabber heeded the advice and gulped down the mouse.
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        * * *

      

      Nights were a lot darker than they had been before, yet the stars seemed to shine brighter than ever as Delores gazed into the sky from her balcony. The view always calmed her. A gentle breeze blew, bringing the tang of the ocean with it. On the edge of the balcony, a tin can jangled. The trip plate attached to the can warned her of company long before any visitor could reach her penthouse. She picked up her twenty-gauge shotgun and made sure it held three shells; one slug followed by two buckshot, her usual load. You never could tell what you might run into.

      “You all stay in the henhouse. I’d hate to see anyone take you and run off.” Delores latched the henhouse door, then ambled over to the top of the stairwell to sit in her comfy padded chair, the one with the pretty floral pattern. The chair sat behind the steel armor plating she’d assembled as a barricade across the top of the staircase. It wouldn’t do to stand up every time she had to guard her home from intruders. She waited and listened, ready to shoot if it was those blasted thugs again.

      “Hello?” It sounded more like a young girl than a thug. “Is anyone there?” Maybe a teenager.

      “Go away.”

      “I…I heard you had food up here.”

      “Unless you have a power inverter to trade, I’ve got nothing for you. Go back where you came from.” Delores couldn’t go around taking in strays. The garden had allowed her to build up a little store of dried vegetables for a rainy day, but the rooftop garden and the chickens were hers. If she started sharing, a dozen beggars would appear before long, and she couldn’t support so many.

      The girl’s voice echoed back up the stairwell. “I can’t stay where I came from. The canned food ran out. I don’t dare go to the settlement after I saw them out hunting. I saw how they treat people there.”

      “Did they see you? Did they follow you?” Delores knew better than to care what happened to the girl, but she didn’t want trouble with the thugs from the settlement if she could avoid it.

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Good. Then go away, like I said.”

      “What if I bring you something? You said you needed a power inverter. The red kind with metal fins?”

      “Right. We can talk if you’re good at scrounging things. Run along and find me an inverter that will take a ganged set of twenty-four volt solar panels and put out a hundred and ten volts AC.” It never hurt to ask, and Delores could stay in her penthouse bunker for a long time with just her garden and her chickens if she had power.

      After a few minutes, the can on the balcony clanked again, and Delores was alone once more. “Kids these days.”

      She slept lightly that night on a couch near the alarm cans, tossing and turning as visions of a dozen hungry children plagued her, demanding her time and trampling her garden. The warning alarm remained silent through the night.
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        * * *

      

      As the sun peeked out over the dead city, Delores measured her water supply. “Looks like I’ll need those dehumidifiers back online. It won’t do the garden any good if the barrels run dry.” Khan surveyed his domain nearby, so Delores knelt beside him for a moment until he sprinted away with a squawk. “Don’t you worry, Khan. I’ll always save enough water for you and the girls.”

      The plants needed a lot more water than she and the chickens used. It was never a problem during the rainy part of the year with her rain barrel system, but the dry spell made things harder. If the garden died, she would die, too. When she first moved in, she’d scrounged all the equipment she needed out of the building’s basement where the centralized cooling systems sat. The maintenance crew had left manuals behind, which made it easier to figure out how to wire up the dehumidifiers and collect the stale water they put out.

      Delores picked up volume T from her Encyclopedia Technologica for something to read over breakfast, picking up where she left off the day before. It was her fifth read-through of the set of books she found in what she now called the library. A tech guru who used to live in the building one floor down had a thing for books. “It ain’t the internet, but it’s given you birds and me a home with a few comforts. Look at this entry, Khan. It’s about an old guy named Tesla. Says he was as much a showman as a scientist, always arguing with Thomas Edison. Something about AC verses DC power, like the broken inverter. If we were near a fancy camper supply store, I’d raid it for DC appliances and ditch the inverter entirely.”

      Then again, gallivanting around the countryside as a scavenger was too much work for an old lady like her. She only did what was required to survive and take care of Khan, Jabber, Wocky, and the chicks.

      A few pages later, Delores checked the sun in the sky and put the book away. Reading time was over.

      “I guess I can’t count on that girl to help me find a new inverter, can I, Khan? No telling how much trouble she would be, always coming around to trade for my food. I’ll be out hunting and scrounging for a bit.” She grabbed her shotgun, and Khan strutted back to his work defending the garden from pests. Delores made her careful way around the barricade and down the stairs. She armed the spring-loaded spike traps as she passed them, just in case someone came to visit while she was gone.

      “Careful, Delores. Hospitals don’t treat broken hips no more. The doctors died, and the thugs already took the medicines away.”

      Nearby buildings had a small black X sprayed on the concrete in front of each door. She’d visited and reclaimed everything useful from the closest buildings before marking them, so it was time to venture a little farther out this time. She crossed the adjacent grassy park and headed to the nearby row of businesses clumped around a common parking lot. Offices often had better tech than living spaces.

      A rat scampered away and into a hole in the wall of a building. “I’m glad you’re down here. I’m not sure if the girls are tough enough to take you on, but you’re too small for me to bother.” She patted her shotgun. “I’ll stop in the park on the way home to see if I can scare up some extra protein.”

      At the business complex, Delores waited at each corner for a moment to listen before proceeding. She’d been through two offices with no luck and painted a fresh black X on the ground in front of each. A peek through the window of the next building, an office with computers on the desks, showed promise. Delores rounded the corner and collided into another person, connecting with knees, elbows, and heads all at once. They both collapsed into a heap. Delores lost her grip on the shotgun as she fell, and it clattered to the ground out of reach.

      As she scrambled to recover the gun, a familiar voice said, “Is this what you need?”

      The girl from the night before sat on the ground holding a voltage inverter in front of her as if she could deflect a shotgun blast with it.

      “Oh.” Delores picked up the gun and held it aimed at the ceiling. “Yes, that might do. You’re quite a clever girl. You picked that up in here?” She pointed at the building she had been about to enter.

      “No, I hiked home overnight. Dad was a prepper and had lots of stuff stored away. You know, before.”

      “Well, I guess a promise is a promise. I’ll trade food to you for the inverter if it still works. You get to walk in front.” It never hurt to be careful.

      Back at the park, Delores spotted movement in the greenery and tugged on the girl’s arm and motioned for her to get down. Fear showed on the girls face as Delores made sure a slug was chambered in the shotgun instead of just the heavy buck shot, then took careful aim.

      Delores fired the shotgun, then ran forward.

      The girl called out, “What is it? Is it the men from the settlement?”

      Stopping in the tall grass, Delores called back. “No, it’s venison, sweetie. With all the people gone, the deer sometimes come down from the mountains and hang out in the park. Between your converter and my hunting, we’ll have quite a meal this afternoon.”

      The girl joined Delores beside the dead animal. “We always used to have dinner together, me with Mom and Dad. Then we watched TV afterward. But then, you know, things changed when everyone died.”

      Delores field-dressed the small deer and stored the entrails in a bag to share with the chickens. They would eat just about anything if she cut it up into bite-size chunks, and the cutting was usually optional. Then, she prepared to haul the carcass home where she could skin it and process the meat. “Lots of things changed, that’s for sure. Things change all the time, but it’s not always for the worse, even now. I don’t miss the politics and the news about wars, what movie star is getting married or divorced, and everyone hating each other and arguing constantly.”

      The girl waved a hand around, taking in the dead city. “People still hate each other. That’s why I didn’t go to the settlement. That’s why I came to you. You’re…”

      “Harmless? A hermit? A crazy old lady? Someone lied to you. I’ve heard all the names, and that’s with no neighbors for miles most of the time. You’re right about people still hating, but there’s a lot less of ‘em now, and it doesn’t do any good to hate people if you’ll never see them as long as you live. Are there still people in Europe? How about China? I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter anymore. Worrying over things far away won’t ever change anything, so I save my worry for what matters to me here, and for what makes a difference to me this week.”

      Delores put the shotgun’s strap on her left shoulder and hefted the carcass onto her right for the short walk home. Even a small deer like this one felt heavier than in the past. Such was the curse of growing old. “Carry that bag, please.”

      The girl scooped up the treats Delores had saved for the chickens.

      As they approached the edge of the park near the apartment building, a voice rang out across the greenery. “Hunting our game again, Delores? You know the boss doesn’t like that.”

      Delores recognized the voice from earlier encounters. “It ain’t your deer, Chump, but if you want it, then come out and get it.” Delores dropped the carcass and racked a shell into her shotgun. It was only heavy buckshot, but it worked wonders to scare people off, and it was plenty deadly up close. She scanned the area with a practiced eye to see where the voice came from as she tugged the girl back and guided her behind a large sycamore tree. “Stay there.”

      “The name’s Chuck, but you know that. You put your little boom stick away and I’ll come and talk with you. We can be civil neighbors if we set a few ground rules and stick to them.”

      “Right. Prove you’re man enough to come out here, and I’ll set it down instead of shooting you with my little boom stick, as you call it.”

      Against every expectation, Chuck stepped out from some brush near the road with his hands out and empty. He wouldn’t do that if he was alone, so she searched for his buddies in nearby shadows. One partner tried to hide behind another bush, but that’s all she saw. Delores considered the loss of the deer as a good trade if they took it and left her alone, but she wouldn’t give up that much meat without a little negotiating. They couldn’t know she’d already decided to hand it over because that’s not how you played the game.

      Delores set her shotgun on the ground butt first, holding onto the barrel like a walking stick. “Well, talk. Your buddies can’t hide all day, and I’ve got things to do.”

      As Chuck made his way closer, Delores spotted beads of sweat on his forehead. The morning was cool, so something had him spooked to be soaked in sweat like that.

      “Those two are my insurance policy.” Then Chuck added at just over a whisper, “They’ll kill us all if I don’t give them the girl. I saw her with you. They saw her, too.”

      Two of them. So, Chuck wasn’t just being a jerk on his own, like usual. He’d been roped into something, and they were forcing him to be a jerk. There wasn’t a huge difference as far as Delores was concerned, but she rolled with it. Under her breath, she said, “Truce for a day. I can take the one behind the bush if you can shoot the other one. What do you say? You got your piece on you?”

      Chuck nodded, then raised his voice loud enough for everyone to hear as he said, “Yeah, we can make a deal here. First, you hand over that venison, then we see where it goes from there.”

      Where it goes. If he took the carcass to the second watcher, they might all make it through this without getting killed. First, no hotplate to cook her eggs, and now this, a western-worthy showdown in the street. The day was going downhill fast.

      “Looks like I’m not in much of a position to argue if you’ve got backup. It’s all yours.” She stepped away from the dead animal and gave herself a better line of sight on the bush. She would have to make her two buckshot loads count and pray the girl stayed hidden behind the tree.

      Chuck hefted the animal over a shoulder and turned his back on Delores, showing the pistol tucked into the back of his pants. She felt bad for him not owning a decent holster, though it would be hysterical if he shot himself in the butt cheek carrying it like that. He walked toward the corner of a nearby building. As he got there, he dropped the animal and reached for his pistol.

      Delores hoisted her shotgun up, sighted in on the shadow in the bush, and fired before dodging to the side. The man behind the bush yelled in pain and moved, taking two wild pistol shots at Delores as he ran. Idiots, all of them. “That’s why you don’t shoot while running.” She drew a bead on her moving target, just like shooting skeet, and pulled the trigger. He went down, a pattern of red blossoming on his upper back and neck where the heavy shot hit.

      No shots had come from Chuck or the man lurking behind the corner. She turned and saw why. Chuck stood in front of the other man who held a gun to his head. Chuck’s pistol rested on the ground at his feet. It was sloppy work on Chuck’s part, and now it had become her problem. Worse, she had no more shotgun shells with her.

      The man holding Chuck said, “A double cross? Really? You assumed that would actually work? I’m shocked that you thought you could get away with it, but even more shocked at seeing the two of you working together. Who would have thought, Chuck and Delores being all chummy? You two hate each other.”

      A shot rang out, and Delores flinched.

      Chuck peed himself and screamed, then patted the back of his head, hunting for a wound. The man behind Chuck collapsed.

      The girl stepped out from cover around the large sycamore and said to Chuck, “Give me a reason to shoot, and you’re next.” She aimed a small black semiautomatic pistol at him with a solid two-hand stance, feet spread apart.

      Delores approved of her initiative, but it felt wrong to let the girl shoot him. She stepped forward to face Chuck as she spoke to the girl. “Sweetie, I promised him a truce. He’s a jerk, and he’s dumb as a bag of hammers, but he did more good than harm here today. It would be rude to shoot him until at least tomorrow. Save your bullets until the next time he comes over here to throw his weight around, and then plug him.” Delores tapped Chuck on the forehead twice with her index finger for emphasis. Glancing at the dead man at Chuck’s feet, she added, “You’ve definitely got your aim down, girl. One and done.”

      Chuck shook his head. “You’re both crazy. I’m not coming back over here no matter what anyone says. Can I go now?” The smell of his urine grew as Delores stood before him. It was time to send him on his way.

      Delores pointed toward the settlement and then made shooing movements with her hands. “The girl might change her mind and shoot you no matter what I say. How fast can you run, Chuck?”

      As he ran out of sight around a building, the girl picked up the pistols left behind by Chuck and his friends, and grinned. “What about the bodies?”

      “If the wild dogs don’t get rid of them, we can drag them off tomorrow to keep the stink down. That’s way too much work for today. I doubt Chuck will stray this way again any time soon.”
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        * * *

      

      With the new inverter wired into place and tested, they shared the late afternoon by preparing a lovely dinner of pan-fried venison steaks and fried eggs. Delores sliced carrots and sweet peppers to add to the meal. The chickens got a special treat as they dined on raw bits of deer liver. Delores had never been a fan of liver and was happy to share it with them.

      Delores flipped the steaks in the pan and stirred in some chopped onions. “If we’re going to be friends, we should know each other’s names. I’m Delores.”

      “I’m Michelle, but Mom and Dad called me…by a pet name.”

      It wouldn’t do to pressure the girl who obviously wanted to put at least some of her past behind her. “I wouldn’t ever intrude without your permission, so Michelle it is.”

      Looking over their growing meal, Delores pulled out the good china and set out nice place settings with napkins and real sterling silverware, then offered Michelle a seat beside her at the small rooftop worktable.

      “I think I might try growing a couple of apple trees up here to see if they will survive. You know, to add a little variety to the diet. What do you think?”

      “That would be nice,” said the girl.

      Delores wasn’t used to having someone answer when she talked to the chickens. It was nice to have a two-sided conversation, truth be told. The birds answered in their own way, but there was something about hearing another voice that Delores missed.

      “After we’re done eating, I’ll show you how to dry and preserve the rest of the meat so it doesn’t go bad. It only took me a couple tries before I had some tasty venison jerky.” After more small talk about how preserve the meat on drying racks, Delores said, “You know, we made a great team down there in the park.”

      “Yeah, we did, didn’t we?” Michelle wolfed down the rest of her meal, twice what Delores had served herself. With a round trip to home and back, Michelle probably hadn’t eaten in a day or two. Delores shoveled more vegetables onto the girl’s plate and watched as they disappeared.

      “Where did you learn to use that cute little gun of yours?”

      “Like I told you, Dad was a prepper. He took me to the gun range with Mom. It took me over a week to guess the combination to the gun safe. That was a bad week.”

      Not wanting to pry, Delores sat in silence with Michelle, reveling in the feel of a full belly for a few minutes until the girl spoke up again. “Delores, down there in the park you said I could shoot Chuck if he came around again.”

      “I only wanted to scare him. We don’t seek out trouble like that, sweetie. Not unless he tries to push me around, anyway.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. You said it like I could stay here with you for a while.”

      Delores scratched her head. The girl was right. Delores had treated Michelle as part of her little family down there when things got tough. “Well, I’m not going to live forever, and you might be able to convince me to take you on as an apprentice. Khan, what do you think about Michelle?”

      Khan looked up and tilted his head to one side before returning to peck at another piece of liver. No objections from the birds, so they were clearly happy with her plan. It would be a huge responsibility, but it felt right. One more stray given a home.
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      I hope you can read this.

      There’s not much light and I can’t see what I’m writing.

      I’m using the notebook I keep in my work overalls and it’s not too clean. But I’ve got a zippered bag and maybe that will keep it dry, at least. So, whoever finds this will know what happened. Please, God, let somebody find this.

      Of course, we had no idea this was going to happen. I was busy shoveling manure. Most of the time, I’m shoveling manure. When I’m not shoveling feed or checking water lines or replacing lightbulbs, or a bunch of other stuff…

      My name’s Billy. I do most of the dirty jobs around here. My dad told me to expect that. I just started after school let out this spring…

      I was putting this morning’s manure into a nice, neat pile, like Jake says to do, and about to go to the oldest pile and stir it up to see if it’s ready to use for fertilizer. We do use some of it on the farm but most of it I bag up and people buy it for their gardens. But it’s got to be good and rotted to be safe. Anyway, I was just about ready to go do some stirring when I noticed there was a bright spot in the sky and not where the sun was.

      I just stood there and watched it get bigger and bigger for a little bit, until Jake yelled at me.

      “Git movin’, boy! That crap won’t stir itself! Then get the feeders filled and clear the trays in number one! Go on, move!”

      “But, Jake,” I pointed up at the sky, but he was already walking away.

      “Ain’t got time fer yer foolishness, boy. I gotta get the office and shop ready fer the inspection today. We got Mr. Harvey from the home office coming in before lunchtime…”

      He walked off, grumbling like usual. Jake was always either grumbling or yelling about something, usually to me.

      I went and stirred the old manure pile, but I kept sneaking a look every so often at that bright spot. What could it be? A star? My brother likes to read, and he’s always telling me about crazy stuff like suns exploding. Don’t see how that could be as important as knowing when a manure pile is safe to put on your tomatoes, but it takes all kinds. I tried to figure out if the spot was moving or not, but it was pretty low over the hills before I ever saw it, and there were trees blocking me, and anyway, Jake was already in a mood. Then I had to go fill the feeders and clean up the trays in the number one incubator, and by the time I was done with that, the bright spot was gone. I looked over toward the hills as best I could, but I couldn’t see anything.

      Jake was still in the office, and the sun was real high, pretty near noon. I didn’t want any part of seeing the big boss come around for inspection, so I went to check on the poults out in the field. They were mostly fledged by now and scratched and pecked the ground looking for bugs or seeds or whatever they wanted. A chicken is mighty dumb, but they at least know when they’re hungry. Not like Mamaw’s cat, who just whines and cries whenever anyone goes in the kitchen, but if you put out food for her, she’ll turn her nose up at it half the time.

      The poults were doing okay, so I went to check on the brood hens next. There were a bunch out there, all of them trailed by their babies. Some were still little yellow fluffballs, and some were starting to get patches of feathers. I wouldn’t mind watching them all afternoon, but then I thought about my lunch in the fridge and having to wait until the big boss left before I could eat it. I thought maybe I could dash in and grab my sandwich and get out of there without being seen.

      I turned the corner of the feed shed, and thought I was home free when I saw a city man just standing there. He was a tall, gangling fellow, looking out of place on a farm in a business suit. I thought the suit didn’t fit him much better than my overalls did me, but I didn’t say nothing. I was still hoping Jake would step out, and I could sneak away, when he turned and looked at me with a jerky head-tilt. I was stuck.

      “Hey, Mister! You lookin’ for Jake?” I walked up to him, not sure if I should put my hands in my pockets or not. I know how to be polite and shake hands, but I wasn’t about to give him my dirty hand to shake. City folks don’t like it. So, I didn’t know what to do with my hands.

      “Yes, I suppose I am,” he said. He kept tipping his head from one side to the other, looking around like he’d never seen a chicken farm before. And here I’d thought that Mr. Harvey would know his way around a farm. Or maybe Mr. Harvey was sick, and this was a substitute. Well, I guess everybody has to be new to a job, but why they sent a fellow like him by himself was a puzzle. Maybe him not knowing anything would be good for us, though.

      “Jake’s probably in the shop or the office, Mister. Do you want me to fetch him?”

      “There’s no need to interrupt,” he said. The city man kept looking around. “Maybe you can show me the place while he’s busy.”

      I knew Jake wouldn’t like that at all, but I didn’t see where I had a lot of choice. “Okay, Mister.” I thought hard. “How about we look at the incubators? They’re right over here,” I said, real loud like. Maybe if Jake heard us, he would come on out.

      The city man walked across the yard kinda funny, picking his feet up high like he was trying to keep his shoes from getting dirty. Every now and then he gave his foot a little shake. His face was all squinched up, too, and I thought to myself, well, at least I got enough sense not to wear my good shoes to a farm.

      He looked impressed with the incubators. He should be; they’re practically brand new.

      “Yessir, they keep the eggs at a constant temperature and humidity, and turn the eggs too. When they’re about a day from hatching, we slip them back to the hens. We get less breakage and loss this way.” Not all hens are good brooders. They don’t always keep their eggs warm, and sometimes they push them out of the nest.

      “Marvelous!” City Man said. “However do you get them back to the right mothers?”

      I thought he was funning me, so I just played along. “We got them numbered by which hen laid ‘em. Then their mamas take them outside to this field here,” I led him to the nearest patch of green, where the hens and young chicks were moving through some grass we kept short just so we could find the chicks. I figured since this was his first sight of a chicken farm, he’d rather look at the little chicks. They’re kind of cute, at least for the first few days.

      “Your females are quite small,” he said offhandedly. I didn’t know if he wanted me to answer, so I didn’t say anything because I don’t know all the breeds of chickens. “And these are how old?”

      City Man pointed to a hen and a dozen or so tiny balls of yellow fluff. I say “pointed” but really, he didn’t seem to do much with his fingers except flap them in the general direction of the chicks.

      “Oh, ‘bout a day old. They grow real fast. We can bring them from hatching to mature in ninety days.”

      “Ninety days!” City Man looked surprised. “That’s amazing!”

      I wasn’t about to tell him some outfits down the road did it faster. “Well, we make sure they get the best feed. It’s organic corn and stuff, and you see they spend all day out in the sun in the field. Very healthy for them, too. We don’t do any hormones or antibiotics here.”

      “Yes, this looks like a very healthy place,” City Man said, looking about him with that strange jerky movement. His dark brown hair was thick and much too long, almost a crest on top that flipped and flopped about whenever he moved his head. He gave me another one of those funny head-tilt looks. “What about education? Who teaches the chicks?”

      That nearly floored me. Why he wanted to make fun of me when he looked so foolish made no sense, but then I figured he just felt out of place and wanted to show how he was better than us yokels.

      “Well, them hens is mighty smart, so I reckon their chicks are too. They learn everything they need to know without us having to lift a finger.”

      I smiled at City Man, but he didn’t smile back. He just nodded like he believed me.

      “Impressive,” he muttered to himself, and thought for a bit, then turned back to me. “I can see that you and this—Jake—are very good caretakers of the young. This establishment will be suitable.”

      “Suitable?” I said, confused. “Suitable for what?”

      He pulled something out of his pocket that looked like a ball of light in swirls of pale blue and green. “Did you get all of that?” he said to the light ball. “Yes, it really looks like our best option. Are the transports ready?”

      “Transports? Mister, what are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Your new masters are coming. This planet looked like it had some very desirable areas, but I had no idea you were already prepared for us. You will find we are not exacting.” He stuffed the light ball back into his pocket. His whole suit seemed to shimmer now, and his face started getting blurry. “I suppose it will be all right to show you my true form now, though it makes it harder to communicate.”

      The front door of the office building opened, and Jake came out with an older man, about his height and age but without Jake’s muscle or tan. They stopped when they saw us.

      “Billy?” Jake asked, looked from City Man and back to me. He didn’t say it, but I could hear Jake thinking, You better not have one of your friends messing around here today of all days!

      “Oh,” I said, looking from City Man to the older man who came out with Jake. If that was Mr. Harvey, then who was this? “Um, he stopped by and asked for a tour of the farm…”

      Mr. Harvey brightened right up. “And you showed him around, and I can tell he’s impressed!” Mr. Harvey did that salesman thing where they just assume you’re already agreeing with them, and took City Man by the arm. “A new customer is always welcome here. Let me show you the shop and we can talk about quantities and delivery schedule.” He pushed the door open, half dragging City Man inside. “Now, are you looking for fryers? Everybody wants a nice, plump fryer! They’re our best sellers. We also have roasters, and of course, free range gives you the best flavor for stewing hens!”

      City Man looked around the shop, at the glass chill cases of prewrapped chicken parts and the photos of fried chicken, roasted chicken, and barbecued chicken on the wall, and didn’t say anything.

      “Are you buying for a grocery store or a restaurant? We do give bulk discounts of course, but if you want to come by and purchase for your home freezer—” Mr. Harvey looked at the stranger and stopped talking. I could see why; that floppy pile of hair had turned from dark brown to dark red, and his nose was getting longer and pointier. Mr. Harvey still held onto an arm, but it didn’t have a hand on the end, only feathers!

      The stranger’s suit shimmered, and there was a bright light, and when the glow faded, there wasn’t a man standing with Mr. Harvey—there was a seven-foot rooster, with beady red eyes and spurs.

      The monstrous rooster leaned back and flapped his wings, flinging Mr. Harvey against one of the chill cases. Then he crowed loud enough to make my ears ring. The glowing ball was hovering in the air now, and as he cackled into it, its colors went from pale green and blue to angry black and red. Then the ball vanished. The rooster scratched the floor, leaving deep gouges in the linoleum, and fixed one ferocious eye on Mr. Harvey, who was just coming to.

      Jake grabbed me and hauled me out the door before I could see what that beak and those spurs did to Mr. Harvey, though I could hear the screams, for a while anyway. Jake and I ran into the woods and split up to try to get help. I headed for my mama’s house, which is about five miles by the road and two miles if you can find a straight line through the ravine, and Jake went towards town.

      I’m pretty sure that bright glow to the southwest means town is gone, and I’m stuck here in the ravine trying to find a stealthy way out while all these ships fly overhead with searchlights. I keep hearing zapping noises and screams, but I hope I’m imagining some of it. I hope Jake made it somewhere safe. I hope he was able to get word out and warn folks. Maybe the Giant Chicken People won’t be able to kill everybody. Maybe I’m home asleep and having a bad dream.

      Or maybe to them I’m just a pullet, and they’re going to chop off my head, pull me apart, roll me in flour and fry me. I don’t dare move. Even though it’s dark and I should be running and hiding, I…

      Did something just make a noise over th—
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      Mary Keen tucked her lunch into her over-sized purse and offered Mrs. Applewood a smile. With her due date less than three weeks away, the expectant teacher returned the grin as she placed her hands in the small of her back and stretched. The volunteer-run recycling center was the ideal place to go for a field trip for a fifth-grade class on Earth Day. Blue skies and a light breeze added up to a perfect April day.

      Mrs. Applewood placed a whistle between her teeth and gave one short blast. When all the students turned toward her, she said, “If you’re finished with your lunch, please recycle anything you can. Harmony Farms mentioned that Miss Frizzle Hen would love your apple cores and banana peels.” She gestured toward the harness-wearing hen penned nearby.

      “B’gawk,” the bird answered. She seemed to understand her name. Standing still, her feathers stuck out in all directions as if she’d pecked an electrical socket.

      There was something almost… deranged about that bird.

      Mary glanced around. Probably her overactive imagination.

      “Miss Frizzle says thank you,” Mrs. Applewood said, and giggles rolled through the group. Mary dropped a piece of her banana into the pen, wondering if the head teacher would need help getting the therapy chicken back into the carrier later.

      That was going to be a nightmare.

      A handful of students tossed apple cores and raisins into the octagon-shaped plastic fence that the urban farm had sent along for the presentation on how to transform food scraps into chicken eggs and compost for a backyard garden. To the children’s enjoyment, the hen scratched and pecked at the lunch leftovers. Lisa, the other teaching assistant, directed children to the correct bins for their non-food trash.

      Mary had been conscripted into chaperoning the field trip. Being the principal’s girlfriend led to that sort of thing, but it was the first time she’d assisted Mrs. Applewood whose maternity leave began the following Monday. Principal John suggested the field trip was the perfect way to break the ice with her students since Mary would be substituting for the first week of maternity leave. Mary had taken to the idea right away. The students thought the world of their teacher, and the cheerful woman was already beginning to grow on Mary.

      At the beginning of the day, when Mrs. Applewood arrived with Miss Frizzle, the chicken, in tow, Mary had thought it was a weird addition to the recycling center field trip.

      The compost demonstration showed all the amazing ways that poultry could break down waste while building soil. She had no idea a flock of chickens could be so industrious. Mrs. Applewood was convinced that chickens had an important role to play in the efforts to recycle matter and change it from something wasteful to something useful. Regenerative farming practices had the potential to change the world.

      But, still, there was something about that Miss Frizzle.

      As she mulled on these things, Mary took her place at the large bin next to Mrs. Applewood as she directed the children to help reduce the large pile of recyclables in the center of the room.

      Mary’s phone buzzed. When she checked the text message alert, she was surprised to see that thirty minutes had gone. It was almost time to leave. She scooped up an armful of smashed plastic bottles and dropped them in the bin.

      A gasp caught her attention.

      “Can you take the chicken back to Harmony Farms?” Mrs. Applewood asked, close to Mary’s ear.

      “You know I’m terrible with directions.” Mary chuckled as she placed a clear glass bottle in one of the bright blue bins then placed a ball of aluminum foil in another. “Besides, I pretty much know nothing about chickens.”

      “It’s only five miles, so I think I’m going to need you to take the chicken,” she repeated, her voice strained. She bit her bottom lip and then groaned.

      Mary scowled and turned to face the other woman, prepared to disagree, but the pained expression on her face stilled her tongue. Mrs. Applewood held onto the bin in front of her, her knuckles white. Mary lowered her hand over the other woman’s.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No, I need a… a…” She puckered her lips. She clutched her middle, her stomach the shape of an over-inflated basketball.

      Mary flinched when the head teacher bent forward. Her eyes widened as a gush of water spread down Mrs. Applewood’s legs. “Oh,” she said, pressing a hand over her mouth. “You need an ambulance,” she whispered.

      She spun toward the other teacher’s assistant. “Lisa,” she said, waving her over. “We need an ambulance.”

      “Which kid is hurt? I told them not to jump off the recycled trash art. Hans will not be happy if they’ve ruined the Squatting Zebra.” Lisa pushed up her sleeves.

      Mary put her hands up. “No, not that,” she jerked her head toward Mrs. Applewood, “she’s in labor.”

      Ten minutes later, a paramedic slammed the rear door of his ambulance and jogged around to the front seat, Mrs. Applewood tucked into the gurney inside. Once he climbed in, she was on her way to the hospital. Twenty worried kids watched from their seats on the idling school bus. An early end to the field trip wasn’t ideal, but the circumstance made it prudent. Lisa and the school bus driver would escort the kids back to their school.

      Mary waved as the bus pulled out of the parking lot and drove out of sight.

      She turned slowly, and three revelations descended upon her at once.

      The crate was in Mrs. Applewood’s car.

      The keys were in Mrs. Applewood’s purse.

      And Mrs. Applewood’s purse was in the ambulance … already miles away.

      That meant it was just her, the chicken, and the backseat of her cobalt Ford Fiesta.

      Woman vs. Beast: the showdown in the parking lot of the Lone Star Recycling Center.

      She laughed at her dramatics. How difficult could one chicken be?

      Mary approached the poultry playpen. More interested in her movements than the bugs on the ground, the hen stood up tall, its posture highlighting the point of the orange beak.

      Could chickens smell fear?

      She eyeballed the walking feather duster. Mrs. Applewood said the owners took it to nursing homes to cheer up the residents. It was a therapy chicken.

      How hard could it possibly be to shoo it into her backseat?

      Mary tilted her head. She had one job standing between her and the end of the day, and she would get that thing in her over-sized purse if she had to.
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      “I just want you to stay safe.” Mary fumbled with the seatbelt buckle and yelped when Miss Frizzle’s beak speared her hand. For the eighth time. “It’s not like I have a chicken car seat.”

      “B’gawk!” Miss Frizzle jumped out of the lap belt and away, screeching hen-obscenities at Mary from the floorboard. The hen pecked at a piece of lint on the upholstery. Then, with a wing flap, she jumped up onto the seat space, ducking forward to take a tenth run across the back seat. The jail bird was determined to break out.

      “Fine.” Mary slammed the rear door of her Ford Fiesta and leaned on it, panting. No matter what Mary did, the feathered menace would not stay in the seatbelt. In a rush of wings and feathers, Miss Frizzle threw herself at the window.

      Over the backseat, Miss Frizzle flew, a malevolent dragon set on devouring Texas with fire and ruin. The bantam meant to take over the world.

      Mary squealed and leapt backward.

      But the beady yellow eye kept coming. It was the eye of Sauron come true, staring into the depths of Mary’s soul. Time stood still. She beheld the Apocalypse in the eye of a chicken.

      In slow motion, Miss Frizzle fell away and then darted to the other end of the Fiesta seat, preparing for another go.

      Mary backed away from the car. “How are you a therapy chicken?”

      “B’gawk!”

      Mary dug her phone from her pocket. “Siri, call John.”

      “Calling … John.”

      The line rang once. A deep baritone answered, “Hey, Mary, how’s the field trip?” He had her on speakerphone. She hoped nobody was in his office.

      “Mrs. Applewood is pushing out a baby, and there’s a crazy chicken,” Mary huffed.

      “Wait. Just a minute.” There was the sound of shuffling. “She had a chicken?”

      No more speakerphone. It was definitely not a speakerphone kind of conversation.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. You’re the principal. You’re supposed to be smarter than that.”

      “Why do you have a—”

      She continued, “Do you know hens will not walk on leashes? I didn’t. Not that I even had a leash since that was in Mrs. Applewood’s car, but Miss Frizzle had a harness, and I used a piece of rope. Chickens hate leashes. Did you know that? I feel like everyone probably knows that but nobody bothered to tell me. There’s nothing about farm animals in my resume, you know that, right?”

      Mrs. Frizzle watched from her perch on the armrest. It had probably been the hen’s plan all along. It was a verbal breakdown of pretty much everything that had been rattling around Mary’s brain for the last half-hour. John had no idea what a sick twisted chicken Miss Frizzle was.

      Silence stretched. “Is this a joke?” He drew out the last word.

      “John. Listen to me. If I said I am going to kill you for this, I wouldn’t be joking any less than I am right now.”

      He stammered on the other end of the line. “There’s a ch-ch-chicken at the recycling center? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It’s called permaculture, John. Recycling energy. It’s a thing. Google it.”

      “Okay. I’ll do that, but I still don’t understand—”

      “I’m never volunteering for you again. Don’t even ask me.” Even as she said it, she knew she still had to substitute the following week. No field trips. That’s all.

      “Now, Mary …”

      “I have a chiiiiicken in my backseat.” She peered into the window. New problem. Her mouth twisted.

      “What? Why do you have a chicken in your back seat?”

      She whispered, “They poop.” All over her backseat. She probably had some sunflower seeds in her center console. Maybe she could throw them on the floor to keep the attention of the wandering fowl in the floorboard.

      “I have heard that about them,” he said.

      “Mrs. Applewood has gone into labor.”

      “Did you call an ambulance?”

      “Of course.” Miss Frizzle scratched at the carpet, pulling up threads as she did. Mary needed a new car anyway. It was time to trade-in.

      “Sweetie, slow down, I don’t understand how—”

      Mary sighed. She had to get the thing back to Harmony Farms. “John. When this is all over, know this: you’re paying to have my car detailed. End call, Siri.”
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      Chickens did NOT belong in cars, and that was a fact.

      Mary resisted the urge to punch the horn. Instead, she pitched another handful of sunflower seeds over her shoulder, hoping the detail shop could work miracles. Her trade-in value was sinking like a rock. The vents were on full blast as she tried to leech some of the manure smell from the vehicle.

      “B-gawk!” The creature screeched at her from the backseat.

      With every wing flap, Mary flinched, and her car swerved a little in her lane. She wasn’t going more than forty miles per hour, but there was nothing keeping Miss Frizzle in the backseat, and she never had a chicken in her hair before.

      The GPS announced two miles to the destination.

      Thank god.

      Red and blue lights flashed in the rearview mirror.

      Perfect. Just perfect. So close. She was so close to being free of the pooping nuisance.

      She eased onto the shoulder and flipped on her hazard lights. Cars sped by.

      “B-gawk!”

      Mary tossed another handful of sunflower seeds over her shoulder.

      In the side mirror, the grim-faced officer climbed out of his car and approached. She had to share the chicken smell with an Austin Police Officer. Law enforcement saw a lot of things. She had to explain the whole story or none of it made sense. Maybe she wouldn’t be the weirdest anecdote of the trooper’s life.

      Mary grimaced. That sealed it. She was going to wind up on Austin Nightly news.

      “Wait until the pregnant woman goes into labor,” Mary muttered. “The fifth horseman of the apocalypse isn’t a horse at all. It’s a chicken.” She rolled the window down three inches.

      The police officer scowled and leaned close. His name badge read Martin. “Ma’am, I’m going to need you to open your window all the way. License, registration, and proof of insurance, please.”

      “If I roll it down anymore, the… the chicken will get out.” Mary’s chin quivered.

      “Ma’am, could you repeat that?” He frowned. “I pulled you over for reckless driving.”

      “If I roll the window down anymore, the little red hen will fly out the window and get run over.” She sighed. “Look in the back seat.”

      The officer tilted his head, appraising her for a long moment. Then he laid his hand over his holster and leaned close to the rear window.

      “B-gawk!” In a flap of wings, Miss Frizzle rushed at the officer’s head. Mary flinched as the bird slammed the glass.

      A string of curses leaked from the officer’s mouth as he stumbled backwards.

      “I told you.” Mary stared straight ahead. “Chicken.” The fine was going to be astronomical. She was sure of it.

      “Ma’am.” His head swiveled toward her. “There’s a chicken defecating on your backseat.”

      “I’m a volunteer teacher’s assistant. I was at the Lone Star Recycling Center when our teacher went into labor. I got stuck with taking the therapy chicken back to its urban farm home.” The words came out in a rush.

      To her surprise, Officer Martin nodded, staring at the bird. “Did you know chickens are good at recycling?” He glanced up.

      “I’ve heard that,” Mary said.

      “You taking the chicken back to Harmony Farms?”

      Mary’s shoulders sagged. “That’s the one.”

      The corner of his mouth twitched. “Would you like an escort?”

      “B-gawk!”

      “Miss Frizzle says thank you,” Mary said with a grin.
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      Despite being a misplaced magickless teacher of world history at a school for magickal children, Harold Sylverson was enjoying his time at Hogsback Creek Academy.

      His method of dealing with troublemakers had spread throughout the academy with the other teachers adopting it. Instead of having points removed from the four houses, the teachers were assigning extra work. Not only that, the other professors were also hinging the student’s grades on those reports.

      Harold may not have become a favorite teacher among all of the students, but he had certainly cemented his place among those typically bullied and teased.

      Or maybe it was the fact the students were enjoying having pencils, paper, and listening to the music play from his phone? Harold didn’t care. He enjoyed the vast library the academy offered and the willingness of his students to also teach him even as he taught them.

      When he was invited to visit the gamekeeper’s cottage, he should have known something was up. Most of the teachers were friendly, but the gamekeeper was always spoken about in whispers and declarations that said person should never be bothered. Except for Lord McMillan, who praised the gamekeeper’s skill at keeping all the ‘pesky creatures’ away from the academy and often visited the cottage, everyone else avoided the gamekeeper. In fact, Harold had never met the gamekeeper.

      So, when he received the letter, sealed with wax of course, and written in a flowing script, he should have known someone else had penned it. Admittedly, though, Harold had always allowed his curiosity to get the best of him.

      Now, as he walked along the cobblestone path down the gently sloping hill to the path that twisted through the tall trees, Harold wondered if maybe he should have refused the invitation. Or had someone join him on his trek to the gamekeeper’s cottage.

      Not even ten paces past the forest edge, Harold heard the distinct sound of a rifle being cocked. That, alone, made him stop mid-step. He slowly set his foot down on the leaf-strewn path and held his hands up.

      “My name’s Harold, and I’m the world history teacher. Please don’t shoot me!” he exclaimed in a rush of words.

      “What are you doing out here, Harold the World History Teacher?” a distinctly feminine voice asked.

      “I received a letter inviting me to your cottage,” he replied. “The letter’s in my hip pocket.”

      There was a crunching of leaves, and he felt a tingle as the letter was lifted from his pocket. Not by a hand but by magic. Strange, he thought, that magic should leave his hip tingling as though he’d been given a light shock by something. Maybe the lady had done it on purpose?

      A few more moments passed followed by some quiet grumbling.

      “Obviously, you know by now I didn’t write this,” the woman replied. “But I suppose you can come for a visit.”

      From the shadows of the trees appeared the most beautiful woman Harold had ever witnessed. He swallowed hard and clenched his jaw to make certain his mouth didn’t drop open. At her glower, he smiled. Her chestnut hair was wild and free. Some strands curled while others were straight as a rod. Wind-blown with bits of leaves stuck to it in places, her hair swayed as she lifted her chin defiantly, as though daring him to mock her.

      She wore blue jeans, hiking boots, and a T-shirt under a heavy jacket. A plain black cap perched on her head. Just an inch or two shorter than him, everything about her screamed she was a wild creature. For some reason, it drew him to her even more.

      “I would be delighted to visit,” Harold said, cheerfully, lowering his hands. He paused, tipping his head to the side. “What should I call you?”

      The woman blinked a few times. Her brow furrowed as she pursed her lips. “You can call me, later.”

      “Later! What a lovely name. Shall we?”

      She exhaled loudly. “My name isn’t… Oh, what the hell. Come on.”

      Harold followed Later along the path. She didn’t say anything, so he followed in silence. He really wasn’t the outdoorsy-type, so this was one of the few times he’d taken a stroll through the woods. Or, in this case, along a narrow mountain trail. Birds sang and chirped, flittering from branch to branch. Squirrels scampered through the trees, up and down trunks before racing along the ground. He kept pausing to watch their antics before hurrying to catch up with Later.

      Eventually, they reached a clearing where a lovely cottage was situated. It was Harold’s turn to show surprise. He’d expected a small shack or fortress. Not a charming cottage more suited for the British countryside. Wisps of smoke drifted lazily from the chimney, settling over the treetops.

      Another work of history, he thought as he paused at the end of the forest to stare at the cottage’s steeply pitched, cross-gabled roof. Unlike modern houses, this cottage harkened back to earlier days when buildings were made of stone. He doubted this house was put together using a mixture of mud to create a type of cement. Despite that small fact, though the stones were common, they were obviously chosen for their colors. There was a pleasing appearance to the layout of the rocks. The colors blended together to form a sort of camouflage, allowing the cottage to melt into with the trees surrounding it, hiding it from a cursory look. Simple dark brown curtains hung in lattice-style windows, adding to the deceptiveness of the cottage.

      Rubbing his chin thoughtfully, he realized had it not been for his lady guide, he probably wouldn’t have realized he’d found a house in the middle of the woods.

      “Are you coming?” Later asked, exasperation evident in her voice and posture. “You act as though you’ve never seen a house before.”

      “This is more like something I’d find in Europe than here in the States,” Harold replied, dragging his eyes away from the cottage. “It’s gorgeous. Very homey. Not at all rustic.”

      “Oh.” She turned to her abode and shrugged. “It reminds me of home.” She glanced over her shoulder at him, a tiny smile on her lips that met her eyes and filled them. “The actual domicile, not the era.”

      “To have lived through those times would have been amazing.” Harold sighed wistfully. At her raised brows, his face flushed, and he ducked his head. “Sorry. I’ve always loved history. Though, I’m learning that living through so many centuries isn’t easy, I do envy you and those in the magickal world.”

      “You’re strange for a human. How did you even manage to get here? Part of my job is to ensure wards are in place to keep humans out. Yet, my wards are still in place and working. But, here you are!”

      “I just drove up,” Harold replied. “Even Lord McMillan can’t figure it out.”

      Laughter as sweet as honey tinkled like silver bells from her lips. “That must be driving him crazy.”

      Harold stared at her in confusion.

      She giggled. “Angus hates mysteries. I’m certain he told you only those with magickal blood can see the place. Perhaps you aren’t as mundane as you seem. Have you been tested yet?”

      “I’m sorry, but ‘tested’? There’s a test?”

      The lady gamekeeper nodded at him before leaning the rifle in a corner near her front door.

      Harold sighed. “Mr. McMillan didn’t mention anything about being tested. Not that I’m worried about it! I’m enjoying myself and my short time here.” In truth, he was going to miss the academy after the teacher he was substituting for returned.

      “What do you mean ‘short time’?” Later asked. “Aren’t you a professor here?”

      “Oh, I was sent as a substitute for Mrs. Clarke,” he replied.

      “That bat got exactly what she deserved,” Later stated. “I warned Angus against letting that idiot take that field trip. Told him something would happen.” Her lips stretched until she was giving him a broad grin. Laughter, mirth, and something wild and mischievous twinkled in her eyes. “You may be here for longer than a week or two, Master Harold. Especially if I have any say regarding her return.”

      A shiver raced down Harold’s spine. Desire mixed with fear and he felt himself drawn to this strange woman. “Ah, well, I wouldn’t object to a longer tenure here. It’s a very enjoyable school,” he said. “How long have you been the gamekeeper here? In fact, what do you do as the gamekeeper, if you don’t mind my asking?”

      “Come with me while I check on Vestra and her brood,” Later said.

      Nodding eagerly, Harold followed her around the corner of the cottage. The yard in the back was just as simple as the front. Chopped wood was stacked neatly between two trees, an axe leaning against the front of the stack. A small shed sat further back in the forest. Chickens wandered around clucking, scratching the dirt, and chasing bugs. A rooster with bold gold, orange, and black feathers strutted alongside the hens. Fluffy white feathers wrapped around the base of his long black iridescent tail feathers that swayed and bounced as he walked. A single black and white hen, with feathers ruffled, herded her clutch of fluffy chicks off to the side of the other chickens.

      “I take care of the magickal creatures on the academy grounds. We have a variety of Magickal creatures that are used for lessons, ingredients, and also pets. There are also the wild ones that live on the mountain. Like the rest of the wildlife, there are predators and prey. Those that threaten the academy, I remove.” She paused as she seemed to consider something then shrugged. “I’ve been here since I retired from the Wild Hunt a century ago.”

      “The wild hunt?” Harold repeated. “As in the Wild Hunt? The hunt of myth and legend? You were a part of that?”

      “Well, yes,” she said, leading Harold past the small shed and deeper into the woods. “I led the Hunt for centuries.”

      When she looked back at him, the sunlight shone down through the canopy of the trees, spotlighting her. Her hair shone with red and silver highlights. It sparkled and shone like a gem. The tips of her ears broke through the unruly, untamed strands, and her eyes shone with a fierceness Harold had never before seen.

      A creature of the wilderness, he thought, mesmerized. He swallowed hard at how dangerous she appeared, standing before him with danger shining in her eyes. Of course, she was also absolutely beautiful standing in the sunshine, her hair unkempt with little leaves stuck here and there, wearing a loose T-shirt, and blue jeans that showed her trim figure. The boots were the only awkward part about her. They looked too big for her petite stature.

      “That… that explains a lot,” he finally said after a few moments of trying to make his tongue work. “I would enjoy hearing stories, if you’d be willing to tell them.”

      “What does it explain?” Her eyes narrowed as she spoke each word.

      Harold cleared his throat nervously. He suspected she did not need a weapon to remove his head if he misspoke. “Why the other teachers avoid you. You’re not only dangerous, but beautiful and obviously very intelligent. Even among mundanes, people avoid women who are beautiful and intelligent. Throw in ‘dangerous’ and it’s the perfect recipe for being shunned. Those who are unusual or don’t follow the ‘typical’ lifestyles expected of people have often been treated as outcasts throughout history.”

      Later tipped her head to the side and studied Harold. “You aren’t terrified of me.”

      “I respect what you can do to me, certainly, but I hope I haven’t given you a reason to wish me harm.”

      “Not yet,” she replied cheerfully. Turning on her heel, she continued down the path.

      Letting out a breath, Harold followed behind her, making enough noise to wake the dead, while she moved without making a sound. Admittedly, he did enjoy watching her move. It wasn’t often one was able to watch how a hunter walked. He tried to copy her and found that with effort and a lot of concentration, he was able to make considerably less noise.

      “Not bad,” she said as she stopped in front of what looked like a giant nest.

      The size of a small kiddie pool, it resembled a very muddy hole in the ground with twigs and vegetation pulled in around it. Level with the forest floor was a very large toad, complete with dark brown and black bumpy skin and round gold eyes with black pupils. It blinked twice before letting out a long chirp.

      Harold leapt backwards, nearly stumbling over a branch. “What is that thing? It looks like a toad, but toads are not that large!”

      Later laughed again. “It’s a giant toad and her clutch is ready to hatch.” She pursed her lips, studying the large amphibian. “Though, they may have already hatched. Today was their ‘due date’.”

      “Their what?” Harold repeated, straightening himself. He leaned forward and peered at the enormous toad. He guessed it was easily fifty or sixty pounds, if not closer to one hundred. “I’m not that familiar with amphibians or reptiles, but even I know toads and frogs don’t sit on eggs like birds. They also typically lay their eggs in water.”

      “Yes, toads do generally lay their eggs in water, but sometimes they are hatched by chickens, in which case you’ll get a basilisk,” Later explained. She reached over and stroked the toad between her giant eyes. The toad closed its eyes and trilled. “This lady is hatching some rooster eggs.”

      “Roosters don’t lay eggs,” Harold said dumbly. He was starting to feel as though he were in some weird fairy tale again. At least he knew he wasn’t dead and in a weird level of Hell. “Hens lay eggs.”

      Just as Harold finished speaking, the toad shifted her weight and a tiny head popped up from beneath the toad’s front legs. Harold yelped and hopped backwards. This time, he did fall over the branch.

      The not-a-chick hopped up on the toad’s leg before jumping to the edge of the nest. Harold shrieked again and scrambled backwards further as he got his first good look at what the toad had hatched.

      The size of a large breed chick, the fluffy black and yellow feathered creature had the head, beak, and eyes of a normal chick. The wings were small and also normal for a baby chicken. Even the feet and toes matched those of a chicken. The rest of the creature was most definitely not a normal chick. No chicken Harold had ever seen had the body and tail of a lizard. There were two bitty little feathers at the tip of the tail.

      Later scooped up the little creature. It sounded very much like the normal chicks Harold had seen earlier. She let the little thing on the ground, and it raced over to Harold, peeping the whole time. It wagged its tail, reminding Harold of a puppy. As he stopped trying to scramble backwards, the chicken-lizard hopped up on his stomach and trotted up his chest until it was eye-to-chin with him. It tilted its head back and forth, as it wagged its little lizard tail.

      Harold stared down his nose at the little thing. It cheeped again before promptly moving to his shoulder and began examining his ear. Cringing, he leaned away from the creature.

      “What will happen if it bites me?” he asked, trying to eye it warily and failing because of its size and location.

      “You’ll grow scales and wings within a few days,” Later replied without missing a beat. “A tail, too. Oh, and you’ll start trilling like a toad.”

      “What!” Harold all but screeched. Gingerly, he shooed the little chicken-lizard from his shoulder. He leapt to his feet and backed away from it until he was almost hiding behind Later. “So, this has been a lovely visit, but perhaps I should be returning!”

      Later burst into laughter until she was doubled over. The toad rose up on its legs, croaking at her. As it moved, a small horde of chicken-lizard babies popped up and began trilling. They reminded Harold of a swarm of locusts. That is, if locusts had tails.

      “Oh, gods! There’s more!” he screeched.

      The baby chicken-lizard crouched down before racing towards him, its neck outstretched and the tail straight behind it.

      Harold cried out again and backpedaled until his back was to a tree. The chicken-lizard pounced on his shoe and began bouncing up and down, cheeping loudly.

      Looking from the tiny fluffy chicken-lizard to Later, who was bent over, holding her stomach as she laughed, Harold wondered what new Hell he’d encountered.

      “Ah, the darlings have hatched!” the voice of Headmaster Angus McMillan cut through the noise and laughter. Seconds later, McMillan appeared in his long, flowing robes. The auburn highlights in his dark hair shone in the sunlight that filtered through the treetops. Rich brown eyes surveyed the scene and Harold suspected it took McMillan a scant few seconds to grasp the situation. The headmaster was an astute man and little escaped him.

      “Laelothryll Araloth, what mischief have you been up to now?” McMillan asked, a brilliant smile curving his lips as his eyes danced with merriment.

      Trying to mouth the name McMillan spoke, Harold gave up and simply shook his head. “I’m definitely calling you ‘Later’, now.”

      McMillan coughed politely, cleared his throat, and crossed to the baby chicken-lizard bouncing on Harold’s foot. He scooped up the little creature in one hand and began stroking it gently. Laelothryll waved dismissively at McMillan as she worked to curb her laughter.

      “Aren’t those things dangerous?” Harold asked as he straightened his clothes, trying to appear somewhat presentable.

      “Oh, when they’re older, cockatrices are absolutely dangerous,” McMillan stated. “As little chicklets? They’re no more dangerous than a normal chick.”

      Raising his brows, Harold straightened and stared at Later. “Is that so?”

      Straightening, Later turned her attention to Harold and burst out laughing again, apparently at his irritated expression, he decided.

      “She said that if they bit me, I’d grow scales and feathers and start trilling.”

      The headmaster began laughing. “No, no. Nothing like that. The danger comes after they’re juveniles.” He held the fluffy chicklet out to Harold.

      “Ah. Okay,” Harold said, trying to not be miffed at Later for her teasing. Taking the chicklet, he studied the unusual creature. “They do look like the medieval drawings.”

      Returning the fluffy baby to the nest, he stepped back to watch the toad with her chicklets. Except the baby hopped right back out of the nest and rushed over to him where it settled on his foot. Curling its tail around its little fluffy body, the chick tucked its head under an itty bitty wing. Sighing, Harold bent over, picked the chicklet up, and again returned it to the nest. The toad, this time, settled down over the chicklet.

      “Let’s retire to the cottage,” Later suggested, still giggling. “You look as though you could use a stiff drink, Master Harold.”

      “Yes, I do believe I could,” Harold replied, nodding.

      “You’re so cute,” Later said, still giggling. “I’ve never met someone so endearingly naïve as you.”

      “Uh, thank you? I think?” Harold replied. The smile on her face gave him some reassurance that she actually did like him.

      Maybe she wouldn’t kill him any time soon.

      Mr. McMillan led the way back, and Later gestured for Harold to follow. He gave the giant toad a final look and noticed a tiny head popped up at the edge of the nest again. Shrugging, he hurried after the headmaster.

      After a few yards, Harold heard more giggling from the gamekeeper. Glancing over his shoulder, he spotted a chicklet, scurrying after him. It hopped over branches, scrambling along, occasionally falling and rolling before picking itself up and hurrying along again.

      “I do believe you have a shadow, Master Harold,” Later said, mirth filling every word.

      “Shouldn’t it stay with its, uh, mother?” Harold asked as the chicklet skidded to a stop at his feet.

      “Oh, it would be decidedly unhappy if it did that,” Later stated, the grin still on her lovely face. “That would be decidedly bad.”

      “Oh?”

      “Indeed. It won't kill you if you keep it happy,” she replied.

      There was a serious undertone in her voice that caught Harold off guard. He glanced at McMillan who had returned to see why they had stopped. The headmaster nodded, reaffirming her words.

      “What if I leave it behind?” he asked.

      “It'll definitely remember you and try to kill you later,” Later replied with a dismissive shrug.

      “Great. So, my fate is death by a chicken.”

      Mr. McMillan and Later laughed.

      “No, no, nothing quite like that,” McMillan stated, cheerfully. “If they bond with you as a chicklet, which this one obviously has, they will see you as a mother. Like with any child, unless you do something to cause it to fear for its life, you won’t become victim to their natural attacks. Such as turning you to stone. Or setting you on fire.”

      “It would figure this would be my fate.” Harold sighed. “That I end up with a chicken of doom.”
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      An irate Canada goose honked at Vivian and Mason as they entered the zoo; they ignored it and never noticed the chickens staring at them from the bushes.

      It was an idyllic little spot. Near the southern end of Toronto’s High Park, the largest park in the city, visitors could nearly wander into it by accident. Only a small wooden signpost with an unobtrusive welcome sign marked the place where one of the park paths became the zoo entrance, and pedestrians often found themselves walking past the dozen or so animal pens on either side without meaning to.

      The animals were hardly what most would call exotic, but they were well-kept and given plenty of room in their enclosures. There were no tigers or zebras; instead there were Barbary sheep, West Highland cows, several wallabies, and peacocks. The largest crowd gathered around an empty enclosure, taking photos of the unoccupied space.

      “They still haven’t caught those things!” Mason said, pointing at the vacant habitat. “I heard they were spotted at Bloor and Lansdowne the other day, but it was never confirmed.”

      The things in question were a pair of capybaras, named Bonnie and Clyde after they had escaped the zoo four weeks prior. The educational plaque by the fence had a photo of the South American rodents.

      “They’re like hundred-pound guinea pigs, aren’t they?” Vivian said. “The official story is that one of the zoo employees didn’t latch the gate properly, and Bonnie and Clyde took the opportunity to escape.”

      The tone of her voice prompted Mason to study Vivian’s face. He hunched his broad shoulders and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “You think there’s an angle here. Not just that, you think there’s a weird angle. I know that look,” Mason said. Vivian was a blogger and freelance reporter, specializing in odd and unusual stories. “What, do you think ghosts stole the capybaras?” he asked.

      “Come on, Mason, you and I saw a ghost together once. I don’t get how you can still be so skeptical all the time,” Vivian replied. Her wavy brown hair bounced as she shook her head, and she grinned. Mason was in the same line of work, minus the paranormal angle; he reported for the Cross-Canada Observer, one of the largest independent outlets in the country. She knew that no matter how annoyed he seemed, he’d be just as curious as she was to find the truth.

      “But as it happens, no,” Vivian continued. “A ghost seems unlikely this time.”

      She pointed to the ground near the fence. On the capybara’s side of the chain link, barely distinguishable in the dirt, were miniscule tracks that weren’t left by a capybara and certainly not by any ghost.

      Mason hunkered down for a closer look. “Those are chicken tracks. And… tiny boot prints?” he said.

      “The capybaras aren’t the only animals that have gotten out lately; they’re just the latest,” Vivian said as they walked to the main operations building in the middle of the zoo. “First, half of the chickens in the kid’s petting zoo disappeared in March. Later that same month, the peacocks were found at the bandshell halfway across the park. In April, they found the wallabies in the off-leash dog area. The zoo was able to keep it all quiet until the capybaras escaped in May.”

      “Where did you hear that?” Mason asked.

      “Sources in the zoo, and rumours from park-goers who arrived early enough to see the other escapees. I’ve gotten some tips and followed up on a few leads over the past two weeks,” Vivian said. “Plus, there have been sightings of the chickens all over the park, as well as zoo employees hearing clucking in back hallways of the zoo offices.”

      “So, we’re looking for leprechauns, or some kind of chicken-people. Got it,” Mason said, rolling his eyes. He gestured to the information plaques they passed on the way. “Whoever’s doing this, they’ve got a pattern. They seem to be targeting successively larger animals every time.”

      “Let’s just hope they stop,” Vivian said, jerking her thumb toward the bison enclosure. “Imagine the havoc if those big guys got out.”

      A short blonde woman in a zoo uniform and large eyeglasses held up a hand at the entrance to the operations centre, next to the yak pen.

      “Sorry, folks, no access to the public past this point. If you’re looking for washrooms, the nearest ones are ahead at the Grenadier Cafe or back by the Adventure Playground,” she said.

      Vivian flashed a smile and extended a business card to the woman. “I’m Vivian Bacall, freelance journalist. I’m here to investigate some strange sightings, and—”

      Eyes wide, the other woman never gave her a chance to finish. “Oh my goodness, it’s really you! How did I not recognize you from your blog?” she said, bouncing in place. “I’m such a big fan, I must have read everything you’ve written, and now you’re here. At my zoo. Well, not my zoo, but I work here. I wish it was my zoo. I’d love to own a zoo. I’m Claire. Vivian Bacall is at my zoo!”

      “Er, yes,” Vivian said. “I was hoping to look around and ask some questions about the animal escapes over the past few months. And this is my assistant.”

      “I’m not her assistant,” Mason said, reaching out for a handshake. “Mason Shaw, chief investigative reporter for the Cross-Canada Observer.”

      But Claire had already turned away, leading Vivian into the building.

      “We’re the largest independent news outlet in the country,” Mason said to a nearby yak through the fence. The yak remained impassive.
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      A few hours and several interviews later, the evidence was piling up in Vivian’s favour; cell phone photos of more tiny bootprints, blurry security camera footage of chicken-like shapes in dark hallways, and a triangular red flag smaller than a gum wrapper that had been found tied to a twig near the wallaby enclosure.

      “That’s not all,” Claire told them in the main office. “When we found the peacocks and wallabies, they weren’t just hanging out where we found them. Both times, the animals each had one foot tied to something.”

      “As if whoever put them there wanted to send a message,” Mason said. “But when they set Bonnie and Clyde free, the capybaras escaped. Are they sending a different message, or did their prank get out of hand this time?”

      “I just hope they stop,” Claire said. “The animals haven’t been hurt yet or hurt anyone else, but if they start messing with the larger animals like the reindeer or Skippy the bison, that could change in a hurry. And if those chickens on the cameras are the ones from the petting zoo, they’re acting really weird. Too coordinated for normal chicken behaviour.”

      Vivian stood in thought for a few moments. The capybara escape was almost exactly a month ago. If the culprits stuck to their pattern, they’d return to the zoo soon, and release larger animals when they did. Looking at Claire, Vivian realized she had an opportunity.

      “Claire, can I ask you for a big favour?” she said with a smile.

      “For you, Miss Bacall? Anything!” Claire answered immediately.
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      The park was quiet when Vivian and Mason returned after dusk wearing dark clothing and long sleeves for stealthy work. Mason carried a duffel bag with surveillance equipment he often used for covert reporting: night-vision cameras, motion triggers, directional microphones, and more. Vivian thought of herself as reasonably tech-savvy, but the gadgets were Mason’s expertise and she was grateful for his help with them. A laptop would collect and save all the data in high resolution, and display a lower-quality feed from the cameras on-screen to help them spot trouble while still saving processing power.

      “I’m telling you, we’re going to find a bunch of teenagers with too much time on their hands,” Mason whispered.

      “You still think it’s kids after seeing the miniature tracks?” Vivian asked.

      “Farm kids make crop circles all the time; all you need is a board and some rope, and you can duck-walk through a field to make whatever design you want,” Mason said. “My brothers and I made loads of them growing up. These kids just have overshoes with little footprint shapes on the bottom or something.”

      “What are those for?” Vivian asked, pointing at a pair of thick construction gloves in the bag.

      “Just in case these jokers let something out and we need to help wrangle it,” Mason said. “Ever been bitten by a horse? I’m betting a llama bite isn’t any fun either.”

      Claire met them at the same wooden signpost where they’d entered the zoo earlier that day, to unlock the rolling gate that was put up at night to deter after-hours visitors. Mason set up his equipment to capture any movement in the animal pens, and the three of them split up.

      Vivian took position at the south end of the zoo, Mason in the middle and Claire at the north end. Vivian watched the llamas sleeping in the pen across from her, ears alert for any sounds in the dark around her. Before long, her walkie-talkie crackled.

      “Miss Bacall, this is Claire, do you copy?”

      “Vivian here, I copy,” she whispered back.

      “All clear by the reindeer pen so far,” Claire said. “I just wanted to say how cool it is to be helping you with a story. Over.”

      Vivian chuckled and shook her head before pressing the talk button again. “Thank you Claire, you’ve been great,” she said. “Um, over.”

      “Do you think this one is going up on your blog, or do you have a magazine in mind to send it to?” Claire asked. “I bought a year’s subscription to What’s Happening when I found out they were running a piece from you about the Leslieville Hum. Over.”

      “I really haven’t decided yet, it partly depends on what we find out tonight,” Vivian said.

      “Ladies, as much as I love talking shop, the perpetrators will probably overhear us if they come back tonight,” Mason’s voice cut in. “Maybe we can continue this conversation later. Over.”

      “Right, sorry. Over,” Claire said. “I just got excited—oh, not over. Un-over. I got excited to be—hang on, I hear something.”

      Vivian waited for an update, but the radio remained silent.

      “Claire? Claire, come in,” she said.

      There was no response.

      “Viv, I’m going to go check on her. Over,” Mason said. About a minute later, he spoke again. “She’s not at her position, but I see signs of a struggle. Her walkie is here, and… feathers?”

      Mason was interrupted by a strange noise. In the speaker of Vivian’s radio, it sounded almost like clucking and high-pitched laughter.

      “Mason?” she said. “Mason, come in. Do you copy?”

      The radio remained silent.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian suddenly felt very alone. Her instinct for self-preservation screamed at her to leave the zoo, but she couldn’t abandon Mason or Claire to whatever had found them in the dark. She crept through the trees to Mason’s original position and found his laptop tucked under a blanket to hide the glare of the screen.

      The motion-activated video feeds were grainy and the slow refresh speed gave a strobe-light view of the animal pens. There was no time to check the high-quality footage on the hard drive. White blurry shapes flashed across the screen; they moved low to the ground, coming in from both ends of the zoo and converging on the bison pen. As the frames updated, one of the feeds showed Claire being dragged across the ground behind a group of the white shapes, moving toward the zoo operations building.

      Vivian knew Mason could handle himself; he’d survived reporting from dangerous situations before and come out the other side, sometimes with a black eye or broken arm, but always alive. She crept out into the gloom of the zoo towards where the mysterious blurs had taken Claire.

      She found the door ajar and the building dark. On the floor, a smear of mud—at least, Vivian hoped it was mud—showed where the mysterious things had dragged Claire. Vivian bent down to inspect it and found several white feathers adhered to it. The marks led her to a four-way intersection under a flickering emergency light, the first illumination she’d found inside the building.

      Vivian stopped.

      The sound of claws tap-tap-tapping against the tiled floor came from around the corner, where the mud trail faded away into darkness. Light gleamed off of three pairs of animal eyes emerging from the shadows. The tapping grew closer, and revealed a trio of chickens.

      Vivian might have laughed if not for the passengers. Sitting astride each chicken was a humanoid creature maybe six inches tall, with squat pear-shaped bodies and long thin limbs. Their round heads were covered in closely-cropped fur, except for bald patches on the front where broad-featured faces leered at her. The tiny men, one with ginger fur and the other two with brown, wore what looked like rags and plaid fabric stitched together along with helmets made from bottle caps. The helmets perched above protruding ears on the sides of their heads, and each carried a spear fashioned from nails on the ends of pencils or pens.

      “Another Lurg!” the ginger one cried in a squeaky Scottish accent. “Charge!”

      All three riders surged forward on their chickens with spears at the ready. Vivian’s only option was to abandon the pursuit and run. She plunged into a lightless hallway, darting around a corner, but her foot caught an unseen wire, and she fell hard.

      “Got her!” said another high-pitched Scottish voice. “Quick, the bag!”

      Rough cloth covered Vivian’s head.
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        * * *

      

      When the bag came off, Vivian was supine on the dirt floor of a large utility shed. Ropes criss-crossed her body, held down tight to the ground on either side of her with wooden pegs with just enough slack to turn her head. She was briefly reminded of reading Gulliver’s Travels as a girl, but then noticed she wasn’t alone.

      “Claire! Claire, are you okay?” she asked.

      “Oh hi, Miss Bacall!” Claire said, groggy and with her glasses askew but still chipper. “I’m alright, I think I bumped my head. I’ve been seeing tiny men riding chickens around? I might have a concussion.”

      “Viv? That you?” Mason said from her other side. His feet were next to Vivian’s head, but otherwise all three of them seemed to have been tied down the same way.

      “It’s me. What happened?” Vivian asked.

      “What happened, my great wee Lurg friends,” said a voice near her head, “is that ye’ve been captured by Clan Dundoogle!”

      The ropes offered just enough give for Vivian to turn her head to face the source of the voice. It was another of the six-inch men on chickenback. This one had thick streaks of grey in the fur on his head and a bald patch on the top, and his clothes seemed to be made of finer scraps than the others. Tucked into the back of his plaid sash, a single peacock feather nearly doubled his height. If Vivian had to guess, he would be the group’s leader.

      “It was leprechauns after all, and they got the jump on us,” Mason grumbled. This was followed by a swift thwack and Mason uttering profanity.

      “There’s no such thing as leprechauns, ye daft turd-wit!” the leader exclaimed. “We’re Sprootlings, people o’ the heather, the proud chicken-riders of the Highlands! And the three of ye stand guilty of interfering with the Herdening!”

      “Sprootlings?” Claire asked.

      “Nae, not ‘Sprootlings,’ SPROOTLINGS!” the leader said with a deep frown.

      “That’s what she said, ‘Sprootling,’” Vivian pointed out.

      “Nae nae nae, Sprootlings! Sprootlings!”

      “Oh!” Vivian said. “Sproutlings! You’re called Sproutlings?”

      “Aye! That’s what I said, ye great walloper!” he said.

      “Sproutling or Sprootling or whatever, we don’t know what you’re talking about. We were just trying to learn who’s been letting animals loose from the zoo,” Mason said. “Viv, you’ve gotten us into it again. Just like in Calgary.”

      Vivian’s ears perked up. She and Mason had gotten into enough weird situations before to work out a simple code, and “Calgary” was the signal for one of them to keep somebody talking. She needed to provide a distraction for whatever Mason was up to.

      “Chief Dundoogle,” she said, guessing at the little man’s title, “I have to admit that I’ve never heard of a Sproutling before. How did you come to be in Canada?”

      “Deception and trickery!” the chief roared. He spurred his chicken into pacing back and forth. “My clan used to dwell in the Highlands near a Lurg village called Oldmeldrum, where the Lurgs bottle their firewater and tend their sheep. I was leading a raid on the distillery with aboot half the clan, but the Lurgs had set a trap for us. They stole our chickens, tied us up, and stuffed us into the firewater crates!”

      “And you were sent overseas in a whisky shipment,” Vivian reasoned. “That must have been a rough journey.”

      “Aye, many of us still bear the bruises of being knocked aboot by the bottles, but we survived, and found our way here!” the chief declared. “Ye cannae keep a Dundoogle doon!”

      “But why release the zoo animals?” Vivian asked.

      “Yeah, why the animals?” Claire repeated in a daze. “You didn’t eat any, and it looks like you kept the chickens.”

      “We get food enough from hunting squirrels and raiding Lurg cupboards,” Chief Dundoogle said. “The Herdening is a matter of honour and bravery. We’ve had two successful Herdenings since coming here, and only the most recent one went awry. The great fat rabbit-things got away, and t’was a great shame on my youngest son Whispit.”

      Vivian couldn’t tell if “Herdening” was another case of her misunderstanding the Chief’s accent or another Sproutling word like “lurg”. Whatever it was, it seemed to be the reason behind the animal escapes.

      “You tried to Herden Bonnie and Clyde?” Claire said before Vivian could ask for more details about what the Herdening even was. “That’s so mean.”

      The ginger Sproutling who had ordered the charge at Vivian stepped forward.

      “I’ll do ye proud tonight, Pa!” he said. “These chickens are soft, not trained at all when we found them, but they’ll learn. And the humpbacked horned thing will be my triumph!”

      “You can’t let Skippy out!” Claire cried, the notion breaking through her mental fog. “If he gets away, people could get badly hurt! Heck, you could get hurt just from trying!”

      Suddenly, Mason lurched to a standing position, his pocketknife open in his hand and severed ropes falling away beneath him. Drawing up to his full height he flung his arms open and shouted at the Sproutlings around them, spooking the chickens and sending the room into chaos as the riders tried to get their inexperienced mounts under control again. Mason took advantage of the opportunity to free Vivian and Claire, and they ran from the utility shed.
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        * * *

      

      “We always have such a great time in Calgary,” Mason said, taking Vivian’s arm. “Let’s grab our stuff and skedaddle.”

      “You can’t go. They’re still going to try and take Skippy!” Claire said.

      Mason looked at Vivian in exasperation, but he grunted and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Fine. We’ll do this the hard way. But Claire, I’m going to need to borrow your glasses,” he said, pulling his thick construction gloves out of his pocket.

      “Why?” Claire asked.

      Frantic clucking and vaguely Scottish noises grew louder in the utility shed as the chicken-riders and Chief Dundoogle approached.

      “Just hand them over and get back,” Mason insisted. He put them on as well as the gloves, and stood at the ready by the door.

      Yelling and laughing, the Sproutlings burst out of the door. Several of them threw their spears at Mason, but they got caught in his clothes or bounced harmlessly off his gloves. Two in the rear produced longbows—long compared to the archers themselves, at any rate—and peppered Mason’s face with arrows. Although some drew blood from scratches on his cheeks, Claire’s borrowed glasses protected his eyes.

      “My turn,” Mason growled.

      Vivian saw him lunge forward and grab a pair of Sproutlings by the midsections, lift them clear off their chickens, and toss them at another two of their comrades. He shouted again and spooked the mounts of the archers at the door, sending their chickens squawking back into the shed. Vivian yelled to warn him about another rider coming up to spear Mason in the shin; that Sproutling was also lifted off his chicken and tossed onto the roof for his trouble.

      “Is he winning?” Claire asked, squinting in the general direction of the battle.

      “Oh yes,” Vivian replied with a smile.

      Finally, Mason seemed to spot an opening.

      With a grand dive and roll through the dirt, he stood holding the struggling chief firmly in both hands.

      All the Sproutlings who still had any fight in them immediately stopped.

      “That’s enough!” Mason called out. “Now we can have a civil conversation without any spears or arrows, or we can find out how Lurgs in Canada treat Sproutlings who tie them to the ground. Deal?”

      “Say your piece, then release my Pa!” yelled the chief’s ginger son, Whispit.

      “You’re going to give me your word not to release any more animals from this zoo,” Mason said. “Especially none bigger than you already have. Then you’re going to let us all leave, and I’ll release your chief before we go.”

      “Absolutely not!” Chief Dundoogle said from Mason’s grip. “The Herdening must continue, it is our way!”

      “What’s so important about this Herdening?” Vivian asked. “Is it for sport?”

      “Sport? Leave to it to a great daft Lurg to think the Herdening is a game!” said the chief, rolling his little eyes. “This is aboot our boys becoming men! They must prove that they can ride their fowl skillfully enough to bring down a great beastie before they can become a full warrior of the clan. That’s what the Herdening is for.”

      “Is that all?” Vivian said. “What a silly reason to cause all this trouble. Now promise you’ll stop, like Mason told you.”

      “Hang on, Viv. This is a horse of a different colour. This is important,” Mason said, and lifted the chief to look him in the eye. “When my brothers and I were younger, our dad took each of us on a father-son deer hunting trip when he thought we were ready. It wasn’t just about whether we could bring down and clean a deer; he wanted to make sure we were ready for responsibilities and big decisions. He wanted to make sure we were ready to be grown men.”

      “The Herdening is the same!” Whispit shouted.

      “Those trips helped to mold each of us into who we grew up to be,” Mason continued. “I’d hate to have lost out on that because of circumstances beyond my control.”

      “Aye, then ye ken it well,” Chief Dundoogle said. “The Herdening must continue.”

      “But you can’t keep putting the zoo animals and everyone else at risk,” Claire insisted.

      Mason thought for a second. “What if I told you, you didn’t need any of these animals for the Herdening?” he asked the chief. “What if I told you there was another animal that lives all over this park, in fact all over the city, far more ferocious and a more worthy hunt than anything in these pens?”

      “Well o’ course I’d want to see this beastie!” the chief said. “But what could possibly be as fierce as ye say?”
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        * * *

      

      “This will never work,” Vivian whispered to Mason as they approached the massive Grenadier Pond which took up almost the entire western edge of the park. They and Claire led the Sproutlings to the water’s edge as the sun rose behind them.

      “Those over there? Those are the great ferocious things ye havered of?” Chief Dundoogle asked from the back of his chicken.

      “They are indeed. Don’t believe me? Go bother one,” Mason said with a grin.

      The chief whistled, and a scout approached went ahead to investigate a pair of large brown birds with black serpentine necks. As the scout approached, one of the geese honked and hissed at him with outstretched wings. The scout ignored the warning, and the goose charged.

      “Chief Dundoogle, may I present the illustrious Canada goose,” Mason said, still smiling.

      The goose swung a wing at the scout and knocked him from his chicken onto the cement path. Still honking, it ducked its head to deliver a pair of swift bites before it picked up the scout in its beak and threw him screaming into the pond. The wounded Sproutling grabbed a floating piece of tree bark and kicked for shore.

      “By the heather, it’s as ye said and more!” the chief said. “And these beasts are plentiful?”

      “Almost too much,” Vivian said.

      “Tis a worthy foe for the Herdening indeed!” the chief declared. “Ye have a bargain, Lurg. My clan will darken the zoo’s doorstep no more.”

      “Well, you don’t have to stay away entirely,” Claire said. “We always love guests. Just do like the other guests do and don’t touch the animals. Or, you know, release them. I’ll leave out some snacks for you guys at night, if you like.”

      Vivian and Mason took their leave as Claire and Chief Dundoogle made their arrangements, and Vivian socked Mason on the arm.

      “That was mighty brave of you, taking on a whole clan of warriors by yourself,” she chuckled.

      “All in a day’s work,” Mason replied.

      “Mind if I offer one piece of advice, though?” Vivian asked.

      “What’s that, Viv?” Mason said.

      “Next time, pick a fight with someone your own size.”
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        The End
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      “The chickens escaped.”

      Gertrude Saar’s voice cut through his focus. She loomed over where he was lying on his back peering up into the innards of the door.

      Basdev “Bas” Anand didn’t look away from the panel he was inspecting. Whoever had designed this system had obviously never expected anyone to have to work on it again. Space station work was like that, he’d learned already. Over-engineered by guys who never had to fix anything.

      “We can’t close the doors,” she said again after he didn’t immediately reply.

      Bas snapped at her. “No shit, Gert. No one can close any doors.” He immediately felt contrite. “Sorry. It’s just… do you have any idea how many doors there are on a station this size? And how many engineering techs are aboard right now?” He rolled his head to the side so he could see the husbandry tech. She seemed flustered. Her normally neat hair flew up and out like a dandelion’s puff. Her jumpsuit was streaked with what he hoped was good clean dirt, but it probably wasn’t.

      Bas had been given a list with strict priority of doors to repair first. However, as lead tech for this section, he figured some wiggle room was necessary.

      “Do you need me to come there, next?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “Thought you should know. Since they got into the park.”

      Bas closed his eyes. He wasn’t a religious man, but he muttered something that might have been a prayer, then opened his eyes again. “Does Beetroot… er, Mr. Chamberlain know yet?”

      She grinned, lightening her tired face and making her look closer to her real age. “That is a good name for him. He does get dangerously red when alarmed. No, I don’t think so.”

      “Angry,” Bas corrected, wiggling back under the door again. He had it levered up enough to just reach. “He gets red when angry. I’ll put your chicken door on the list.”

      “Thank you.” Gert stumped away in her heavy work boots.

      Bas recalled his correction of her word choice not long after that. He had succeeded in repairing the door he’d been working on when Gertrude had interrupted him. One of the section doors, the heavy blast plates were a big safety issue if they could not be closed and locked.

      He had assigned his team each one of those to start. Now, filthy from rolling on the floor and sweaty from wrestling components into place, he was lugging his bag toward the next door on the list, one of the shelter doors that could turn the park into a safe place in case of air loss deep into the station. He came around a corner and nearly collided with Gaven Chamberlain, the head of parks.

      “You!” Chamberlain was an alarming shade of near-brick red. He thrust a finger toward Bas’s chest. “You must fix the doors.”

      “Er. I am working on it?” Bas hefted the heavy bag he was holding and tried to sidestep the man. Chamberlain was not his boss, but he was a boss, and accustomed to holding sway in his fiefdom.

      Chamberlain sidestepped and blocked the corridor again. “There is livestock in the park. In. The. Park.” He repeated the words through gritted teeth.

      “I have orders…” A flicker of movement behind Chamberlain caught Bas’s eye, and he faltered as he identified what was walking toward them.

      “Pay attention! My doors must come first… What are you looking at?”

      What Bas was looking at was a confident chicken, reddish-blonde in color, striding up the middle of the corridor. Gert had said specifically chickens. “Ah, sir, what sort of livestock?”

      Chamberlain spun around. “Chicken!”

      The chicken slowed her strut, and looked up at them with a beady eye. She didn’t stop, though.

      Chamberlain waved his arms. “Shoo! Shoo!”

      “Sir, I don’t think it’s—” Bas stopped talking. The big man had charged the fowl.

      Bas was torn between laughing, which might make the parks manager pop a blood vessel, and getting to the next door with all haste. He opted for the door.

      Chamberlain, in full flight after the fluttering, running bird, didn’t even notice Bas slip away down a side corridor. Bas knew the entire station inside and out. It was how he had met Gertrude. He’d gotten a work order to build a chicken coop, only one that went vertical for space saving, and he’d shown up in the husbandry corridor wanting to talk to a subject matter expert before he started designing the thing. Having an on-call SME was always a good plan.

      Gertrude loved her chickens. This had to be very upsetting to her. Bas was confident the chicken Chamberlain had been menacing would be fine. The chicken had to be able to outmaneuver the big guy, if nothing else. Bas was a little sorry he hadn’t been able to linger long enough to see the outcome. However, there were bigger fish to fry. He nodded awkwardly to a man sitting at his dining table as he passed yet another open door. He didn’t stop. Personal spaces were way down on the list for repair, as inconvenient as that was for the general population.

      Bas reached his destination and set his bag down then himself. He blessed the gods he was still young and limber enough to wriggle into the confined spaces. He’d come aboard the station seven years before, and the station had been in full operation for over a decade. He sometimes wished he had been around while it was being built, though. Then he would know whose names to curse when he was wedged inside something for repair. Like now.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw movement. He turned his head to look, carefully not moving his hands, and came face to face with a chicken.

      It was standing by his elbow and ducked down to look under the jacked-up door at him. This one was black and white with a puffy topknot of feathers atop its head. Bas had to admit the feathers, each one outlined neatly with black, were pretty. But that bright, interested gaze made him nervous in his current vulnerable, immobile position.

      “Hey, buddy, how about you back up a little?” Bas cleared his throat. His voice had gotten a touch wobbly at the end as the chicken stretched its neck out, turning its head from side to side to look at him. “Ok, that’s close enough,” he said.

      If he let go of the unit he supported, he could chase off the chicken. Chickens were big cowards; he’d learned while measuring the space for the coop. But they were also inveterately curious. Plus, they would peck at anything, including each other.

      Gert had told him they routinely indulged in cannibalism and showed him the little isolation coop where they put chickens who had been plucked bald and bleeding by the rest of the flock. But, if he dropped the unit on his face, it was going to be worse than a peck.

      A pair of hands appeared in his limited range of vision, moving slowly. The chicken, distracted by Bas, was captured with an indignant squawk, and removed from his field of view. Now he could see familiar boots.

      “Are you ok in there?” Gert asked.

      “Yes. He hadn’t quite worked up to taking a taste of me.” Bas got back to work. His hands moving quickly, he stripped out the blown fuse and slotted in the new one. “Thanks for grabbing him. I felt like he was going for my eyes.”

      The boots shifted a little. “She. And would you like a sandwich?”

      “Gert. Do I look like I can have a sandwich?” Bas grunted a little as he tightened the bolts holding the unit inside the door.

      “When you can.” She walked off again, and Bas felt bad he’d snapped at her.

      He closed the access hatch and wiggled out from under the door, but she was already gone. He closed the door then opened it again. Few things felt as good as getting the job done. Now, to find Gert and apologize.

      She had not gone far. Someone had cobbled together a wire cage, and the husbandry techs were putting chickens in it. Gert saw him coming and waved a chicken at him. Its head stayed as steady as though it had a gyro inside it, which Bas found disconcerting.

      He shied away from the cage. “I wanted to say sorry…” He didn’t get to finish what he was saying. Another of the husbandry techs—Lindsey, he thought her name was—popped up at his elbow.

      “Here, we have sandwiches!” She held up a box and pulled off the lid. Inside were neatly wrapped squares.

      “Um. Thanks.” He took one, and his stomach growled on cue.

      Lindsey giggled at the sound effect. Gertrude, who was no longer holding a chicken, came over and asked, “How much longer on the doors?”

      Bas swallowed. “Well, I’ve got two done, and it’s lunchtime. It’s going to be a while.”

      “What happened?” Lindsey asked. She put the box of sandwiches back in Bas’s range, and he snagged a second gratefully.

      “Thanks. Well, there was a power surge.” He shrugged. “No idea why. That’s Sam’s department, way above my pay grade. It was over the rating of a component used in all the station doors.”

      Gert’s eyes got big. “Even the exterior doors?”

      He nodded, adding extra motion for emphasis. “They fail shut. The interior ones fail open. It’s a safety feature. Outside stays on the outside. And, man, am I glad I’m not on that duty.”

      They looked at each other. “There are a lot of doors.” Lindsey said thoughtfully.

      Gert grimaced. “I guess the chickens will have to wait. We can get some of them in the coop.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A week later, Bas was reminded of that conversation. They still had not gotten all of the doors working. His little crew was working on doors during every scheduled hour and some off the clock. They had come to the point of looking for a work order of higher priority than the doors, and fighting over it, just to have a break from lying under doors changing blown fuses. Bas was lying under this door, listening to a contented hen clucking somewhere nearby.

      He wasn’t quite sure where it was. People had started to hang up curtains over their non-functional doors, for privacy, as much as that helped. The curtains worked as a social barrier for humans. Chickens knew nothing of social norms and probably wouldn’t care if they had. Bas had learned to watch for shit-landmines before he got down on the decking by a door now. And to keep a close eye out while walking through the corridors.

      Chickens didn’t just leave unpleasantly liquid surprises in their wakes. The whole station had begun playing a game of hunt the egg, who’s got an egg? From what Bas had seen, the chickens did not approve of this. Humans, on the other hand, seemed to find it hilarious. Eggs were scarce in the cafeteria; which Bas was ok with. He thought of the chickens every time he saw an egg now.

      He had gotten the routine with the door repair down to a smooth sequence. Jack it up, wriggle under, locate the unit… For a design that used all the same parts that failed in the same way, and the same time, you would think that the control unit would be in the same place on every door. You would be mistaken.

      “What did you say?” Gert’s voice made him startle.

      He hadn’t heard her walk up. And…

      “Talking to myself. Bad habit.” Bas projected enough, he hoped, to be understood.

      “Thanks for getting the habitat door closing.”

      “That wasn’t me.” Bas slid the unit back into place and started tightening. “One of the others on my crew. But there are still loose chickens.”

      “About that…”

      He pushed himself out from under the door and looked up at her. Her coveralls were clean, and hair tidy, so it couldn’t be too bad. “I can’t help with the chickens.”

      She shook her head. “No, that’s up to Husbandry, I know. It’s the core.” She blurted, her lips quivering.

      Bas got up from the floor and dusted himself off. “Why does that fill me with doubt and fear? We fixed the doors into the central core.”

      “There are chickens in there.” She fidgeted. “I don’t know how.”

      “How did you find out about chickens in the core?” Bas put his tools back in the bag, checked the time, and then, hefting the bag, headed for the access.

      Gert trotted alongside him.

      Bas contemplated her out of the corner of his eye. He had seen her so often recently from a prone position he’d almost forgotten how much shorter she was. She also hadn’t answered his question.

      “Gert?” he prompted.

      She glanced sideways at him as he led the way through the park. The big green belt of their home, he thought of it. If the core weren’t there, you’d be able to look up overhead and see nothing but a sweeping stretch of green. The core, with its painted clouds on pale blue, and occasional incongruous struts like spindly white legs, was both up, and in, perceptually.

      Bas wanted to rub his face, but a glance at his hands told him this was a bad idea. “I can guess. It’s off-limits, but kids love to play in the zero-grav.”

      She shook her head. “No, I mean, I don’t know, but that’s not what happened.” She was quiet for a minute. Then she said, “They didn’t take the chickens up there.”

      “Not even to see if they could fly in zero gee?” Bas asked, pointing at the closest leg. Inside it was an access ladder. They headed for it, veering off the beaten footpath onto a faint trail marked with a sign warning it was for authorized personnel only.

      “Chickens can fly.” Gertrude sounded indignant. She walked behind Bas on the narrow path, so he could only imagine her expression. “They just aren’t very good at it.”

      “It’s flapping, with style,” Bas joked. He stopped at the leg and looked at the open door. “Huh. That’s not right.”

      Gert came around him to see. “What’s wrong?”

      “That door.” Bas pointed at it unnecessarily, as it was the only door in sight. They were surrounded by an open grove of trees, young ones, and grass and weeds over the shallow soil of the park. “Should not be open.”

      He set his bag down on the grass and pulled his tablet in its rugged case out of the outer pocket. “Here. The work order for the core doors was closed… four days ago.”

      Gert went to the door and put her head in. “Ew,” she said, wrinkling up her nose. “I think I know how the chickens got into the core.”

      “They can’t climb ladders on their own,” Bas came over to her. “Can they?”

      He could see what she meant about the state of the floor. There were piles of chicken poop under the ladder. Really, all over the once-pristine flooring. Feathers and dust, some dead leaves that had drifted in from the park added to the detritus.

      Bas tilted his head back and looked up the smooth white tube into the core. Dust motes sparkled in the light beams. “Oh, sh… er, crap.”

      “They can climb ladders.” Gert piped up from her position by his elbow. “We use something like a big ladder for their roosts, remember?”

      Bas, still looking upward, saw motion high above them, in the core itself. He wasn’t sure what he was seeing. He could guess, though. He retreated to his bag and got out a pair of heavy work gloves, also stuffing a few things in his pockets.

      He turned to Gert. “I haven’t got another pair like this. Some thin disposable ones that might rip, sorry. You’d better stay here.”

      Gert glared. “I’ve touched worse. I wash.”

      Bas sighed. “I’m just going up to look. Do you know how the air system on the station works?”

      She shook her head. “I know how to catch chickens, though.”

      “On the ground. Up there?” He pointed up at the careening bird flapping wildly.

      “I’ll need to see to learn.” She folded her arms over her chest. Bas tried not to notice the pleasant configuration this created.

      “I’ll go up first and try to knock the worst off, at least.” Bas bowed to the inevitable.

      The ladder got less disgusting as they went up, at least. At the top, Bas carefully moved out of the way to let Gert emerge into the core. He grabbed her arm as she tried to take a step.

      “Hold on,” he ordered. “There’s nothing to keep you from flying away without magnetic boots or a rope.”

      “Oh.” Gert got a hold on his arm, put her feet down carefully, and they stood there clasping forearms for stability. Bas kept his grip on the top of the ladder for anchoring.

      Bas stared down the length of the core. They were roughly at the halfway point, but it never failed to impress him how big the station was. You didn’t see it from the ground floor—the shell of the vast tube floating through space. Too many walls, or trees, in the park. Up here? It stretched on forever, vast and empty.

      Well. It should be empty.

      “Chickens are funny floating like that.” Gert said what he was thinking.

      There was… Bas could only describe it as a vortex of chickens swirling down the length of the core.  Some flapped. Others soared serenely with their wings stretched out. Still others were attempting to simply walk in midair, looking about them in utter confusion. The noise was indescribable. There was no order in the flock. It was Brownian motion come to life, Boyle’s gas law illustrated with feather particles that clucked, crowed, and squawked as they collided and produced an equal and opposite reaction. Chickens without gravity will fill the container they are provided.

      Bas turned and looked in the other direction. “Gert, how many chickens…?”
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        * * *

      

      “Four hundred and forty-six chickens,” Bas told his boss. “Give or take a few. Ms. Saar seemed to think some have met, ah, unfortunate ends.”

      Sam grunted and leaned forward, putting his elbows on the desk between them. “Not unlikely. Some find the plague of chickens the worst part of this malfunction. How many in the core? Not all of them?”

      Bas shook his head. “It was impossible to get a firm count. They kept moving. But at a rough guess, fifty or sixty.”

      Sam spread his fingers out flat on the desktop and glanced down at his hands. “Filthy animals. A chicken, son, is a basketball-sized bundle of hate, greed, and shit.” He looked back up at Bas, his gray eyes calm. “What’s the plan?”

      Bas gaped at him for a second.

      Sam chuckled. “I know you have a plan or you wouldn’t have come to me yet. And that girl of yours loves those birds, so it’s a plan that doesn’t involve dead birds. Which,” he leaned forward again, intense eyes drilling into Bas’s, “is a good plan. Chicken dirt in all the air filters is bad enough. Shutting down the whole system to asphyxiate them? Too much trouble and social unrest.”

      Bas choked. “You saw the chickens in costumes too, sir?”

      Sam blinked but remained stone-faced. “Humans will make a pet out of anything.”

      Bas nodded, thoughtful. “Nets, sir. We thought…”

      “We?” Sam broke in.

      “Gertrude Saar and I. She was in the core with me earlier. After we found the door open and evidence of the chickens.”

      Sam was very good at reading between the lines. “That’s going to be a nasty clean-up job. I’m assigning it to a certain tech who signed off on work he didn’t actually do.”

      Bas shook his head, but opted not to comment on the shortcomings of his team member. “We think the birds were trying to roost. Gert says chickens have a pecking order.”

      Sam smiled. “Where the term comes from, yes.”

      “So they kept going up the ladder to compete and they couldn’t get out of the core once they got into it.”

      “Giant chicken trap, really.” Sam turned and leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs out. “Nets would work. Big ones, and propulsion packs. But!”  He sat up with a thump from the chair back. “No one wears a pack without training.” He poked a finger at Bas’s chest. “You hear me?

      “Yessir. Safety first, sir.” Bas nodded emphatically. “Can we have the husbandry techs in magnetic boots?”

      “Ayuh. You’ll need their hands, too. This won’t be a walk in the park.”
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        * * *

      

      Bas remembered that prediction a few hours later, as they all assembled at the access leg. Gert had adamantly refused to wait until morning.

      “We don’t know how long they have been without food and water!” She threw up her hands. “Besides, didn’t your boss say they are gunking up the air system?”

      There had already been complaints of the smell. Bas didn’t want to think about what would be said if the air circ started to reek of death.

      Nets, it turned out, were not in demand on a space station. It had taken some creative scrounging and then bargaining to get the two they had. On the upside, the cargo nets stretched nearly from one side of the core to the other. Which was moot, Bas had thought at first, given they only had three propulsion packs. A brisk brainstorming session had hashed out a plan that seemed plausible. Three engineering techs would don the packs. They would herd the chickens into the nets, which would be held by the husbandry techs, stationed as anchors with their magnetized boots firmly on the shell of the core.

      This time, Bas sent Gertrude and the other husbandry techs up first. They were using the access leg in the service area, where to the best of his knowledge, no chickens had the temerity to intrude. The ladder was clean. Bas and another of his team, Helen Knapke, rigged the nets into neat bundles and ascended with the apparatus to pull it up after them on a pulley system, along with the propulsion packs.

      Bas was still on the ladder, moving slowly enough to not catch up with Helen, who was directly above him, when he heard Gert’s voice.

      “Bas! Bas, hurry!”

      He looked up. She was framed in the opening. Helen clambered up and out of the access, moving carefully. They all had magnetic boots on, now. “The chickens dying?” Bas asked with a bit of exasperation.

      “No, worse than that!”

      Bas hauled himself up over the edge, moving with exaggerated care to keep himself grounded. His head swam, then settled. He was fortunate not to suffer from the gravity sickness some felt in zero gee. Gert pointed, and he stared.

      It was quite a spectacle to behold. Gaven Chamberlain, parks manager, was adrift in the core. He was roughly at the midpoint, which meant he had climbed the befouled access ladder. He had either come unprepared for the lack of gravity, or had been overeager… he flailed in midair, his face a truly alarming shade of purple.

      “Get. Me. Down!” he roared at them. The impact was lost by the distance.

      Bas looked at Gert. She seemed to be suppressing an attack of the giggles. “What… What is he holding?”

      She bit her lip, and then managed to speak, her voice unsteady. “I think… I think it’s a butterfly net.”

      “What are you waiting for!” bellowed the floating man.

      “Helen.” Bas turned to her. She was bright pink with her own effort to keep the laughter inside. “Would you do the honor?” he asked.

      She knelt and popped the pulley onto the edge of the shell where it met the core. Bas pulled off the knapsack he’d carried equipment in and grounded it with a strong magnet. Working efficiently, and ignoring the incoherent gusts of rage erupting periodically behind them, they got the pulley system working and the nets ascending. Other members of the engineering team helped the packages ascend smoothly while they were coming up the ladder.

      The first propulsion pack having come up, Bas swung it onto his shoulders. Helen checked Bas’s gear after he’d strapped in, then stepped back with a snappy thumbs up. Bas headed for the center of the core. Chickens drifted past him, and he realized that they were figuring out how to maneuver when they scattered, flapping, as he pushed the throttle. He was hoping to grab Chamberlain before the man had an episode. Or Bas lost control of his laughter.

      Chamberlain was failing his arms and legs madly, swiping at a nearby chicken with the net. He was nearly gibbering with rage.

      Bas swooped around him, reluctant to get too close to the net. “Would you like me to take you back to the access, sir?” he asked politely, from a safe distance.

      “I’d like to kill all the chickens!” Chamberlain shouted. “Kill them and rip their foul heads off!”

      Bas winced. He hoped Gert was out of earshot. “We are going to corral them, sir. But you are currently in the way.”

      “Corral them and run them through the mincer!” Chamberlain didn’t seem to notice that he was drifting slightly. Not through his own efforts, which were vigorous, but the slight Coriolis effect of the spinning station. It was more noticeable closer to the shell of the core, which was the physics behind the vortex of chickens. At the moment, disturbed by Bas’s passage through them, it was a loose Brownian motion cloud of chickens.

      Bas continued his slow orbit around the older man, considering his options. He wasn’t worried about the damage that butterfly net—or Chamberlain—would do to him. If the man got a solid hit on the propulsion pack, though…

      “At least let me take you to the shell,” Bas offered. “Are you wearing magnetics?”

      “Magnetics?” Chamberlain echoed with a look of confusion.

      This was the first time he had responded coherently. Bas took it as a mixed result. Good, he had his attention. Bad, no way of anchoring the man.

      Bas gritted his teeth and forced out the next words through gritted teeth. “We need you to leave the core. So we can catch the chickens.” As he was speaking, Bas triggered the com unit that was clipped to his uniform shirt collar. He thought Chamberlain might respond better to Sam, speaking as the voice of authority.

      Afterward, Bas was never able to learn just what went through Chamberlain’s mind. He conceded it was possible Chamberlain himself might not have known. At the time, Bas didn’t have the time to analyze it, though.

      With a roar of rage, Chamberlain lost any shred of restraint and began striking out with the net. Bas, startled, squeezed the propulsion controls and shot away from the park manager. He could see that the man was literally foaming at the mouth, his spittle not falling as he ranted incoherently.

      Fascinated, Bas halted his retreat as he realized the net was actually propelling Chamberlain directionally. Before, he’d been battling chickens in all directions. Now? The object of his homicidal intention hovered in one place. Bas moved closer. Chamberlain propelled himself, like some bizarre sort of fan-powered boat, backwards. Bas started to herd him in reverse.

      Bas tried to make a plan on the fly. He couldn’t force Chamberlain back into the access tube. The raging man was in no shape to climb down the ladder, and the fall would kill him.

      The only other option was to point him toward the gaggle of techs gathered at the far end of the core and get help securing the madman before returning him to safety.

      Bas clicked the comm on and spoke. “Connect to Gertrude Saar.”

      “Connecting,” the mechanical voice droned.

      An odd sound blasted in his ear. Bas tilted his head away from the little speaker. “Volume down.”

      Gert’s voice came through, gasping. “S-sorry, Bas! We can’t help it!”

      Bas realized he heard laughing. He was close enough now to make out Helen and Lindsey clinging to one another, giggling.

      “I need you guys to net Chamberlain,” he barked.

      Bas didn’t have time to find the situation amusing. He had reverse thrusters for maneuverability and braking. Chamberlain did not. His speed was ever increasing. The only way to safely stop that much momentum was to gently slow him. Which the stretchy cargo net would hopefully do.

      “Got it, boss.” He heard from Helen.

      Before he could protest he was nobody’s boss, the crew scattered. Helen and Jake, who were wearing propulsion packs but had the sense not to tangle with the still screaming Chamberlain, stayed on the shell with the two husbandry techs and spread out with the net. It didn’t cover the whole cross section of the core, but Bas could aim the park manager. Chamberlain, Bas noted absently as he calculated trajectories in his head, was running out of steam. Chamberlain had grown hoarse, and the swipes of his net were slowing.

      Chamberlain hit the net feet first. His look of surprise was comical. He dropped the butterfly catcher as he tangled into the soft mesh of the cargo net, and the shock seemed to give him a second wind. He started kicking and thrashing. But this only made the tangling worse.

      Helen yelped. “He’s heavy!”

      Jake growled from his side of the core in response. “No shit, Sherlock.”

      “Let go of your end, Helen,” Bas ordered. “Let him drift. Jake, anchor. Lindsey’s closest. She can come to you and add her weight.” Bas got around to the loose end of the net a minute later and brought it around.

      Chamberlain, tossing and turning against his restraint, making hoarse sounds and panting heavily, only made it easier.
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        * * *

      

      When the long strip of extruded plastic emerged from the access tube a little later, all of them were too worn out from the stress to be surprised. Bas tilted his head back as the thin plastic strip came up and up…

      Sam’s voice sounded irritated. “Come give me a hand with this.” He was still out of sight on the ladder.

      Bas got up from where he’d wound up sitting on the shell, near the sprawled form of Gert, who was catching her breath, and jetted up to the far end of the strip.

      Sam, below him on the ladder, barked. “Bend it. Let’s start threading net onto it.”

      “Uh, sir?” Bas wasn’t sure how to explain.

      Sam got his head up into the core and took it all in with a sweeping glance. Chamberlain, whimpering quietly, was rolled into one of the two big cargo nets. Lindsey and Helen were sitting on him, just in case. Jake was returning from retrieving the butterfly net and had snagged a chicken with it on general principle while he was at it.

      Sam didn’t even blink, calmly stepping out of the tube onto the shell. “One of those cargo nets will do. Ever see a crawfish trap?”

      “Um, nossir,” Bas admitted.

      “I have.” Gert stood up. “Bas, can you circle that around?”

      Bas could, he found. His boss had managed to coax the temperamental extruder into doing the near impossible. Soon they had a hoop the size of the core’s shell, with net strung on it, funneling to a center opening.

      “You’re going to walk.” Sam told the husbandry techs. “Along the shell, holding this. Helen and I will help so we have hands at the ordinal points. Jake and Bas will collect any that make it through.” Sam pulled off the knapsack he’d been wearing and pulled out two oversized mesh bags. Bas was afraid to ask where they had come from.

      “Also, while I am aware chickens can fly, Ms. Saar, I do not suggest throwing them into the chasm.” He pointed toward the tube.

      Bas choked as he caught the joke.

      Sam ignored him and continued. “I should have enough bags in here to hold all the chickens. We will then relay them, and, ah, the other bundle, down with the pulley.” He tugged out a length of tube. “Here’s the connector.”

      Helen took it from him and pushed the ends of the strip into it, finishing the hoop.

      “Uh, sir? Shouldn’t we send Chamberlain down first?” Jake pointed.

      Sam got a good grip on the hoop net. He glanced over. “Is that who it is? He’ll keep.” A sudden grin flashed over his face. “Let’s go chicken hunting. Bas! Head ‘em out!”

      Bas grinned back and squeezed the throttle, zipping between chickens who squawked indignantly. He swooped back and through the hole in the net, hollering as he did so. Jake followed right on his heels.

      “Gittem, boys!” Helen called.

      They all started to move along the core, catching chickens and leaving the squirming netted man behind them. Bas started to laugh.
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        * * *

      

      The last bag of chickens in his hand, Bas came back to the access tube. Everyone else was packed and gone, and only Gert still waited, holding her hands out for the sack of fowl.

      Bas put his feet down on the shell. “Hey, Gert?”

      She clipped the sack to the pulley and started it down. “Yes?”

      “Well, we’re going to be catching chickens and closing doors for weeks, I think.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “But, uh, would you like to do lunch some time again?”

      She started to giggle. “Without Lindsey or chickens, this time!”
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        The End
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      When Tori Lansing gets attacked by a chicken at a farmhouse, she’s pretty sure she’s had the worst day ever—but then she meets her sexy new neighbor, Niall Fillan, and things start looking up. Until she starts to change, and figures out that was no ordinary chicken…
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      I am in clucking hell.

      Literally.

      Tori aimed a second kick at the squawking chicken making a run at her. “Shoo! Get away from me.”

      The chicken backed off a little, turning its head from side to side, pointing its beady little eyes at her as if trying to decide where to hit her next.

      “Quit glaring at me, you stupid bird,” she muttered.

      I hate my job.

      Glancing down at the clipboard in her hand, she took another step toward the house. The chicken moved alongside her, almost as if it were pacing her.

      “I just need to talk to anyone inside.”

      Dammit. I’m talking to a chicken.

      Chickens weren’t predators. It couldn’t possibly be stalking her. Right?

      She spoke softly, making her voice as calm as possible. “I’m going to knock on the door and see if anyone’s home.”

      Carefully, she took another step. The bird watched her warily. A second step, then a third. “Almost to the door now.”

      But when she stepped up onto the bottom step, the chicken exploded into action in a flurry, all feathers and beak and screaming squawks.

      Stumbling back from the steps and windmilling her arms—either to keep her balance or repel the animal, even Tori wasn’t sure—she let out her own screech. But the chicken ignored her attempts to scare it away, aiming for her ankles.

      “Ow! Stop, stop, stop!” she shouted as it pecked at her. Without even thinking about it, she raced to the safety of her tiny gray Mazda. Opening the car door, she ducked behind it, using it as a shield while she clambered in. At the last instant, she thought to pull the door back enough to shove it hard into the attacking chicken, knocking the bird back a solid foot.

      Slamming the car door closed behind her, she leaned back into the driver’s seat. Then she pushed her hair back from her face, blew out a breath, and reached into the passenger seat for her phone, dropping her clipboard onto the passenger-side floorboard on the way.

      “Child Protective Services,” a familiar female voice answered.

      “Hey, Carrie. Is Davis still around?” Tori’s boss often left early, but he’d been complaining about paperwork, so maybe he would still be there.

      “Sure. I’ll transfer you.”

      “Hey, Tori,” Davis Lansing answered a few seconds later. “How did the inspection go?”

      She inhaled, preparing for his ire. “I didn’t even make it up to the house. They had an attack chicken in the yard.”

      Davis paused for so long that Tori almost asked if he was still there. “An attack… chicken?” Laughter underscored his voice.

      “Yes.” Tori scowled, reaching down to rub her ankle, then glanced at her hand. “Damned thing made me bleed.” She glanced up at the porch, where the chicken now stood triumphantly, still staring in her direction.

      “I see.”

      When Davis didn’t fill in the silence with anything else, Tori said, “If anyone was home—or willing to answer the door, anyway—I think the noise would have brought them out.”

      Silence.

      “So I’m going to come back out first thing Monday morning if that’s okay with you.”

      Davis’s sigh echoed in Tori’s ear. “Yeah, I guess so. It is late. But make sure they’re top of the list Monday.”

      “I’ll come by the office and do the paperwork for a failed visit,” she offered.

      “Nah. Don’t worry about it until next week. Go home and tend to your… chicken wounds.” His voice sounded a little strangled, as if he were trying not to laugh.

      “Thanks,” she said acerbically. “I will.”

      As she started the car and pulled out of the driveway, the chicken strutted down the porch steps and made its way to the edge of the property, watching her the whole time.

      Tori heaved a sigh of equal parts relief and irritation. Then she headed home for a hot bath and some Band-Aids for her ankle.

      Worst. Friday. Ever.
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      Lifting the recliner out of the moving van, Niall Fillan glanced around.

      Nobody nearby. Excellent.

      At least he wouldn’t have to pretend to struggle with its weight in case any humans saw him.

      That was the last thing his alpha had said to him as they finished loading up the truck. “Don’t get caught doing anything that will give you away. There aren’t many shifters at all in that county. Not even a coyote shifter pack. Much less any other wolves.”

      Except the rogue wolf I’m supposed to track.

      Niall set the recliner next to the leather sofa he’d hauled in earlier. Then he moved to the open door and leaned against the frame as he stared out at the field directly across from his new apartment. Only a couple hours’ drive southwest of Dallas, and no shifters? Seemed like the land would be perfect for long pack runs—still some trees, but lots of open acres, too.

      And cows. So many cows.

      His mouth watered a little at the thought and he clamped down on his inner wolf, focusing on keeping his human self in control. After all, those cows belonged to someone. They weren’t like the cattle on the packlands north of Dallas, born and bred to feed a bunch of hungry werewolves.

      No. These cows were someone’s livelihood.

      Guess I’ll have to stick to buying steak at the grocery store. Not as much fun as letting his inner wolf out to hunt—but definitely necessary in this case.

      He pushed off the doorframe to get back to work, just as a small gray car pulled up in the spot next to the van.

      Crap. He’d have to limit how many boxes he stacked up for the next trip into the apartment. Not that he had that much left to unload. With a sigh, he climbed into the back and picked up just two boxes. A human could carry that much, right?

      As he stepped down to the sidewalk, he caught a glimpse of a woman getting out of the car.

      Automatically, he took mental note of what he could see. Wavy red hair, business casual clothes, the pale skin of her hand as she pushed her hair behind her ear. A slight limp. The sorts of things any pack enforcer would take note of in a strange environment.

      Then she turned to face him, flashing a slightly rueful smile. His breath froze in his chest.

      She’s amazing.

      He pushed the thought away, even as his mental list continued, albeit in a less perfunctory mode. Creamy skin. Lush figure. Perfect green eyes. Dazzling smile.

      Mine, his inner wolf growled.

      Shut up, he told himself.

      “Hello.” She glanced up at him from beneath her lashes as she passed him, and he fought back an urge to reach out and touch her cheek.

      “Hi,” he managed to say, his voice coming out sounding a little too rushed as he forced himself to start breathing again.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Moving in?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I just got to town a couple of hours ago.” Say something interesting, dumbass! But Niall’s mind went blank.

      “Well, welcome to the exciting metropolis of Walton Springs.” She grinned as she unlocked the door next to his.

      You’re about to lose her. Say something else.

      The thought sent him into action. Dropping his boxes with a thump just inside his door, he held out a hand. “I’m Niall Fillon. Nice to meet you.”

      She paused but took his hand after a second. “Tori Lansing.”

      Her words were lost in the rush of electricity he felt when she touched him, a zinging flash that went from his fingers and straight down to his stomach, then lower.

      Not now, he admonished himself. His wolf whined.

      He inhaled, and her scent washed over him. She smelled like vanilla ice cream, all soft and sugary.

      She smells like home.

      Mine, his wolf proclaimed again.

      And suddenly, he knew exactly what was happening. This woman wasn’t just his new neighbor.

      She was his fated mate.

      He’d almost lost hope of ever finding her. But here she was. And she lived right next door.

      Best. Friday. Ever.
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      I have to get away from this guy before I make a fool of myself.

      Grabbing her hand away from her new neighbor—my enormous, muscular, gorgeous, isn’t wearing a shirt, and oh my God he smells amazing new neighbor—would be rude.

      But he had stopped doing anything like a normal handshake and was rubbing his thumb gently against the skin on the back of her hand, all the while gazing at her face with an awestruck expression. Where his skin touched hers, tiny tingles of awareness sparked through her.

      She needed to add amazing ice-blue eyes and hot-as-hell touch to her list of his appealing attributes.

      After a few seconds, he shook himself out of his daze and dropped her hand. Or rather, lowered it gently, as if he were afraid she might break if he didn’t handle her carefully.

      A sudden vision of him running his hand over her naked hip flashed through her mind.

      Her cheeks heated up and she turned away, hoping he didn’t notice. “Nice to meet you,” she mumbled as she pushed her apartment door wider.

      “Wait,” he said, his voice rumbling out from deep inside his bare—strong, wide, muscular, amazing—chest.

      She glanced back at him and her eyes dropped to the jeans he wore slung low on his hipbones.

      Eyes. Look at his eyes, Tori.

      Certain her whole face was flaming red by now, she met his gaze.

      “Would you go to dinner with me?”

      She blinked. Was he really asking her out on a date? She hesitated. What if he was a serial killer or something? She didn’t know the first thing about him.

      “I don’t know much about the town,” he continued. “I’d love it if you’d show me around. Maybe somewhere on the downtown square?”

      “Tonight?”

      “Yes.” He glanced over at the van and frowned, then ran one hand through his dark blond hair. “Well, I guess I need to finish unloading the van. But maybe tomorrow night?”

      Tori knew she probably should try to find some reason not to go. But another night spent drinking a glass of merlot while scrolling through social media suddenly seemed much less appealing.

      “Okay,” she decided. “Tomorrow. But not the square—let me show you my favorite restaurant in town.”

      “Six o’clock?” He was certainly determined to set this up now.

      “Sure.” She paused. “I’d offer to help you unpack, but…” She gestured down at her ankle. His eyes grew wide and darkened when he saw the streaks of blood around her ankle. For a second she was sure she heard a low growl coming from him.

      But that couldn’t be. It was just a scratch.

      “What happened?”

      Turning one hand out in a half-shrug, she shook her head. “It’s a long story. I’m going to go in and see if I can wash away any strange farm-animal germs. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      A frown wrinkled the space between his eyebrows, and she had to shove down an urge to reach up and smooth it away. But then the expression cleared, and he smiled. “Yeah. Tomorrow. Definitely. See you at six.”

      Tori managed a cheery, nonchalant wave and limped into her apartment—where she promptly shut the door and leaned back against it. “Wow,” she breathed out.

      I have a date with the hot new neighbor guy!

      Any other time, she would have danced around the apartment. But her ankle really did hurt. Not even its dull throb could dampen her spirits, though. Not tonight.

      She hugged herself tightly and fought the urge to laugh aloud.

      Then she headed to the bathroom to bathe away the remains of her battle with Chickenzilla.
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      Late that night, Tori rolled over restlessly in her bed. Her ankle throbbed, her head hurt, and she felt… weird.

      Oh, no. Can chickens carry rabies?

      She knew she should probably check online to be sure. But she couldn’t seem to bring herself to get out of bed.

      Instead, she shook out her feathers and settled back down to sleep.

      Wait. What just happened?

      She opened one eye in the night. Somehow, the world seemed… larger.

      And darker, too.

      She tried to reach out to turn on her lamp, but instead, felt her wing stretch to one side.

      I’m dreaming. I have to be.

      But weren’t conscious dreams supposed to be controllable by the dreamer? Tori was certain she’d heard that before. Or read it somewhere. Probably during one of those wine-drinking social-media-scrolling nights.

      Wake up. Just sit up and shake this dream off.

      Maybe if she said it loudly enough, it would work? She opened her mouth.

      “Squawk!”

      The sound of the loud bird noise startled her.

      That couldn’t have come from me.

      I’m not a bird. I’m a person. I’m not a bird. I’m a person. Dammit, Tori, wake the hell up!

      A bone-deep tingle started in her shoulders and flashed down her entire body. A sudden glow lit up the room, and for just an instant, more color than she’d ever seen before flooded her eyes, so brightly that it burned. A painful stretching sensation suffused all her limbs for a heartbeat.

      With a start, she sat straight up in bed.

      Her hands flew to her face, touching it as if to be sure it was still there. “I’m okay,” she said aloud, testing her voice. “I’m okay. It was just a dream.”

      Still, she reached over to turn on the lamp, just to be sure. All four limbs were still there. Everything else seemed normal.

      “Just a dream,” she muttered.

      But as she reached over to turn off the lamp again, a single, tiny white feather fluttered down in front of her face and landed on the sheet beside her.

      She picked it up and stared at it accusingly.

      That’s from a pillow. It has to be.

      Still, it took her a long time to get back to sleep.
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      How did I miss the blood?

      Niall unpacked his single box of dishes into the cabinet the next morning. If nothing else, it gave him time to think about his latest obsession—his fated mate, separated from him by nothing but a wall.

      Wolves had superior senses of smell.

      So how had he not realized that his mate was injured and bleeding?

      That’s a bit of an overstatement, he reminded himself. She had a few scratches, that was all.

      I was distracted by meeting my fated mate for the first time.

      “That has to be it,” he said into the empty apartment. But it didn’t make him feel any better. He was supposed to be her strength, her protector. He was supposed to watch out for her. Failing to recognize the scent of her blood would not set a good precedent.

      I’ll apologize to her tonight over dinner.

      He hoped it would be enough to assuage his guilt. More than that, though, he hoped she would realize how sincere he was.

      With any luck, they could move forward a little more quickly after that.

      But not too quickly. He could almost hear his father’s voice. “Remember, Niall. Even fated mates like to be wooed.”

      What did that even mean, though? How was he supposed to woo her when it was all he could do to keep his hands off that lush body of hers?

      Wooing. Keep your thoughts on wooing.

      Flowers. Those were traditional woo-gifts, right?

      He shook his head and began breaking down the cardboard box he’d just finished unloading.

      Woo-gifts. I’m losing my mind.

      But he’d still bring her flowers when he showed up at her door at 6:00.

      Assuming he could figure out where to buy them in Walton Springs.
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        * * *

      

      At 6:00 exactly, Niall knocked on Tori’s door, a small bouquet of roses in his hand.

      She opened the door with a smile. Somehow, she was even more beautiful now than she had been the night before. I think I like her even better in jeans than in a dress.

      “Oh, Niall, those are lovely.” Tori took the roses from his hand. “Come on in while I find a vase for these.”

      She moved into the kitchen, and Niall watched her stand on her tiptoes to try to reach a vase on the top shelf of a cabinet. His hands itched to slide over her hips, to pull her close to him.

      Wooing, he reminded himself. I’m here to woo her, not ravish her.

      “Can you reach that?” she asked. “I’m too short.”

      “No, you’re perfect.” He joined her in the kitchen, reaching one hand up to bring down the vase.

      When he turned around, she was leaning back against the counter, absently plucking a rose petal off a flower and putting it in her mouth. From the looks of the flower, she’d eaten several of the petals.

      “Does that actually taste good?” he asked.

      Tori blinked, then glanced down at the rose she’d been devouring. A bright red flush stained her cheeks. She swallowed before she spoke. “I don’t know why I did that.”

      Niall laughed. “Well, let’s get you to that restaurant before you finish off the rest of the roses.”

      He handed her the vase, and she filled it with water, dropping the flowers into it as if they’d burned her hand. “Yeah. Let’s get out of here.”

      They headed out the door, but she glanced back at the roses one last time, a worried expression in her eyes.
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      Why did I eat a rose, of all things? What is wrong with me?

      Pablo’s Tex-Mex restaurant was packed, even for a Saturday night, but for some reason, Tori wasn’t enjoying the slightly shabby atmosphere as much as she usually did. In fact, as she and Niall walked in, Tori was acutely aware of several pairs of feminine eyes on her date.

      Worse, she knew most of the women now ogling Niall.

      What on earth made me think bringing him to my favorite restaurant in town was a good idea?

      At the very least, it would mean questions the next time she came in alone. She never brought a date here.

      Well. Okay. She almost never took a date anywhere.

      “Hey, Tori. Want your usual?” Maria, a waitress at the restaurant and Tori’s best friend, did an actual double-take when she realized the gorgeous guy standing behind Tori was actually with Tori.

      “Table for two tonight, please,” Niall cut in, a smile underscoring his deep rumbling voice.

      “Right this way.” Maria led them to a booth in the far back corner of the restaurant, the closest thing to private available at a place like Pablo’s. After she placed their plastic-coated menus in front of them, Maria headed back toward the kitchen. But as soon as she moved out of Niall’s line of sight, the waitress turned around, pointed at Niall, raised her eyebrows, and mouthed, “Oh, my God!” at Tori, who had to hold her breath for a moment to keep from snickering.

      Niall glanced down at the menu for a second, then closed it and set it on the table. With his hands clasped before him, he leaned forward, his ice-blue gaze pinning Tori to her seat.

      Her heartbeat sped up so much she was surprised he couldn’t hear it.

      “So tell me about your clan,” he said.

      “My… clan?”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Pack, clan, herd. Whatever.” With a glance around as if to make sure no one was listening, he continued. “What kind of shifter are you, anyway?”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure what you’re trying to ask me.”

      A frown creased that beautiful forehead of his, and Tori’s hand twitched up as if determined to smooth it away, no matter what her brain said about not touching the beautiful man sitting across from her.

      Even if I want to touch him more than I’ve ever wanted to touch anyone before.

      Once again, he glanced around furtively, leaning in even closer and lowering his voice more than before. “I’m a wolf shifter from the Dallas pack.”

      What did that mean? Was that some sort of gang or something? “Okay…”

      “Before I left Dallas, my alpha told me there weren’t many shifters here at all.”

      “Your… what?”

      “My alpha. He said I might not run into any other shifters here at all. So I was pretty surprised to meet my fated mate living next door.” His smile lit up those gorgeous eyes of his as he reached out to place one of his hands over hers, and his touch sent tingles of electricity chasing each other all through her body.

      Still…

      “Your alpha? Is that some kind of sexual thing?”

      He blinked. “No. My pack alpha.”

      Slowly, Tori pulled her hand out from under his and dropped it into her lap. “What is a pack alpha?”

      All the air whooshed out of Niall as he thumped back against the burgundy vinyl of the booth. “You don’t have an alpha?”

      “I don’t even know what an alpha is.”

      Niall leaned forward again, but this time his hands stayed off the table. Instead, he sniffed the air between them. “You smell like… maybe a bird?”

      “A bird? I smell like a bird? I don’t think that’s a compliment.”

      Niall stared at her with such intensity that it made her nervous.

      Suddenly, his expression cleared. “Oh, my God. You’re new, aren’t you?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “You were limping and bleeding last night when you got home. Let me guess. Some kind of animal attack?”

      “Yes.” She drew the word out, uncertain where he was going with this.

      “Okay.” He rubbed his hands together, then repeated himself. “Okay. Here’s the deal.” Pointing both forefingers at her, he said, “You were attacked by a were-animal. A shapeshifter.” Niall flipped his hands around so his thumbs pointed back at himself. “And I am a werewolf. And you are my fated mate.”
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      I think maybe I flubbed that one.

      Niall waited for a response. Tori stared at him blankly for several seconds. Then she laughed. The sound seemed to startle even her—she clapped her hand over her mouth. When she took it away, she was already shaking her head. “I always get the crazy ones,” she muttered.

      “It’s true,” he insisted. “I can prove it.”

      Her eyes widened. “You can prove that we’re supposed to be… what did you call it? Fated mates?”

      He lowered his voice. “That I’m a werewolf.”

      She stared into his eyes, her bright green eyes starting to glow in a way that Niall recognized.

      “Oh, hell,” he whispered.

      She opened her mouth as if to speak. “Squawk!”

      This time, she clamped both hands over her mouth, her eyes wide and shocked.

      “We need to get you out of here.” If he hurried, he’d be able to hustle her out to the car before she started actually shifting. “Try to keep breathing slowly and steadily. You can hold off the change for a while that way.”

      Seasoned shifters could hold off a shift for a long time that way. Born shifters, like Niall, could keep from shifting anytime other than during a full moon. But Tori was so brand new that she didn’t even realize what she was.

      It’ll be a real problem if she can’t keep it together until we get to the car.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      In unison, they slid out of the booth and stood. Tori kept her hands over her mouth, though. That could prove useful.

      Niall took her by the elbow and guided her through the restaurant, weaving between tables. As they passed the woman who’d seated them, he waved at her. “Tori’s not feeling well. I’m going to take her home. Sorry.”

      The other woman started to move toward them, but Tori waved her off, taking her hands away long enough to say in a strangled tone, “I’ll call later.”

      “Are you sure?”

      It took every ounce of self-control Niall could muster to stop himself from growling at the woman.

      She simply wants to protect her friend, he told himself. His inner wolf subsided, but only reluctantly.

      Halfway across the parking lot, Tori stumbled.

      She’s going to shift.

      He had to act, and quickly. Without even thinking about it, he scooped her into his arms, carrying her the rest of the way to his car so he could get her back to the safety of his apartment.
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      He had picked her up and carried her.

      The last time a man had been able to carry her anywhere had been… longer ago than Tori cared to think about.

      Like a bride over the threshold.

      She pushed the thought down.

      Not important.

      No. What was important was that being swept off her feet—literally—had stopped whatever was going on inside her.

      And now she was riding in the passenger seat of his bright red sports car, wrapped in the warmth of the interior, headed back to their apartment building.

      Neither of them had said anything since he’d deposited her gently in the passenger seat and gotten in on the driver’s side. Outside the window, fields flashed by. They drove in silence until they came to a stoplight.

      “What kind of animal attacked you yesterday?” Niall finally asked.

      “A chicken,” she said.

      He glanced at her with a surprised expression but quickly schooled his face into something more neutral. “A chicken. Okay.” He paused. “Any other recent animal attacks?”

      “No.” Her voice came out as a bare whisper. In the back of her mind beat the tattoo sound of denial. Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me. Don’t tell me.

      “If that’s the only kind of animal you’ve had contact with, then that’s probably the kind of shifter you are.”

      Her heart froze in her throat. She had to force the words out. “You can’t know that.”

      “No, I can’t. Not yet.”

      “Would that mean the chicken that attacked me was a shifter, too?”

      “Yeah.” The light turned green and Niall continued toward the apartment. “It makes sense if you think about it. If this place doesn’t have any other shifters around, it would be the perfect place for a flock of chicken shifters to hide from predators.”

      “I guess.” This conversation is insane.

      He pulled into the parking lot and stopped his car next to hers but didn’t turn off the engine. Instead, he set the parking brake and turned to her. “I think you should try to shift.”

      “This is crazy.” Tori couldn’t look away from him, though. And deep in her heart, she knew it was true. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “But okay.”
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        * * *

      

      “Try closing your eyes.” Niall’s deep, rumbling voice made her want to lean against him forever. But that wouldn’t help her change.

      “This isn’t working.” She sat up on the sofa and scooted away from him. “Whatever happened in the restaurant was because I was upset, not because I was calm.”

      “Hm.” He nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. Let’s try that, then.”

      “I don’t know how to get upset on command.”

      “Then let’s talk about us.”

      “Us?” She gave him a sidelong glance. “You mean that fated mates thing?”

      “Yeah. You’re new to all this. So what do you want to know?”

      “Fated. What does that mean?”

      He turned to face her, leaning against the arm of the couch. “It’s a kind of shorthand. It means we’re meant to be together.”

      “Like, forever?”

      His smile all but blinded her, setting her heart beating a little faster. “Forever and a day.”

      She swallowed. “No more dating?”

      “Only each other.”

      A tingle went up her spine. “What if you’re wrong about it?”

      “I’m not. I know it all the way down to my bones. We’re meant to be together.”

      “I don’t think I can do this. I’m too afraid.”

      He reached out one hand to brush her hair back behind one ear. “There’s nothing to fear. I promise.”

      “Squawk!” She clapped her hands over her mouth.

      “Don’t try to stop it.” He leaned closer, his mouth brushing against her ear. “Let it happen.”

      The tingle up her spine intensified, moving out along her arms and down her legs. She shivered at the intensity of it.

      With a single fingertip, Niall traced a light line along the back of her hand and up toward her shoulder. The gentle touch left chills behind. He skipped to the spot where the skin of her neck met her shoulder. “You’re perfect,” he whispered as he moved back down the other arm. When he reached her wrist, she finally inhaled a shaky breath.

      And when she exhaled, she shifted.

      All the bones in her body crackled, popping as they grew smaller, lighter. Everything in the room swam in her vision and then popped back into focus. The world glowed in colors she’d never seen before.

      She shook her entire body and the clothes she’d been wearing pooled around her feet. She stepped out of them, marveling at how huge they seemed.

      And high above her, appearing huge to her new vision, loomed Niall.

      “Oh, you’re pretty,” he said, awe in his tone. “Okay. Now it’s my turn.” He stood up and began stripping off his clothes.

      Even in her animal form, Tori marveled at how beautiful he was.

      Until he changed.

      As a human, Niall was gorgeous.

      As a wolf, he was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.
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      She’s so tiny.

      Niall never would have said so aloud, but he’d been worried that his wolf might have wanted… well, to be honest, he’d been terrified that his wolf might have wanted to devour her whole.

      And he did—but not like a wolf gulps down a chicken.

      I want to consume her, take her, make her a part of me like a man does a woman.

      Every part of him screamed to protect her, to keep her fragile shifter form safe from every other predator in the world. He would shield her from anything—or anyone—who meant her harm.

      He stalked over to her and gently rubbed his nose against the multicolored feathers—black and white and a deep red that matched the color of her hair.

      She still smelled like Tori, only somehow more so. She smelled like his mate.

      Mine. Forever.

      Soon, he would have to let his wolf out for a good long run. Soon, he promised. But right now, there were things he needed to say aloud to her. He could only do that in his human shape.

      So he closed his eyes and sank into that place deep inside that held his shifter magic. In seconds, he felt its power swirl up through him, changing him all the way down to his DNA.

      Then he turned to Tori. “Come back to me, my amazing mate.”
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      I can’t believe I’m not afraid of him.

      Part of Tori knew she ought to be terrified of the giant wolf when he stalked toward her. But when he rubbed his nose against her, all she felt was safe. Protected.

      Loved.

      I can’t possibly love him. I’ve known him for less than two days.

      But she was absolutely certain.

      This is the man I’m going to spend the rest of my life learning about. The wolf I’ll spend forever loving.

      As he coaxed her through the shift back to her human form, though, she couldn’t help but feel some trepidation. What if seeing her in her animal shape had caused Niall to change his mind? What if her fowl form was… well, foul to him?

      So the first thing she said as she took her human shape was, “I can’t believe I’m a werechicken. This is awful.”

      He blinked and took a step toward her. “Sweetheart, it’s not awful. You’re every bit as beautiful in your bird shape as you are right now, standing in front of me.”

      In that moment, Tori realized the two of them were standing inches apart, completely naked. A heated blush crawled up her neck to stain her cheeks. She carefully kept her gaze focused on his eyes.

      Niall took another step toward her and cupped her face in his hands. He leaned his forehead against hers, and when he spoke, his breath fanned her face. “I promise, I don’t care what kind of shifter you are.”

      His lips brushed gently against hers once, then again, soft as butterfly wings, until she responded by pressing closer to him. “Yes,” she whispered.

      With that one word of consent, he claimed her mouth with his own, pulling her in close to him. His tongue swept against hers, the heat of him surrounding her. Chills swept up and down her body, and for a moment, she worried that she would shift again. But the connection between them steadied her, and she wound her arms around his neck, pressing against him, returning his kiss with a passion like nothing she had ever felt before.

      When he finally pulled back just enough to speak again, they were both breathing hard. “Tori,” he said, “you’re my perfect mate. We are destined to be together, and I promise I will do everything in my power to make you the happiest woman in the world.”

      She was still smiling when she stood on her tiptoes to meet his lips for another kiss—and just before she closed her eyes, she caught a glimpse of a single feather floating down beside them.

      Best. Weekend. Ever.
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        The End
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        Captain’s Log, Intergalactic Date 677202.81

      

      

      

      We’re doing a standard survey of Peridion Axel V, a terrible name, but if the planet turns out to be good for colonization, I’m sure they’ll come up with something better. It looked like a routine mission, so, of course, an unexpected ion storm hit the system just as some unknown aliens showed up to attack my ship. Long story short, we are stuck here until First Officer Smythe and my crew handle the situation and pick us up. Good thing I brought my fishing pole.

      

      Peridion Axel V, which really did have a terrible name, was a typical M class planet with abundant vegetation and a variety of lower life forms. So far, none of the life forms had shown any aggressive tendencies, so the away team of the HMB Impulsive had decided to set up a campfire outside the shuttle. Seven lovely trout-like fish roasted over the merry flames. Captain Jebediah Tiberius was rather proud of his catch, especially since he hadn’t needed a phaser or dynamite.

      In the shuttle, their botanist, Lieutenant Misha Rosien, was putting away the last of the samples she’d gathered. Lieutenant Ellie Doall, his ops officer, was a holler away, taking readings of the emerging nighttime life forms. She was accompanied by his security chief, Lieutenant Enigo Guiermo Ricardo Montoya Guiterrez LaFuentes. Really, the both of them would have been more useful had they stayed on the ship, but what’s an away team without some main characters—er, experienced officers?

      Security Minion LeRoy Jenkins stood just on the edge of the light, his attention split between watching his tricorder readings and the shadows of the forest. Jeb had told him to relax, but no way would he be less than diligent with the captain’s safety in his hands, and his boss just within stunning range. Having grown up on the UGS Hood, Lt. LaFuentes had no problems using a phaser as a discipline device. But the Impulsive’s redshirts had the highest survival rate in the fleet, and Jeb never argued with results.

      Speaking of results… Jeb peeled the foil away from the fish and poked it with a fork. If it helps, the reader is free to imagine a mylar sheeting and space fork. Regardless, the meat was flakey and smelled amazing. Perfect.

      “Dinner!” he shouted, making his security minion jump.

      “Sir!” he hissed, “what are you doing? You could be announcing our location.”

      Jeb raised a brow. “Like the campfire and the biggas shuttle aren’t doing that already?”

      The biggas-class shuttle, the HMB Giterdone, rested amid debris of broken evergreens and shattered stones. They hadn’t had the smoothest landing.

      “I’m glad we took the largest shuttle,” Lt. Rosien said as she descended the ramp carrying camping plates and silverware. Jeb had programmed the replicators to Boy Scout Pattern 1998 for the trip. “We’ve found so many wonderful samples so far, I could fill it completely.”

      She handed him a dish set, then passed one to LeRoy and to the lieutenants who had returned as well. They all sat down, and Jeb gently placed a steaming fish on each plate.

      Misha continued, “It certainly helped when that ion storm hit, and we had to make an emergency landing. That and your fancy flying, sir.”

      Jeb nodded to acknowledge the compliment, but said, “Still, that thruster took a hard hit when we smacked into that weird rock formation. Tomorrow, Enigo, you and I will fix that up while the ladies continue the survey with Minion Jenkins.”

      LeRoy grimaced. “Is that a good idea, sir? Splitting the party, I mean?”

      Enigo, who poked at his fish with the suspicion of anyone raised on replicated food, set aside his plate and leaned toward his subordinate intently. “What’s up with you? You having a sixth sense?”

      “No, sir,” LeRoy said. He spoke with complete honesty. HuFleet security personnel were trained to note and report anything suspicious—and, when in doubt, stun it for good measure. He paused, and his hand unconsciously fingered the bones in his pocket. “No. It’s just the forest at night and that box canyon we saw earlier brought up memories.”

      Enigo grunted. “The mission on Pullet VI.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ellie, who was nibbling at her trout with her usual delicate efficiency, asked, “Was that the mission with the eight-foot chickens? Like the ones you went after on Rest Stop?”

      Rest Stop, for those who have not been following Space Traipse: Hold My Beer, is a funzone planet where your imagined fantasies can come true. That resulted in quite a bit of chaos when the crew of the Impulsive landed on the planet, not the least of which was caused by LeRoy’s giant chickens.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Silence stretched until Jeb broke it with a huff. “Well, out with it, Minion! Campfires are made for telling stories.”

      LeRoy, who was a lower-enlisted redshirt among officers, looked at the expectant faces with uncharacteristic shyness. “Really?”

      Enigo frowned. “Does the captain need to tell you twice?”

      His tone was more teasing than serious. He’d been wanting to hear the story behind the mission logs of Pullet VI since LeRoy had come back from shore leave with a headdress of feathers and a three-pound chicken leg in each fist.

      Thus encouraged, LeRoy pulled his hand out of his pocket, revealing a necklace of neck bones. He fingered them like prayer beads as he spoke. Everyone leaned forward to listen.

      “It was my first away mission. We’d been called to Pullet VI because the colony was in trouble. I was assigned to watch over Captain Choquette…”
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        * * *

      

      Minion Basic LeRoy Jenkins stood at ramrod attention inside the office of what looked like a 20th-century Midwestern farmhouse. Of course, it was made with alien materials using 24th-century technology, but over the centuries human tastes had evolved and devolved, and country chic was back in vogue among colonists.

      Governor Farrugia sat at the desk and frowned grimly at LeRoy’s human captain and Logic first officer as he summarized what Choquette would have read in the situation reports, but the readers have not. “The situation is dire, Captain. About three months ago, we opened up a new coop. The area was rich with sorghum beetles, the weather mild… perfect for laying hens.”

      The captain nodded. “Yes, we’re aware of that. The first shipments of eggs were heralded as the ambrosia of breakfast. Food critics were going wild.”

      “Exactly! The profits over the next year would have allowed us to colonize the northern continent, but disaster struck. First, it was little things. A broken fence, a scratched-out piece of lawn. Then one of our best hens started screaming in the night, then another the next night. Finally, three weeks ago, they all stopped laying. Let’s not even get into the molting!

      “We figured something was coming by at night, scaring the hens, though none of them were hurt. Still, we had contracts to fill. So, we put out guards.”

      He sighed, then moved aside a ceramic rooster to turn his console so Choquette could see the screen. “This is Calusian Brown, one of my best poultrymen.”

      The screen held the image of a dead man with foot-long gashes that tore not just across but into his body, so that his guts hung out. In among the furrows were large, irregular holes.

      LeRoy gulped.

      Captain Choquette leaned forward, the doily in his chair slipping to the seat. “Sacré poulet! Did anyone see what did this?”

      On cue, the door opened, and a man stepped through. “I have. A glimpse, anyway. It was cloudy, and as you know, Pullet VI doesn’t have a moon. It was big and feathery. The creature, I mean. I shot it.”

      “You mean you shot at it,” Kun’pau, the Logic first officer, corrected. He was good at that.

      But the newcomer only rolled his eyes and held out his phaser. “No, I shot it. With this. Didn’t even slow it down. So, we’ve made our report. Production’s shut down. The rooster is stress-molting. If the Union wants Pullet Grade As, you’re going to have to do something about it.”

      The captain smirked. “That’s why we’re here.”

      The newcomer sneered back. “You HuFleet types think you’re so tough, don’t you? Starships, phaser banks. You can’t use a starship phaser to kill something in the forest. That’s where the sorghum beetles breed.”

      LeRoy was ready to rush forward and deck the colonist for his impertinence.

      The captain, however, shrugged and said, “I don’t think it will come to that. I’ll start assigning security teams with heavier weaponry and we’ll scour the woods for your oiseau effrayant.”

      “Oh, no,” Governor Farrugia said. “We’re calling it a Calusian Brown. Cal always wanted a new breed named after him.”

      As they stood to go, Kun’pau paused to pick up an egg-shaped object from a metal pail on a shelf. “What is this?”

      Farrugia shrugged. “A rock. It’s the strangest thing; the beetles move them around. My wife collects them. We have bucketloads all over the house. They’re weirdly uniform. She and some of the ladies are thinking about making them into things. People, bunnies, fat little starships. Want one?”

      He set it down. “That won’t be necessary.”
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        * * *

      

      “He didn’t think that was weird?” Ellie asked. Had she been there, she was certain she’d have pinged on the odd coincidence, and she’s right. Her mind was a continuous hive of activity, constantly buzzing, and producing conclusions like bees make honey. Her training on the UFS Mary Sue had made her not only an able apiary of her own mind, but also the youngest ops officer in the fleet.

      “He may have, ma’am, but Commander Kun’pau was the methodical sort, so he always kept his thoughts to himself until just after the captain started figuring it out.

      “So, anyway, we got to work. The captain ordered the ship’s counselor to help the colonists calm the chickens. Fortunately, she grew up in rural Ohio on Earth. She rounded up a bunch of off-duty crewmen and brought them down. They spent hours cradling chickens and rubbing their beaks while the guys from Engineering who had a string quartet played music. It was kind of surreal. I was glad when the captain asked me to go with him to patrol the woods.”

      LeRoy set his chin on his fist. Jeb smiled. He did love it when his people relaxed. The last of the sunlight had faded, and on inspiration, he reached over to switch on the flashlight that was strapped onto LeRoy’s arm for convenience. The light illuminated the young man’s earnest face in the appropriately spooky way as he continued his tale.

      “We went out in groups of four. I was with the captain, Commander Kun’pau, and Minion Guy. It was pitch dark, and those sorghum beetles make a slithery sound when they slip out from the sand, but we’d heard scratching in the distance.”
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        * * *

      

      “Steady on, men,” Captain Choquette murmured. “Be careful you don’t step on any exploding rocks, and for the love of space, do not stop to smell any alien flowers.”

      LeRoy didn’t know what that was about, but in the dim light of the tricorder, he saw the Logic First Officer shudder, so he knew it was important. He could feel his heart hammering with anxiety and anticipation. A dangerous mission on an alien world with his captain and first officer! This was every low-ranking security crewman’s nightmare, but LeRoy’s dream come true. He had to work to control his breathing, lest he give his excitement — and their position — away.

      Kun’pau spoke with his usual emotionless tone. “There’s movement ahead. It appears to be in a small clearing.”

      The captain called for everyone to pause where the trees thinned. As the captain gave commands for them to fan out and flood the creature with light then phaser fire, LeRoy squinted, eyes straining to see shadow among the shadow.

      It was huge. A roundish body on two thin legs. Thick neck. Sharp beak poking the ground. A leg raised, and he heard the scraping of the dirt. He imagined the screams of Calusian Brown as he met his end at the claws of his namesake.

      And he couldn’t take it anymore.
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        * * *

      

      “You screamed your own name and ran after it, didn’t you?” Enigo asked, his arms crossed, his smirk clear in the firelight. Caught up in the story, he’d finished his meal and picked his teeth with one of the tiny bones.

      LeRoy wasn’t going to let his boss take away his big moment. “Exactly! With the mighty cry of LeRoy Jenkins, I charged the beast. It looked up, but too late, and it was too dark for it to make an attack. It fled, but I leapt! I caught it by the tailfeathers. It turned, and I swear I saw its eyes glow an evil amber. Then I realized it was the concentrated fire from the phasers. It shrieked, but then it ran. I had to let go in case it tried to drag me over an exploding rock or something. But I came away with a handful of tail feathers.”

      “Bueno!”

      “Yes, sir! Commander Kun’pau was able to use my trophies to readjust our tricorders to better seek out the creature. It was fast — crazy fast. We moved as quickly as we could, with the other teams converging on our position. The captain and Commander Kun’pau argued as we tracked the beast. The commander was saying that he didn’t find any other similar life forms on the entire continent. He speculated that it was the last of its kind, and we should catch it and put it in a zoo for study. Captain Choquette said it was a wounded animal and a proven killer and had to die. They could study it postmortem.

      “We came to a cliff face with narrow tunnels. The ship’s sensors said they all led to a kind of quarry with no other exits. The captain ordered us all to take one tunnel each. If the Brown came at us, he said, we were to shoot the walls and try to bury it alive or at least cut off its escape from that tunnel.”

      “Why not just collapse enough tunnels that you could go in teams?” Ellie asked, but was shushed by her friend Misha, who was listening with wide-eyed wonder.

      “So?” Misha asked. “What happened? Who found it first?”

      “Captain Choquette, of course, followed by Commander Kun’pau. I came in fourth, which was just as well, because it was the craziest thing I’d ever seen.”
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        * * *

      

      LeRoy emerged from a dark tunnel into a dead-end canyon filled with phosphorescent light.

      “Hold your fire!” Choquette ordered.

      Automatically, LeRoy removed his finger from where it had rested by (but not on) the trigger and paused to take in the surroundings. The beast was indeed chicken-shaped, five-foot at the shoulder, thickly feathered and with desperate hatred in its eyes. Its wings were unfurled; its feathers fluffed. It looked from one person to another, sometimes advancing an aggressive step, but always retreating back to a covering position. Around the boxy enclosure were piles upon piles of the egg-shaped rocks like those the governor had had in his home.

      “Kun’pau, are you thinking what I’m thinking?” the captain asked.

      “I believe so, but given the circumstances, we must be certain. You are aware of the Logic technique of joining two minds.”

      “I can just tell you my theory,” the captain responded, then paused to tell the next security crewman about to barge from his tunnel to stay calm.

      Kun’pau said, “No, Captain. I meant I could join minds with the creature.”

      “Oh! Commander, I know it’s a terrible personal lowering of mental barriers — but then again, it’s a giant chicken. It’s not like it’s going to care about your innermost thoughts. You don’t have to touch it, do you? Because I don’t think it’ll let us stroke its beak.”

      “I’ll do my best.” He holstered his phaser, then reached out empty hands toward the frightening fowl. By a miracle, it did not rush forward to bite his fingers, but watched the Logic intently, its head tilting with abrupt, curious movements.

      Kun’pau spoke the joining chant, his voice growing in strain with each phrase. “My mind reaches to yours. Our psyches stretch toward each other. Our minds touch. Our minds… are merging… merging. Our minds are — BWAK!”

      Kun’pau broke away, flinging himself back and falling into the security officer behind him. He looked around himself, eyes wide, keen and blank at the same time. His head shifted in sharp movements, taking in each person, the egg-shaped rocks, the chicken, the beetles on the ground.

      “Bwak!”

      “Kun’pau!” Choquette ran to him, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him gently. “Kun’pau, speak to me. What’s happened? What does it want?”

      The Logic looked at him with pleading eyes, “Bwak!”

      Suddenly, the Calusian Brown started to peck at the wall with furious industry. When the dust settled, the chicken backed up, and sat, watching them all expectantly.

      “Captain!” LeRoy called, and pointed to wall, where etched clearly were the words: NO LAY I.
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        * * *

      

      “No lay I?” Ellie interrupted. “Maybe the letters were clear, but the words sure weren’t. What does that mean? ‘I won’t let them lay eggs’ or ‘I don’t lay eggs’?”

      “The captain had a staff meeting to discuss it,” LeRoy answered. “Commander Kun’pau was in Sickbay because the mind meld did something screwy to his language center. He squawked for the next week. Anyway, after some deliberation and after examining the rocks, they realized the rocks were the eggs of this creature. Probably it was some kind of caretaker for its species, and the colonists were putting the babies in danger by picking them up and using them for home décor.”

      “Never understood knick-knacks, myself,” Jeb said. “And the message?”

      “Captain Choquette suggested it was a plea for them to move the chicken farm, which had apparently encroached on its nesting grounds. He said that it trying to communicate that much of a message in Union Standard was evidence enough to consider it a sapient, protected species. The colonists tossed the eggs into the forest about where they’d found them, and they moved back to an older settlement. I heard our galley chef complain that the eggs wouldn’t taste as good, but small price to pay.”

      Misha laughed in amazement. “That’s incredible! What a first away mission.”

      “That’s not how it ends,” Ellie said decisively.

      “What do you mean?” Misha asked.

      With thought processes worthy of a Logic, she laid out her reasoning. “First, this does not explain the beetles carrying the eggs around. Second, if Kun’pau had joined minds with another sapient creature, why was he squawking for a week after he got back to the ship? The universal translator should have figured out the language in a day or two at most. Finally, you still haven’t told us how you got those.”

      She pointed to the necklace of chicken neckbones.

      Now, LeRoy expressed his awe. “I don’t know how you do it, L.T., but you’re right. That was not the end of our adventure. It turned out the captain had misinterpreted a lot. The beastly fowl we’d encountered was indeed the last of its generation, but it wasn’t just some desperate mother hen trying to protect her species. Every chick hatched with one thing in mind — kill the closest thing next to it.”

      “Murderous mothercluckers,” Enigo said, quoting the Chief of Security’s log from that mission.

      LeRoy nodded. “That’s where the beetles came in. Apparently, they have some kind of instinct to carry the eggs away, so that they’re separated from each other. The colonists disrupted that, not only by gathering the eggs but by bringing in a predator that fed on the beetles.”

      “The chickens! They disrupted the ecosystem.” Misha covered her mouth to hold back an exclamation that might or might not have rhymed with cluck but was not something she wanted to say in front of her captain.

      “It was worse than that, ma’am. The beetles kept doing their job, which meant they carried the eggs to the next colony, too. When those mothercluckers hatched, they attacked their mother, each other, and the colonists.

      “When Commander Kun’pau was finally able to talk, he went straight to the captain and told him the danger the colony was in. By the time we got back there at maximum warp, however, half the colony was dead or injured, and we had to go in with bladed weapons until we could modify the phasers. We never did figure out how they resisted our initial fire, but fortunately, once we reversed the polarity, we roasted them good. I lost two toes, chunks of my thighs and half my elbow before the battle was done. And we did have to use the ship’s phasers at one point. But I ain’t ever had better chicken before or since.”

      “They weren’t sapient?” Misha asked. “But what about ‘No Lay I?’”

      LeRoy shrugged, so Ellie, who had had a brief and ultimately unsatisfactory romantic relationship with a Logic science officer, answered. “It was a language shadow, most likely. Commander Kun’pau was probably trying to explain the situation and thinking about writing his mission report, and the creature picked up some stray words.”

      LeRoy nodded. “That makes sense. I never got told. Still, I learned some valuable lessons that mission. Never assume a creature has noble intentions.”

      He pocketed his chain and picked up his cooling fish, “And some species are just meant to be eaten.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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        Western Texas Agri-Science Research Outpost

        March 1st

      

      

      

      It colored the night sky a neon pink as it plummeted through the folds of our atmosphere. I watched through the cracked lens of my son’s left-behind KidderScope, turning the broken plastic zoom knob to its full 1.5x magnification.

      High up in our atmosphere, orange flames, skirted by ribbons of blue, shot around the circumference of the object. My breath caught in my throat. The sight was beautiful, and the object was… slowing.

      I, sitting in my shredded vinyl folding chair in the back of the Silverado, jostled with the truck as two-hundred-and-fifty pounds of bearded cowboy slid from the cab behind me.

      “Holy moly, boss,” Merryl’s voice boomed in the nighttime silence, his exasperation punctuated with the too-hard slam of the truck door. He leaned against the wall of the truck bed. “That don’t look right. You see what it is?”

      “Nope,” I said, turning back to my Dirt Cheap toy clearance special. “I would kill for an actual telescope about now.”

      “Is it a meteor? Is it… coming toward us?” I looked back at Merryl as he licked his bottom lip. Knowing him, he was calculating the amount it would be worth if we could find and sell it—and the portion we would split with Perry, whose sparse equipment we used to hunt for fallen sky-rocks.

      I snickered. “Would we be so lucky?”

      I turned my attention back to our falling rainy-day fund. It glowed brighter, and, it seemed, larger. I prayed to the gods of the stars that it landed nearby, close enough for us to locate and grab it. But, as the words left me, my mouth dried.

      What was it? A satellite?

      It was too small to be one, unless it was a broken piece of one, but no other visible debris accompanied it. Oblong in shape, it appeared to tumble end-over-end, like an egg rolling down a bowling lane, all the while growing in size… and getting closer.

      “It’s speeding up.” Merryl said.

      I sighed. “It’s not speeding up, Merryl. That’s physics. It appears that it is due to our angle of observation.”

      “Good for you, passing freshman physics, sir, but that thing is moving completely outside of its trajectory.” He pointed to the sky behind me.

      I turned, my smirk waning, to see the darned thing zig-zagging before my eyes. My hands trembled, possibly from the sight, or perhaps from the cold of the desert land that stretched out around me. Even with my less-than-optimal vision, I knew this was no normal meteoroid.

      I blinked, and it changed course again, and this time, headed due South—directly toward the distant parking lot lights of our tiny main building.

      “Holy shit,” I said, a more intellectual vernacular failing me. The truck door slammed again behind me, and the bed shook beneath me, as Merryl climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “Hold on,” he yelled over the roar of the engine.

      I white-knuckled the walls of the truck bed as we bounced through the pasture. A fishtail onto the meager dirt road connecting our pastures to our center, and we hit our shortcut down an “ATV/TRACTOR USE ONLY” marked path.

      We raced the object, praying we could get Perry out before it wrecked the facility.

      As we blew past the “All Visitors Check IN at Front Desk” sign and the dim parking lot lights, a flash of brilliance shot out around the object, blinding us.

      Merryl slammed on the brakes, and I crashed into the back window, the thud of my head striking glass covered up by a louder plunk of something heavy striking dirt.

      It hit and, whatever it was, it rested right in front of us.

      “What on God’s green Ear—” Dr. Perry yelled, the bang of the steel entrance door ringing behind her. “Sounded like a demon tore through my roof.” She looked back at the roof and then turned to me. “Did a meteor just land in our parking lot?”

      “That’s no meteor,” Merryl answered. He moved near it, the volume of his voice softening. “It’s probably an Air Force experiment or one of them Chinese satellites.”

      I pulled myself up and peered over the roof of the truck. A hole, at least the height of Merryl, had opened in the dead center of the lot, and its edges glowed red with molten rock. Perry took a step back, a hand running through her long dishwater blonde hair, the other adjusting the black-rimmed glasses on her face.

      “Can you see what it is?” I called out. Perry shrugged, but Merryl pressed on, kicking a path through the red-hot rocks with his boots.

      “It’s small, whatever it is. JESUS BE WITH ME, HOT!” He shook his right foot in the air, and a string of liquid leather sole dripped from the bottom.

      “Get away from there, dumbass,” Perry yelled.

      Merryl ignored her, as usual, and walked until he stood at the edge of the crater.

      “What the—” he said, and as Perry and I both yelled for him to stop, he jumped into the hole, and only the small tuft of his brown hair remained in sight.

      “You okay?” I yelled as I clamored over the side of the truck. The heat of the Earth radiated through my boots as I trod toward Merryl.

      “It’s an egg,” Merryl shouted. “Like a damned chicken or turkey. No, too small for a turkey. It’s got to be chicken.”

      “What?” Perry walked near as well, her lithe limbs dancing around the debris.

      We exchanged a look, wide-eyed and incredulous. Her brow wrinkled. “Wait, Merryl. Do not touch it!” She sprinted toward him, and I followed her lead.

      We arrived in time to peer down on Merryl as he picked up the egg with his right hand. “It’s cold as ice. How could a chicken egg survive that kind of fall?” He lifted the object near his face, examining it. “No cracks, either.”

      It moved, rocking in the palm of his hand.

      His eyes widened, and I reached out for him. “Set it down and climb out.”

      “I think it’s hatching,” he said, moving his face closer. A small tapping sound floated through the air. Merryl held it up higher, straining to see it without his eyeglasses.

      A crack formed and splintered, until it stretched the length of the egg. A tiny, triangular piece of shell dropped onto Merryl’s hand, revealing a small black hole. Merryl brought it closer to his eye, and I shuddered.

      “Hey, little guy. Where did you come from?” His voice was soft and baby-like. “It’s a little chick.”

      “What?!?” Perry shrieked.

      “Merryl, it can’t possibly be—” I started to reason with him, but words failed me.

      Merryl smiled and looked back at the egg in his hand. It rocked again, and, this time, the egg splintered apart, leaving a scrawny brown chick standing on Merryl’s palm.

      It chirped.

      “Aw, what a cute little buddy,” Merryl said to it, lifting it to his eye-level. “How in the wor—”

      The chick’s beak opened and a shrill screech blasted out of it. It flapped its fluff-covered wings.

      It launched itself toward Merryl’s open and smiling mouth. I stared in horror as its scrawny legs grew, stretching out twice their length, its body lagging behind it.

      Its toes grasped Merryl’s lips, and, before he could jerk them away, tiny talons sprung from their ends and dug into his flesh. He screamed. The rest of the chick caught up and barreled itself, legs and all, into Merryl’s mouth.

      Merryl clawed at his cheeks, pulled at his lips, his gasping plugged by a muffled ball of chirping fluff. Two stringy three-toed feet poked out from in between his lips.

      I slid into the hole in the ground, my ass pulling hot coals from the edges in with me. Merryl turned to me, his eyes near bulging, face turning shades of blue. He clawed at his throat.

      I reached for him, and wrapped one hand around the back of his neck; the other I focused on grabbing the jutting little bird legs. They slipped through my fingers and tucked, moving past Merryl’s lips and into the dark recesses of his mouth.

      I stepped back, horrified, frozen in the moment. Tears, of pain, of terror, streaked down Merryl’s weathered face, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. He rocked back and forth, swaying as though an unforeseen wind blew him.

      “Catch him!” Perry yelled as she slid in beside me.

      Her voice jolted me into action. I leaned toward Merryl, grabbing around his waist as he crumpled like a snowman in warm rain. His weight pulled me, making it so I couldn’t support him. Instead, I folded with him as I eased him down to the ground.

      “Is he breathing?” Perry clawed at the back of my shirt, trying to find purchase to pull me away and let her through.

      I obliged, never taking my eyes from Merryl.

      His eyes were closed. His chest rose and fell in a soft, shallow rhythm, as though he were sleeping.

      “What the hell just happened?” I whispered.

      Perry pushed her dark-rimmed glasses back on the bridge of her nose. “I’m not sure, but he’s breathing, so there’s still time.”

      “Time for what, Perry? Call the ambulance? Tell them a chicken egg fell from the sky, hatched, and lodged its little body in our friend’s throat?”

      “Yes,” Perry said, leaning over Merryl. She reached into a back pocket and produced her cell phone, five models too old and one screen too cracked to be of much use. She held it to the sky, but all that remained in the corner were unfilled vertical bars. “We need to get him out of this hole and somewhere I can keep him stable.”

      “Agreed,” I muttered as I pulled myself up and out, on my unspoken mission to grab our first aid kit and a stretcher.

      The heat bit at my hands and feet, but I ignored it, instead turning my thoughts on the sleeping, invaded gentle giant in the hole next to me. Feelings washed over me, disbelief of what I’d just seen, concern for Merryl, but nested beneath them all, fear remained.

      What had landed in the midst of us was a new lifeform, something that many dreamed of encountering. All I saw when I looked down at Merryl’s steady breathing was the understanding that it was not the blessing scientists made it out to be. It was a thing most dangerous… and foul.
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        * * *

      

      We stretched unconscious Merryl out on the exam table in Lab A.

      Using small kennels filled with the chickens, Perry had made up for the lack of distance from the edge of the metal table to Merryl’s feet by sliding the metal cages beneath his calves.

      I watched him breathe, the rest of him motionless.

      “We have him stable. Three hours minimum? You can’t send a helicopter? Or a trooper? Anybody?” Perry’s voice echoed off the metal walls.

      The backward and forward movement of her shadow told me she was pacing, never a good sign. Perry was the stoic, scientific, let’s-slow-down-and-study-it kind, and the only giveaway to her emotional upheaval was pacing, which I’d witnessed once, during the strained birth of a genetically-modified calf.

      She stormed back in, her bronze cheeks reddening with a temper I’d long suspected she’d kept covered with bottle blonde hair. “They can’t make it for five hours.”

      I stood up. “I’ll drive him then. We can stretch him out in the back of the Tahoe.”

      Perry held up a hand as she neared the exam table. “The only direction you’ll be able to drive is toward the border. School bus wreck has the highway and emergency services locked down.”

      “Shit,” I said. “What now?”

      Perry crossed her arms with a sigh, looking down at Merryl. “We wait.”

      “What did you tell them?”

      Perry sighed. “I told them a space chicken jumped in Merryl’s throat—of course I didn’t. I said he had an object lodged in his mouth and throat, is unconscious, but breathing.” She crossed her arms. “I’m going to stand watch over him. Maybe I can pull that thing out if it exposes itself.”

      “What do I need to do to help?”

      “I still need the feed at Barn 21 to happen at ten-thirty, if we are to stay on track.”

      I pursed my lips. I didn’t care much for menial tasks when someone was in need, but part of our operation was experimentation, with anything from cross-breeding to testing new nutrient mixtures, and most of that depended on us operating like clockwork, especially during the skeleton-crew summers. “Can’t Bodie handle that?”

      Perry looked down her nose, over the edge of her glasses. “You’ve seen Bodie today?”
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        * * *

      

      I slammed my fist against the RV door, rattling the cracked fiberglass window. Inside, bass thumped louder than my knock, so I grabbed the handhold to my left and prepared to kick at it until he either answered or my foot answered for him by way of broken lock and busted handle.

      It flung inward on my third attempt, sending the shaggy-headed twenty-year old flying backward. “What the hell?”

      I stepped inside and found myself engulfed in a sweet-smelling haze. “There’s been an incident, and you’re taking the ten-thirty feeding in Barn 21.”

      He waved his hands at the air as though he could clear his transgressions, and then, no doubt thinking better of it, grabbed his coat and slid past me out the door. “I’m supposed to be off-duty.”

      I followed him in turn, making sure to slam the door behind me. “I’m supposed to be incredibly drunk. Yet here we are.”

      “Where’s Merryl?”

      “Injured,” I said, pointing to the idling side-by-side I’d driven out to his on-site RV.

      He slid into the driver’s seat of the Gator, and I let him. I needed a moment to think and not do, and by the looks of him, we’d be taking a slower ride than normal anyway.

      The kid lived high among the clouds of his god, Bob Marley, flunked most of his classes, but every year his dad donated to our flagship university. Bodie had started with an internship at our university, complete with paid-for studies abroad. The wanna-be Botanist fell down that ladder, hitting every rung until we were left with him, and nonetheless, in the summer—our most in-need-of-actual-help season.

      We’d learned he was useless after 2 pm and before 11 am but good for fundraisers when the university had them.

      I saw myself in him… if I’d had a trust fund and no prospects.

      We bounced down the gravel path from his makeshift residence to the sprawl of the farm. The cool night air began clearing our nostrils, and my head, until we reached the long chicken barn labeled Barn 21. He squinted his eyes as he killed the engine, and I knew the weight of what I’d told him at the RV was hitting him.

      “What happened? Is Merryl going to be okay?” he asked.

      I took the keys from his outstretched hand, stuffed them in my pocket, and mulled over how to answer. “I’m not sure it would make sense if I told you how, and I don’t know if he’s going to make it.” I paused. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      He walked to the sliding doors of the barn, reached to open them, and then stopped.

      The two-way radio on the Gator sparked to life.

      “Hey, LC.” Perry’s voice crackled with the poor connection. “You need to get back here. You need to see this.” The urgency in her voice was unmistakable.

      “Kid, you got this?” I yelled, anxious to check on Perry and Merryl.

      He didn’t move.

      “What’s wrong? Are we missing something?”

      “Nah,” he started to roll open the left side but halted. “It’s quiet.”

      I tilted my head. What had that kid been smoking besides pot?

      Gravel crunched beneath my heels as I marched forward. “I don’t have time for your doped-up ass today.”

      “Stop,” he said, holding up his hand as he pressed an ear to the door, next to the sign reading Barn 21. “Are we at the right barn?”

      Frustration fueling me, I grabbed the handle of the opposite door and pulled. The metal rollers squawked against the bent, rusted railings at the bottom, and the noise echoed down the length of the building. Soft red light spilled out, with intermittent patches of shadow. Toward the back, about three light fixtures away from us, was nothing but an endless darkness.

      On the ground, at our feet, was a carpet of white feathers.

      I walked to the panel of switches and flipped them all, hoping to kick on the fluorescents.

      No such luck.

      Bodie stepped in, and I held him back with an arm. The kid was correct. There was no noise, not a single cluck or flutter of wings, nor was there even a minor squawk of annoyance that we were waking them.

      “Grab the flashlights above the feed bins,” I said, pointing to the wall across from us.

      He fumbled for a minute, struggling with the little bit of light coming from his lighter, as I watched the dark void beyond us out of the corner of my eye. The darkness boiled and shifted.

      Something moved in it, like a bubble, or a plastic bag billowing in the wind.

      Or I was imagining shapes where there were none.

      A bright beam of light struck my vision, and I saw stars for a moment, even as Bodie handed me the mag-lite. “I don’t see any chickens. Do you see any?”

      I scoured the ground, the empty feed troughs, every inch as we shuffled ourselves nearer to the dark. Nothing. No chickens. Only feathers that clung to our shoes as we walked.

      Scratch scratch scratch. The noise came, suddenly, from an indeterminable point ahead of us. It was deep, like a hoe carving into hard clay.

      Bodie’s light shook in his hand. “I’m scared to look.”

      I nodded. “It will be okay. A coyote more than likely tore through here. It’s going to be a mess, but it’s nothing we haven’t handled before, right?”

      “Right,” he said, as he pointed his beam toward the darkness.

      A creak of metal above me jerked my attention, and I looked upward. One of the fluorescent lights wobbled in the air, affixed by a single chain and a tangle of wires.

      Above that, the stars… A hole in the roof.

      Shrapnel dangled, ripped pieces of metal pointed inward. A thing landed, and landed hard, and then, realization struck me.

      Perry.

      She thought something tore through the roof above her when the meteor hit in the parking lot.

      It wasn’t above her.

      It was nearby, shredding through the roof of Barn 21.

      “What,” Bodie said, his words barely above a whisper, “is that thing?”

      In Bodie’s shaking light source, an enormous, eight-toed chicken foot dug into the ground, scratched at the dirt, with human-hand-sized talons.

      Bodie jerked the light upward. We hadn’t been looking into a black, empty space.

      We’d been looking at a red-dark, bubbling flesh.

      A hundred beady eyes opened. As I pointed my light at them, the shapes of chickens shifted inside, melting into it, this moving blob.

      White feathers, some large, others tiny, protruded in tufts. Beaks jutted out, some of them open and panting, and crowned above it all, a solid five feet above my six-foot frame, was a colossal, engorged head of a mutant with a mammoth blood-red and six monstrous, searching eyes. Globs of tissue, feather, flesh dripped off of its comb, its sides, its neck.

      The thing was consuming, and it was growing before our eyes.

      I balked at the sight, frozen by my fear.

      And then, he moved. Bodie. The flashlight fell at his feet, and he turned to run.

      “No,” I yelled, reaching out to stop him.

      The chicken-glob cocked its head, and with a swoop, latched its beak around Bodie’s neck. The kid squirmed and screamed, and with a quick toss, the monster threw him in the air as a crow toys with a worm. His body went limp as the thing’s mouth opened wide, and down its throat Bodie slid. In the translucent, still-forming sinews, I could see the kid’s shape floating motionless among the bodies of the chickens the beast had already consumed.

      My body shook. I couldn’t run. Bodie well-proved that.

      And then, it clucked.

      The building trembled with the tenor. I had seconds to act, or I, too, would be floating, would be absorbed into the monstrosity. The light fixture above me swayed, and when it did, the mess of wires sparked.

      I had a chance. It was a chicken, wasn’t it? Its goals simple, its instincts unadulterated?

      The light hung lower than the ceiling, give or take a foot above the creature’s head. And if I could lure it…

      “Yippee-kai-yay, motherclucker,” I said, as I tossed the flashlight up, as high as I could throw it. It struck the hanging fixture, causing it to flicker. The tangle of wires sparked to life.

      The multitude of eyes that were looking down at me suddenly turned their gaze upward, and with a sudden strike, it pecked.

      Sparks of electricity engulfed the creature’s head. Seizing my opportunity, I ran as fast as my numbed legs could carry me. The thing shrieked behind me, and the live current roared as the conduits along the wall exploded, tendrils of tiny lightning discharged out of them. I reached the entrance as the barn was bathed in darkness.

      Rolling the door shut behind me, I listened. And waited.

      Was it alive? I wasn’t sure. The sickening smell of cooked rotten chicken flooded my nostrils, but I didn’t hear its screams, nor did I hear its scratches. All was quiet.

      I found a piece of thin rebar at the corner of the door, nestled part-way in cracked dirt. It came up with a single pull, and with my adrenaline-fueled strength, I bent it through the double handles of the door, praying it would secure that thing if it was still breathing.

      I had to get a weapon. A gun. No, the only guns we had on the property were .22 long rifles that Merryl used to scare off predators and rid us of the odd venomous snake. The caliber of that rifle would be as much use as a kick in a shin on that massive thing.

      Fire. That’s what I needed—to kill the clucker with fire.

      I hobbled to the Gator, feeling the pull of my hamstrings. The two-way radio crackled but no voice could be heard.

      Perry. She’d needed my help, and I’d forgotten.

      I prayed as I fumbled in my pocket for the keys, prayed as I turned them in the ignition.

      I floored the pedal and sped off for the facility’s main hub.
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        * * *

      

      I hesitated at the back door. My hand trembled as it gripped the push-bar, and I peeked through the gridded windows.

      The lights flickered inside, and I could see the entrances to both labs, including Lab A where Merryl awaited hopefully-soon-to-arrive professional medical attention, and Perry’s personal quarters. Nothing out of order could be seen, and the few areas out of view were the interiors of those rooms, the break room, the storage rooms, and the entry foyer.

      My heart calmed as I opened the door. “Perry?”

      Quiet greeted me, and my thoughts raced back to Barn 21. There’s always a stillness, a calm before the storm, and I swallowed down the sense of unease that crept up my throat. I told myself all was well in here. Merryl was resting, the chickens in there with him were probably resting as well.

      I gripped the doorframe as I gazed into Perry’s office. “Perry, you in here?”

      The security monitors displayed still images from the facility. Perry’s desk, the kind where you would see a place for everything and everything in its place was covered in scattered papers, Sharpie scribbles, and post-it notes.

      It looked not like Perry but like panic.

      A post-it stuck to the bottom of one of the security monitors read “7:08”. As I pulled it from the screen, Merryl’s lab flashed before me. The room was vacant. The kennels Perry had placed underneath Merryl’s legs were ripped to shreds. The place was covered in splatter and feathers… and eggs.

      A hundred of them, at least, lay strewn about, on top of tables, counters, the floor.

      I glanced back down to the note in my hands. Perry had taken the time, perhaps in the midst of chaos, to note this. Dread flooded over me as I selected Lab A—Camera beneath the monitor and reached for the DVR knob to rewind.

      A blur of motion popped up, soundless and jerky from the 5-second stills that formed the video, and then paused. Merryl lay on the table, and Perry stood watch over him, her crossed arms only unraveling to take a sip of coffee she had sitting next to her on the counter.

      Merryl moved his mouth, a cough, perhaps or a plea, maybe, and Perry jolted to his side. His eyes were open, and his head lolled around like a heavyweight boxer who’d come to after an opponent had landed a perfect uppercut.

      Perry helped him sit, and I breathed a sigh of relief. His mouth opened again, and Perry went back to her cup, dumping its contents into the nearby sink and turning on the faucet.

      Merryl gagged, and Perry raced to him again, proffering her cup of water.

      The screen jerked, the motion froze, and then Perry’s cup was on the floor, shattered in pieces. She held her hand beneath his mouth, and, in it, was an egg.

      She stepped back, her gaze seeking out the camera. Merryl clutched his stomach. Eggs lay in his lap. Some rolled on the ground. As Perry stepped out of the room, the camera caught it—an egg, protruding half-way out of Merryl’s mouth.

      He was vomiting them up.

      I pressed hard on all the cameras, clicking through them until I reached the hall, and then Perry’s office. She had the radio in hand by this point, and I could only assume this was when she had called me for help.

      And I never showed.

      Where was she now? Where was Merryl? Both were now possibly beyond my help, though, and there was the matter of the eggs sprawled in Lab A—and that monstrous thing in Barn 21.

      I had to get a tool or makeshift weapon to fight with, and the only thing I knew could help me was on the opposite side of this building, in the maintenance closet.

      I took a few breaths, catching a faint scent of feathers and blood and fried chicken, and I stepped into the hall.

      The fluorescent lights flickered again, making me wish I hadn’t been a bureaucratic butt and approved Perry’s request for LEDs. Perhaps I wouldn’t have been nearing a seizure.

      The hallway was empty, and pristine, save for the filthy tracks I’d made. Slow, deliberate breaths followed cautious steps until I reached the room. I peered in through the small, rectangular window above the doorknob. There was no sign of Perry or Merryl, just mess and eggs.

      Behind me, a door slammed shut, in the direction of Perry’s office. I ran toward it, calling out, “Perry? You okay?”

      I jerked at the knob and squinted to see into her office. She stood by the security monitors, one hand gripping the intercom microphone, and the other carrying… an object I couldn’t make out in the minimal light.

      The intercom squealed and echoed around me. “LC. I need you to follow my instructions very carefully and go immediately to Lab B. You have five seconds. I can’t keep him distracted for long. Run.”

      Lab B was across from her office. I turned and ran in, slamming the door behind me.

      The motion lights kicked on, and before me, on a table next to Perry’s expensive microscope, was a petri dish and a needle. A timer clicked on the countertop to my left, and the blue flame of a Bunsen burner licked the bottom of a metal pan.

      The intercom buzzed. “Step away from the door. I’m coming in.”

      No sooner had I moved out of the way, Perry barged in, a cone-shaped nozzle in one hand, and the other hand wrapped around the device’s control knob. I followed the familiarly-shaped cone to the tubing to the backpack she wore.

      It was the Kerosene Flame Canister—a flamethrower she invented to help us perform prescribed burning, and on the odd occasion of major, widespread illness, an effective way to bonfire a pile of carcasses. She went with kerosene to spite my gasoline-budget cutting.

      I stepped toward her, and her fingers tightened around the flamethrower’s trigger guard. “I need you to follow instructions and quickly,” she said. “Step over to the table, poke your finger with that needle like you’re checking your blood sugar, squeeze out some blood, put it on the petri, and then step into the corner opposite me. Any sudden moves, and I’m turning you into ash quicker than Lot’s wife turned into salt. Understood?”

      I held my hands out, trying to show I wasn’t a threat. “Okay. But I have to tell you, there’s a thing in Barn 21. It ate Bodie.”

      She nodded. “I saw.”

      Of course she did. She had run toward her office once Merryl started vomiting eggs.

      I picked up the needle. “Any alcohol wipes?”

      She tilted her head, and then, without taking her eyes off me, released the doorknob and used her free hand to rummage in the nearest drawer. She tossed two white packets to me. I missed catching them, and they landed on the table. They were labeled, “Moist Towelettes, Courtesy of King Chicken Ranch. Fried chicken so good, you’ll lick your fingers to the bone!”

      “Close enough,” I muttered, as I tore one open and wiped down my index finger. As I picked up the needle in my free hand, an overwhelming scent of grease flooded into my nostrils. I sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

      She nodded again. “Vegetable oil. I didn’t have peanut. Hurry it up.”

      The needle bit in, and I clenched my teeth as I squeezed five drops of blood onto the petri dish.

      “Excellent,” Perry said. “Go to the corner.”

      I complied, and as soon as I was in position, she dropped the flamethrower’s nozzle to her side and moved like lightning, grabbing the handle of the metal pan of grease from the Bunsen burner, carrying it over to the table, and setting it next to the petri dish. Opening a drawer at her waist, she pulled out a spoon and dipped it into the hot liquid.

      “Hey,” I said. “What is going on? What are you doing?”

      The liquid sizzled as she poured it onto my pitiable sample of blood. “I’m testing for infection.”

      She stirred it around, and then dribbled a couple of drops onto a set of slides next to her microscope. She prepped it in a flash, and glanced back and forth from the eyepiece to me. After a minute, she sighed and her formerly stiff body drooped. “You’re clear.”

      I stepped forward. “I could’ve told you that.”

      She slid the K.F.C.’s straps off her shoulders and eased it to the ground.

      “Merryl?”

      She shook her head. “He’s alive, but… it’s not him. He’s turning into something else. I have him barricaded in the break room but not for long.”

      I pointed to the table. “What was all this about?”

      “Trial and error,” she said. “I figured it out while trying to test Merryl’s blood. On sight, the cells look normal, but then, when I introduce a hot liquid, they react.”

      I neared her. “React?”

      She pushed her glasses back onto the bridge of her nose, smudging the frame with grease and grime. “Blood isn’t alive, L.C. It doesn’t… run away… from a heat source.”

      I leaned against the table. “What are we going to do?”

      By the vacant, distant look in her eye, a thought had crossed her mind. “More importantly, what are we going to tell people when they get here? How can we explain this? How can we keep a sample of this alive for study?”

      She paused for a second, and then began rummaging through her cabinets. She took out bottles, shook one and then another, and then turned around, her actions hidden from me by her back.

      I nodded toward the door. “What about Merryl… or the thing that was him?”

      She turned to face me, clutching a bottle in one hand. Her brow was furrowed. Worry streaked across it. “I don’t think he’ll be viable. If he gets loose, I’ll have to destroy him. I think he’s too far gone. I need your help. Please.”

      “Sure,” I said, leaning closer to her, hoping she wasn’t asking me to go back into Barn 21. “What do you want me to do?”

      She sighed as she stepped into me. I’d never been this close to her, but I’d always wanted to be. She looked up to me, her lips parted. I leaned down, questioning if I should move in for a kiss, or if it would be ill timed. “When this is over, I’m going to ask a favor of you.” She placed one hand on my cheek, warm, comforting, and I leaned against it. “I need you… to forgive me.”

      Her free hand clapped a cloth against my nose and mouth, and before I could jerk away, my vision swirled, my limbs went limp, and before me was only darkness.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke, but my vision was blurry. I could make out the metal table in the center, which told me I was in Lab A. Merryl’s room. The egg room.

      Panic gripped me, and I stumbled toward the door.

      Perry’s face greeted me on the other side of the window. “I’m so sorry. It might hurt, but I have full confidence you’ll come out of this okay. We have less than an hour and a half until EMS arrives.”

      I banged a weak fist against the window. “What are you doing to me? You’re going to kill me!”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, I’m positive the best scientists in the world will save you. This is extraordinary, L.C. Do you see or understand the magnitude of this? Extraterrestrial life—and in a semi-recognizable form? It’s possible we can even name this… species.”

      Bang. Bang. Bang. Bang. Rattle.

      “Oh no,” she said. “It’s Merryl. He must’ve gobbled up the bags of mealworms I tossed in there.” She paused for a moment. “I have to try to keep him alive.”

      I shook my head. “No, you don’t. He’s gone. The carcass of these chicken-things should be more than enough to study. Let me out, Perry.”

      She frowned. “I’m sorry,” she said, as she turned and sprinted off down the hall, carrying a needle she’d probably filled with the same sedative she used on me.

      “Come back,” I yelled. “You’re going to get yourself killed!”

      I banged against the door, shook the knob, and nothing budged. She’d locked me in here. I slid to the ground, my back against the door I couldn’t open. I had looked up to her, admired her, even thought that maybe, in a different life our dry-rub humor would’ve blended us into a decent couple. I was wrong.

      She was more a rotten egg than any of those that surrounded me.

      I scowled.

      Eggs. The ones at my feet were still, but the ones toward the back of the room… moved.

      I pulled myself up, my hands balled into fists.

      “Never,” I said. “You’ll never peck me alive.”

      Weak-legged, I stomped on the ground, crunching shell after shell near me, scrambling yolk and white until the floor was slick. The ones on the counters and chairs, I threw to the ground, stomping my way to the back as though I was a drum major in a parade band.

      The eggs at the back, though, they were past stomping. Tiny flakes of shell fell around them as the thing inside each one strained to get out. Merryl’s face flashed in my brain, his wide-eyed, throat-clawing expression as the chick climbed further into his mouth. He had one nearly suffocating him. I had a room-full about to try to latch onto me.

      I retracted my steps, slipping and sliding like bacon on a greasy skillet until I reached the door. I had to get out and get to the K.F.C. Perry, hopefully, left in the lab room next door, and fry those eggs until they smelled like a Christmas morning breakfast.

      A high-pitched scream tore through the hall. Perry.

      Adrenaline surged, and I searched the room, pulled open the cabinets, threw the drawers on the ground looking for anything to help me break out and help her before she turned into chicken feed.

      I found a small reflex hammer in all the mess. The head of the hammer was a useless rubber, but the handle was a hard metal. I prayed as I slammed the butt of it against the window. The glass cracked, but so did the eggs behind me. I pummeled it again, and shards tumbled to the floor.

      Chirp. Chirp. They sounded off. A cute, soft sound, one that pleaded for me to turn around and hold them. I knew better.

      I reached my hand through the opening, shredding my skin on the glass remnants. I grazed a hard, ridged, metallic edge with my fingers as I felt my way toward the knob. Perry’s keys.

      I seized them and turned. The lock clicked, and the door swung open. I slipped into the hallway, and slammed the door behind me. The soles of my shoes, coated in egg like French toast, kept me unbalanced and sliding. I kicked them off, my socks too, and made my way into the Lab room next door.

      The K.F.C. rested on the ground, right where Perry had slipped it off. I reached for it with my hands, no longer shaking, and strapped it on. It was lighter than I remembered. I grabbed the nozzle. It was hot. Perry must have left the pilot on. I prayed there was enough kerosene left and had the sudden regret that I didn’t budget more for a gasoline-powered one.

      I stood in front of Lab A. The chirping was closer and growing in number. I took a breath, and opened the door. With the pull of the trigger, the K.F.C. shot flame from its nozzle, and within seconds fire touched every corner of the room. I could hear pops and shrieks until the fire alarm kicked on and blasted my ear. The sprinklers above kicked on, but I turned the dial on the handle of the nozzle and fought the water with fire until steam formed, and the liquid on the floor bubbled.

      Satisfied that the things therein were at worst, mush, and, at best, poached, I turned my attention to Perry… and the hallway she ran down.

      I was torn between rushing to save her and taking my time and letting the monster have her, the traitor. The better part of me won out.

      She was plucky and resourceful; I had to give her that. Her policy was always “make a way, even where there isn’t one.” I couldn’t blame her scientific mind for throwing me in a room full of life-sucking chicks, but, then again, I could.

      With my hurt and anger flaring along with the K.F.C. pilot, I strode down the hall and turned toward the open door of the break room.
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        * * *

      

      The break room was broken.

      The fronts of the vending machines were gone, ripped open like the jagged top of a tuna can, their contents emptied. Nothing but shredded wrappers remained. Chairs were in pieces, tables too, and on the far wall, adjacent to the water cooler, was a human-sized hole—torn through sheetrock and metal—that led outside.

      That’s where all the banging came from. The Merryl-thing wasn’t trying to leave through the door. It was trying to make its own way out. A shudder snaked down my spine.

      It was strong, it was intelligent, and I had to take it down.

      A trail of ooze, red and putrid, trailed from the center of the room, across the bottom of the hole, and into the night.

      Splinters of metal and glass bit into the bottoms of my feet, and I looked down to find Perry’s crunched glasses among the shrapnel of a chair. They were next to our overturned barbeque grill, the black charcoal camouflaging the black frames. Bending down, I reached for the glasses, but a hint of silver and red metal caught my attention. It was a small rectangular can of lighter fluid. Putting in my back pocket, I stood up, and gritted my teeth against the pain as I stepped forward. I had to push through, to find Perry.

      As I stepped over the jagged threshold, my shoulder brushed a sharp edge. I looked over to see a toe-nail the length of a human finger.

      Merryl was mutating quickly, that was for certain, but where was he going?

      I followed the trail, using the tiny flame from the pilot light at the end of the nozzle to help me see it. It wound around the building, through the back door I’d entered, and down the gravel path, directly toward the one place I’d hoped it wouldn’t be going.

      Barn 21.

      The keys were still in the ignition of the Gator, right where I’d left them. They were also in the accessory mode, where I had left them, and the ignition only clicked for me. I groaned, frustrated, hungry, scared, all the emotions boiling over. Tears poured from my eyes, some from the dust whipped up by the gusts of West Texas wind, and others for Merryl and Bodie… and maybe Perry. Regret wrapped around me, all the things I never said, and exhaustion threatened me.

      I tried the keys one more time. It started, and I headed for the barn.

      I could’ve waited for help. I wasn’t sure of the time. Others could’ve been on their way, right at that very second.

      The problem that preyed on that hope in my mind like a raccoon in a chicken coop was what would they—the others—do with all of this? What would they want with these foul creatures?

      More questions pummeled my weary brain as I neared the barn, dust flaring up behind the Gator, my foot aching as I pressed it against the pedal and my right butt check numb from the can of lighter fluid in my pocket. Two fears gripped me, tighter than I gripped the steering wheel. What if the larger… thing… was still alive, and more importantly, what if I ran out of fire?

      I had answers for neither. I had no plans, no solutions, and no help. I was about to stare down the barrel of death, and all I had was sheer will.

      And a Kerosene Flame Canister.

      My odds weren’t great, but they weren’t entirely zero, or so I repeated to myself when I arrived at the barn. The bent rebar I’d attempted to use to secure the doors was on the ground. The doors were cracked.

      Bits of luminescence flittered inside, the electrical system’s death rattle.

      Over the buzz and hum, a sound permeated.

      Scratching.

      I turned the dial on the K.F.C. handle once more. With all the courage I could muster, I stepped inside… and fired toward the right side of the barn.

      Feathers caught fire, and the blaze inched like a hungry caterpillar along the base of the wall, illuminating the barn.

      The fried monstrosity in the middle bubbled, and, stepping out from behind it, I saw the thing formerly known as Merryl.

      His right side faced me. His head and face were intact, but where his hand and arm had been was a white feathered wing. His bare abdomen was half-human muscle and half-white feathered flesh. His pants were gone along with his human legs. All that remained were two giant peach-colored colored banded chicken legs. Five large, talon-tipped toes protruded. He scratched at the ground as he pecked with his still-human lips at the smoldering pile of monster next to him.

      And then he turned to face me.

      I could scarcely make where his face ended and Perry’s began, her flesh and mouth molded and stuck onto his. Her body, partially absorbed, hung limp at his side.

      Between the sight and the overwhelming stench, I gagged.

      Merryl-Perry-chicken’s eyes opened, and they stared through me. And then it ran, straight toward me, its wings flapping up dust and debris as it neared.

      I felt for the control dial on the K.F.C.’s handle with my fingertips, and by a miracle, found it. Aiming, I pulled the trigger.

      And the flame sputtered.

      Shocked, I froze, until my instinct willed me to run. It reached the door before I did, and with a gruesome splurch, the conjoined mouth spoke.

      “L.CCCCC.,” the garbled voice of Perry spoke. “Don’tttt dooo thhiss! Thinkkk ooof thee sssscience!”

      I shuddered, and with a surge of panic, ran toward the back of the barn. I was trapped. That thing could run quicker than I and blocked my only way out. All that was left was to hide. There was nowhere to hide, not even among the five barrels we kept for additional supplies.

      And what would I do about a weapon?

      The Gator. Merryl kept a small bottle of kerosene under the seat. He had lanterns he would hang up when we lost electricity, refusing to burden himself with carrying flashlights when having to shuffle bags of feed or maneuver livestock.

      I couldn’t outrun the thing, but maybe….just maybe I could distract it.

      Perry had kept Merryl-chicken busy in the break room for a while, but how?

      Mealworms.

      And that was exactly what I kept at the back of the barn, tucked away in a corner. A barrel of experimental-protein-coated mealworms. Approved, of course, by Perry herself with specific rationing.

      “Merryl… thing” I called out, popping open the plastic lid. “Want some treats?”

      Scuffling followed and then the flutter of wings.

      “Nooo, Merrylll,” Perry’s voice sounded. “It’ssss a trrap.”

      I kicked the barrel, and it shifted. A few pushes, and it rolled to the feet of the thing. The conjoined faces studied mine for a moment and then lunged downward, pecking at the spilled goods.

      I stepped away slowly, quietly eased myself to the opposite side—the ashen side—of the barn. My feet burned, and I choked down screams as I made my way to the door. I turned back, praying not to see the thing rushing toward me. It was silent, save for a human-like clucking.

      My pace quickened, and my heart raced as I reached the Gator. A piece of Perry was still alive, still cognizant. How long before she could steer it to stop me?

      I pulled up the seat, and there it sat. My salvation in a spare kerosene fuel canister. I grabbed it, popped the silver lid off, and plugged it into the bottom of the K.F.C. The small gauge at the end of the K.F.C.’s control handle moved, and then retracted. Was it broken?

      A gust of wind licked my face, and I found myself falling backward, with one large chicken foot pushing me off the Gator. I turned as I fell, and landed on the K.F.C. Metal crunched beneath me as the Merryl-Perry-chicken jumped on my stomach and pressed its weight into me.

      My ribs cracked until I imagined them splintered. The heat and metallic taste of blood launched up my throat as air sacs in my lungs burst. I squirmed in pain, squirmed against it. I grabbed the hose of the nozzle with my free right hand, and in desperation, swung it. The nozzle nocked against the thing’s head and then rebounded back to the ground.

      The thing looked down at me, and then bent over, its hungry mouths open and clucking. They caught my left forearm as I brought it up to shield my face. I turned my face away as their jaws clenched my bone, the pressure building until I knew my arm would snap.

      I’d nearly resigned. It had me pinned, my back breaking against the K.F.C. pack on the ground, my left arm turning into mush before my eyes.

      But a small green arrow caught my eye. The gauge on the end of the handle. It was bouncing. Not much, but a little, and maybe… just maybe enough.

      I pulled at the hose with my right hand, feeling for the grip of the handle of the K.F.C., my brain warring against the sensation of unadulterated pain and the feeling of my index finger on the ridges of the control dial. I pushed against it all.

      “You’ll never peck me alive,” I yelled as I pointed the cone at Merryl-Perry-chicken thing’s face, and pulled the trigger.

      Flames shot out, a vertical barrage of heat. It released my arm too late, and the pain of the burn spread to my shoulders. I held the trigger down, sending wave after wave of fire. Its wing flapped, sending plumes of vapor back toward me. My arm burned, my body tingled. My face flushed as though I had dipped it into a bonfire.

      “Nice try, chickadee,” I muttered, the skin of my lips cracking.

      Its foot slipped off of me as it staggered back, and—there!—I saw my opportunity. I released the trigger for a moment, and stood up. With a swift kick, I knocked it backwards onto the Gator, and stepping back as far as I felt I could, I unleashed a final string of fire aimed directly at the gas tank.

      It blew. Heat engulfed me. I was airborne, and then, I was out.
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        * * *

      

      I pushed myself up on my knees and sank into the ash. My body ached, each breath brought a feeling like my lungs were being needled by my ribs, my back was numb, and my back pocket was filled with heat. I reached back and pulled out a very dented, blazing hot metal can of lighter fluid that I’d forgotten I’d stuffed in there. I said a soft prayer, thanking God, angels, universe, whoever had gone to bat to keep it from blowing up in my pants.

      Before me rested a charred pile, bones, crisped sinews. I crawled to the still-burning skeleton of the Gator.

      Blackened feathers blanketed the ground, some only singed.

      In all that fire, with all that heat, pieces, proof of its existence, remained. I coughed, smoke catching in my throat, and stood up.

      It wasn’t too late. Maybe Perry was right. I could save a piece of it, perhaps enough for scientists to pull DNA samples. I stooped over the pile that had been Merryl-Perry-thing, and picked up a single white feather, resting on top. I rolled it in my hands, letting the sunrise catch the soft green flakes tucked between each barb. What would come of this, though? Keeping it tempted me, of course it did.

      I released it, letting it float back down to the pile of its originator.

      Sirens sounded off behind me. They were pulling down our county road. It was now or never.

      “Not today, motherclucker,” I said, as I uncapped the can of lighter fluid.  “Not today.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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      Tiny shreds of high clouds drifted over Lake Rotorua in the afternoon sun. Silhouettes of birds crossed the water towards the island in its middle. From Tiger McRae’s perch on the roof of his house, he could see almost the entire caldera region with its Shire-like hills and occasional volcanic mountains.

      But he wasn’t up here for the view. He tossed down the last chunk of broken rooftile and glanced down at his friends on the ground.

      Graeme and Harley watched, a stack of new tiles ready to pass up to Tiger. Harley’s cat, Sunshine, wound her way around all the legs she could find, sending a dirty look up at Tiger as if he’d deliberately deprived her of his ankles. Graeme’s majestic tui bird guardian towered nearby, almost higher than the manuka trees, and Harley’s sun-dragon sat a small distance away, the flames of his fur forming a halo around him. Thanks to these creatures, Harley and the cat were able to run on the lake’s surface, and Graeme could summon birds.

      They thought Tiger had a guardian, since he had a gift of great sight. He glanced out across the lake again and noted the apples were ripe on the opposite shore, over five kilometres distant. He grinned to himself. It was a very useful gift, but if he had a guardian spirit, it was staying stubbornly invisible as it always had.

      “Pass me those tiles, Graeme?”

      Tiger fitted the first concrete slab into place, hooking it over the interior strut where he’d removed the cracked tile. A second soon followed, but the third wouldn’t fit, and his fingers found a protruding bolt that would have to be cut off.

      He eased over to the ladder. “I’m going to need a bolt cutter. There’s one in the shed, I think. Help me look?”

      Graeme snorted. “Help you look? You with the best eyes anyone’s ever had?” But he followed along anyway, and Harley moseyed behind.

      Tiger searched the sky and the trees as he walked. It had become a habit; one day, he might see his guardian if he only kept his eyes open.

      “Looking for your taniwha again?” said Harley.

      “It’ll be there, even if it’s unseen.” Graeme punched Tiger in the shoulder. “Look at all the things you’ve accomplished.”

      It was true enough. He’d been a part of dealing with criminals, stopping volcanoes, calming earthquakes. A small part.

      They reached the shed, and Harley caught up, searching Tiger’s gaze. “What if it’s shy, like me? Staying out of sight like I used to before I was friends with you all.”

      Tiger shrugged. “I suppose. They certainly act human in other ways.” He reached for the toolbox.

      “TIGER!”

      His mother’s distant yell stayed his hand, and he sighed. “I’d better see what she wants.”

      He rounded the house, following her voice, and found her pacing by the vegetable garden, her face in her hands. “What is it, Mum?”

      “These ruddy birds,” she wailed. “Muck-dwelling bottom-feeding swamp hens! They don’t need to eat my spinach, do they?”

      Tiger approached and peered over the wire fence into the overgrown patch. Several pūkeko foraged there, blue feathers bold amongst the green. One looked up at Tiger and swallowed the leaf in its big red beak, as if to taunt him.

      “Here’s your problem,” said Harley, pointing at a section of fence. “They got in through this gap.”

      Tiger eyed the rogue birds. “We can fix that. But it won’t help much, since they can fly…”

      “I saw some extra netting in the shed. We could put that over the top.” Graeme spread his hands as if forming a roof.

      Jody beamed. “That would be a wonderful solution! Do you think you all can make it happen?”

      They assured her that of course they could, and she retreated to her lean-to office where she was soon heard yelling at the printer.

      “We have to get these little guys out of there first,” said Tiger, stepping over the fence. “C’mon, you lot. Scram!” He herded them away from the spinach and they made for the gap in the fence, preferring to walk rather than fly if they had the choice.

      Harley stood aside to let them pass. “I’ve heard the pūkeko enjoys garden vegetables. Never seen it happen before, though.”

      Graeme had fetched supplies from the shed in the meantime, and set to closing the hole in the fence with loops of wire while Harley held the edges together.

      Tiger unrolled the netting and considered how he might attach it to the tops of the fenceposts. He turned to ask the others, and came face to face with a row of blue hens watching him intently. Something golden streaked in the corner of his eye—it was Sunshine. “Hey, cat, why don’t you chase some of these fellas away?”

      She hid behind Harley, and a pūkeko made a rush at her. So much for that idea. She hissed and backed off towards the street. The two guardians appeared to laugh silently, the tui’s movement scattering reflected iridescence around the yard, the dragon’s flames swelling and fading.

      Harley glanced at them, then over at Tiger. “Are you sure you’ve never seen your taniwha?”

      “Of course I’m sure—” Tiger shook his head. “I know something’s missing, something that the rest of you all have. I just wish I knew where to look.”

      He turned and found the row of pūkeko birds staring at him. Or rather, behind him. He peeked over his shoulder.

      Nothing there. Of course.

      Tiger took a step and scattered the birds so that they ran off on their long red legs, squawking. But they ran only just out of reach, and stopped to gaze into the air behind him again.

      “What is it? Dumb birds!”

      Then he caught sight of Graeme and Harley, who stared likewise, eyes wide, jaws agape.

      Tiger huffed. “Oh, not you as well…”

      Graeme raised a finger to point somewhere over Tiger’s head. “Think you’d better take a look, my friend.”

      Gulp. But I only just looked. I know there’s nothing there.

      Sweat broke out on his forehead.

      If there’s nothing there, why am I scared?

      He closed his eyes and turned once more, hardly daring to peek. An oddly warm blue light sent tendrils through his eyelids. He cracked them open, just a slit.

      Blue and purple and red swirled before him as he struggled to focus. The ethereal colours screamed taniwha, but what exactly was he looking at?

      “Tēnā koe, e hoa,” said a warm, sad voice from out of the light. Hello, friend.

      Tiger blinked. The colours took on a shape. He sucked in a breath. “No… way!”

      “Ko ahau te pūkeko.” I am the pūkeko.

      No kidding. Tiger took in the enormous size of the incorporeal swamp hen, every contour in place, the blue and black feathers, the red beak and legs.

      But even as his eyes sought more details, the apparition faded into the green-black of Mt. Ngongotaha’s shaded side. Leaves on dark and distant trees snapped into full clarity.

      “Kao, kao!” the creature said, the light leaving its sharp beady eyes.

      Tiger knew that word. No.

      “No what?” He screwed up his face, covered his eyes with his hand for a moment.

      “Oh, that’s better,” Graeme breathed from behind him. “It came back when you stopped looking at it.”

      For real? Tiger peeked again. The full brilliance washed over him, and he avoided looking at it directly in case that had something to do with it.

      The giant bird began to speak quickly in Maori, words Tiger didn’t know, couldn’t interpret. Tears pricked at his eyes. He should have worked harder, learned more by now—

      Graeme’s voice cut into his despair. “It’s saying… I’m always with you. You’ve seen me many times and not remembered. Even now you might forget…”

      “When you use your eyes beyond human ability, you use up my power.” Harley’s voice took up the translation. “My power to be visible.”

      Ohhhh. Tiger clenched his fists in his hair. “It makes perfect sense. I’m never not using my eyes. So your power is permanently drained and no one can see you. Does that mean you’re visible when I sleep?”

      “Ever dreamed of blue light?” Harley muttered.

      Well, actually…! “I—I thought that was some other taniwha. I’m sorry!”

      The bird warbled on. After a moment, Graeme spoke its message. “I am sorry also. There is more. You also use up my power to be remembered.”

      “To be… remembered?” Tiger risked a glance at the creature. It nodded and spoke again.

      Graeme went on. “I remain unknown. Unlike other taniwha, I do not stay in anyone’s mind unless I direct my power into the effort.”

      “Lemme guess. The same power I use up when I look at things.” Tiger swallowed. Part of him danced inwardly—he’d found his own taniwha, and it had been there all along—but this was bitter, to know that he couldn’t see it or even remember it while his eyes were open.

      Could he even put the brakes on his distance vision? He’d never tried. And if he didn’t remember why, would he even attempt it?

      “Things are changing,” said Harley. “You see me now as never before, because you are learning to look less. In time, you can grow to remember.”

      “In time, huh?” At least that was more hopeful. Tiger loosened his grip on his head. “But maybe not today, if I’m understanding you right.”

      “Ae.”

      “I am sorry, my friend, if we all forget you again after this.” There were no words for how sorry Tiger was.

      “Kia mohio koe.” You will understand.

      That much Maori, Tiger did understand. It was a command. Even if he didn’t. Not really.

      Finally, he dared to raise his eyes and take in the full sight of the creature that was his partner in unseen powers. Powers of sight that caused it to vanish from his vision and his memory. It was all deliciously ironic.

      Trust me to have a complicated relationship with a hen.

      The moment stretched long as he locked gazes with the giant bird. Don’t look too hard. Don’t look too hard. If he stayed within the parameters of normal human vision, he wouldn’t drain its power.

      In the end, he couldn’t not look. He found his attention drawn to the tiny iridescent sparkles from its feathers, observing them laid out hair by hair, drinking in the microscopic beauty within the whole.

      Blue light flared and faded. Tiger blinked. The late afternoon burned golden, and he had a fence to sort out. He shook his head and glanced around for his friends.

      Graeme and Harley stood there slack-faced, staring at a group of pūkeko. Their two taniwha loitered beyond, head to head, almost as if sharing a joke.

      “C’mon, you silly eggs, what do I pay you for?” Tiger growled at the humans.

      The spell was broken. “You don’t pay us enough,” said Graeme.

      Harley snorted. “He doesn’t pay us anything.”

      Together, they finished wiring the extra netting over the top of the protected garden. Tiger tied off the last loop and stood back, nodding. “Won’t be any pūkeko getting in there now.”

      Movement in the street. He looked up.

      A vaguely familiar blonde woman ran by the driveway, chasing a pūkeko. “How do you feel about that, now?” she shrieked, and continued on her way, laughing.

      Tiger frowned. He’d seen her before somewhere, hadn’t he?

      Naaah, probably imagining things.

      “Let’s get a bite to eat, then, eh?” He turned to find Graeme and Harley already gone. Their voices rumbled in the kitchen. Ah, well. They were ahead of him on that one.

      Harley returned to the door with a little dish and called for Sunshine.

      Tiger spied her at the end of the driveway, her tail curled firmly around her feet. “I don’t think she’s gonna come.”

      “I’ll take her the food in a minute, then. You coming in?” Harley gave him a sideways glance.

      “Yeah, I am.” His eye fell on the group of pūkeko he’d chased out of the garden earlier. They were oddly still and quiet, their beaks raised at an angle.

      “Crazy birds. What do you think you’re staring at?” Tiger stomped into the house, a familiar sense of loss tugging at his guts. Loss and lack that he couldn’t see his taniwha.

      A new warmth crept into his heart. He didn’t know why.

      He did know his taniwha was real. And they’d meet face to face someday.

      Outside, a pūkeko screeched, and the little group of blue hens flapped away over the lake.

      “Good riddance,” said Tiger under his breath.

      He found, to his surprise, that he didn’t mean it.
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      “All right, ladies, listen up!”

      The Colonel strutted back and forth in front of the line of females, some of which actually looked up from their breakfast at him on occasion, especially when he got loud.

      “Our situation has become dire and urgent! As you know, our local allies have failed us! The very boundaries of our compound are no longer secure!” He squared his shoulders and continued. “Now, I know that many of you ladies don’t respect me as much as you did our departed General. He was a brave warrior, and he was taken before his time, but I can promise you that under my leadership, we will overcome this enemy that tries to steal away our very future!”

      A scramble broke out at the far end of the chow line, interrupting his speech. The Colonel rushed to address the squabble, but it had already subsided by the time he reached it. He cleared his throat pointedly and continued.

      “The General tried to fight the enemy alone and in doing so he paid the ultimate sacrifice for our safety. It was brave, yes! But I tell you it was also foolish! One alone cannot hope to defend this place, but together, we can win against these invaders!”

      A few of the females squawked as they realized his intent.

      “Starting today, each of you will learn to fight alongside your sisters. We have a lot of work to do to get you gaggle of biddies into fighting trim, and we have to do it quickly. It is time for you of the fairer sex to cast aside your matronly instincts and see to your own defense!”

      The cackling grew in intensity.

      “Now, don’t fret! I will help you! That is my job! But I need you to…”

      A rather burly female hurdled the chow line and nearly knocked the Colonel over as she ran forward shouting. “She’s got the Bucket! The Bucket!”

      He spun in a circle shouting inarticulately. “Now, see here, you! This is an outrage! Pure treason!”

      He shook with anger at the insubordinate act. He yelled at the top of his lungs as the remainder of the troop also took off in the direction of the compound’s front gate. “Get back here or I’ll have you all plucked, battered and deep fried!” Then it finally clicked into his brain what the old bird had said. “Bucket!? Mealworms! I love those things!” Then he too ran for the gate.
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        * * *

      

      “Mama, why does Colonel Sanders crow so much?” Sally waited patiently while her mother filled a small blue sand-box pail with a large scoop of meal worms from the compost bin.

      Diane handed the bucket to Sally, smiling. “Well, it’s springtime, and the boy animals like to make lots of noise and show off for the girls in springtime, so that they like them more.”

      Sally wrinkled her nose at the wriggling bugs in the bucket, then held them out in front of her as far as she could.

      “Colonel was walking back and forth while the hens were eating, but they didn’t care. I don’t think they like him as much as they did General Tso. He’s all white feathers, but General Tso was pretty with all the red and black. And his legs were fuzzy, too.”

      “Yeah, I liked General Tso’s feathers too.” Diane gave her daughter a rueful pat on the head. “He was a good rooster.”

      “Do you think Daddy will get the big rat tonight?”

      “Hmmm, I don’t know. We’ll see.”

      “You don’t think his idea will work, do you?”

      “Let’s just say I think his idea may not work how he wants. He’s trying to show off a bit, too.”

      “Oh. Does Daddy show off in springtime, too? So us girls like him more?”

      Diane smiled. “Yep, he sure does. Now, go give your chickens their treats.”

      Sally trotted to the coop and began dumping the bucket’s contents as the hens ran excitedly toward her. Colonel Sanders brought up the rear, but soon inserted himself right in the middle of the pecking gaggle of birds.
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        * * *

      

      “No, no, no, Henrietta! Peck, peck, dodge!” The Colonel ruffled his black neck frill at the portly hen. “You don’t have time for a third peck! That’s when the rat gets you by the leg and you’re done for!” The Colonel pecked the ground at the hen’s feet, causing her to jump back. He pecked again, then bounce back himself. “Like that! Peck, peck, dodge! Try it again!”

      The Colonel shifted his focus. “Pig! Get over here!” A pearl-blue and white speckled guinea rushed to the Colonel’s side. “You’re the ugliest danged chicken I’ve ever seen, but you’ve got skills! I’m putting you on guard duty! I want you to make the rounds of all the holes that rat comes out of and scream your comb off if you see it poke its ugly head out! Got it!?”

      “Patrack!?” The guinea twisted its head to look at Colonel Sanders questioningly.

      “Darn it, Pig, you know I can’t understand you when you speak that foreign chirp at me! Get out of here and get busy!” He pecked the ground at the bird’s feet.

      The guinea fluttered her wings and took off to the far side of the chicken yard with a loud, “Nyet Nah!”

      The Colonel stood up straight and yelled at the top of his voice, “Speak Chicken, you foreign hussy!”
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        * * *

      

      “Momma! Colonel Sanders is being mean to Guinea Pig again!”

      “It’s OK, Sally. Pig can get away. She’s a lot faster than him.” Diane waved at her husband as he walked toward the chicken yard wheeling a large acetylene tank on a dolly behind him. “Hey there, Mr. Handy!”

      “Daddy, did you see how mean the Colonel was being?” Sally ran up and gave him a hug on his leg.

      Sam smoothed her hair. “Oh, they’re just trying to figure out a new pecking order since the General’s gone. They’ll settle down in a few days.”

      “Is that what you’re gonna use to get the rat?”

      Sam scrunched his eyes at her conspiratorially. “You bet it is! I’m gonna fill his tunnels up with stinky stuff and make him come out so I can shoot him!”

      “But what if he doesn’t come out?”

      “Oh, he’ll come out, trust me!”

      Diane gave Sam a kiss on the cheek. “Well, please be careful. We’re going to excuse ourselves and go start some lunch. Come on, Sally, let’s let Daddy do his thing. To the house!”

      Sam looked at his wife with a raised eyebrow as Sally took off running. “Is lunch what I think it is?”

      “Yes, fried chicken, but don’t you dare tell her which one! She won’t eat a bite if you do. Tell her it’s store-bought.”

      Sam zipped his lip with a nod. He started unrolling the propane torch hoses from his cart. “This shouldn’t take too long.” He patted his gun holster. “As soon as he pops a head out for fresh air, I’ll pop him.”

      “Okay. Be careful.” He was nodding, but Diane got the distinct impression that it was perfunctory.
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        * * *

      

      “Nyet Nah! Nyet Nah!” Guinea Pig half flew and half ran up the slope of the chicken yard with the warning. “The rat! It’s here!”

      The Colonel squawked loudly, signaling the rest of the hens. “All right, ladies. It’s show time. Form up on me!” With that, he took off running toward the far end of the pen where the roost house sat. Behind him, all the hens followed in a confused gabble of clucks and squawks.

      They all rushed into the enclosure and were confronted by not one, but a pair of rats. Huge hulking brutes—relatively speaking, of course—with sharp teeth protruding from pointy faces backed up by dim red eyes that shimmered in the low light of the interior.

      “There you are, you murderous, egg-stealing scum! Now you’ll get what’s coming to you!” Colonel Sanders screeched at the top of his lungs. “All right, Hen Brigade! Attack!”

      He rushed forward and jumped, spurs out, straight for the eyes of one of the rats. Several of the hens ran toward the other rat which backed into a corner. They pecked at it, then scrambled back, cackling loudly all the while. Feathers flew as wings collided. Water dishes and feed cups became casualties of the milieu. It was fowl carnage of the worst sort as the battle ensued!

      Outside, seeing the commotion, Sam shut off the gas he was pumping into the rat tunnel. He unholstered his pistol and made his way to the roost shed. Loud squawks and cackles were coming from inside now, and he even heard a faint hiss. “That must be a danged big rat!” Feathers blew through the open doorway as a fight raged within. He walked faster.
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        * * *

      

      The windows rattled as a loud *boom* echoed from outside. Diane’s heart skipped a beat as fear spiked through her. She forced herself to calm down. Panic doesn’t solve problems, she thought. She wiped her hands, turned the burner off on the skillet of frying chicken on the stove, and then pulled the fire extinguisher from beneath the kitchen sink.

      She turned to look at Sally who was frozen in place at the kitchen table. Her eyes were wide as she stared open-mouthed at her mother over the flour coated biscuit in her hand. “Mommy, what was that?”

      Diane calmly and firmly told her, “Stay right here! Keep making those biscuits for mommy. I’ll be right back.”

      Diane fast walked to the side door of the house which was the quickest way to the chicken yard. She made one quick detour to grab the first aid kit from the hall bathroom before heading outside. When the door was closed, she finally allowed the rising terror to escape her in the form of a questing call of “Saaaaaammmm!!”

      She ran toward the chicken yard only to be stopped by a very disheveled Sam rounding the corner of the barn. He was covered in dirt, feathers and some disgustingly jellied clumps of red. “Don’t go back there just yet.”

      Diane saw the blood on the side of his face by his ear and started to panic. “What happened!?”

      He put an arm through hers and turned her back toward the house. He gently took the fire extinguisher from her and pointed. “Stay calm, and don’t scare the girl.” He pointed to Sally, who had not stayed put, and was standing wide eyed on the porch step.

      “Are you okay? Is everything alright?” Diane moved to go look around the corner, but Sam stopped her with a gentle grip.

      “I’m fine. It’s all good. No more rat problem, just a bit of clean-up to do, that’s all.”

      She looked at him with a suspicious frown. “You’re lying. I want the truth.”

      “You can’t handle the truth. And neither can I, right now. Let’s go eat lunch.”
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        * * *

      

      The white rooster tromped back and forth, crowing, and occasionally chasing the smaller of the broodlings around the yard, yelling insults when they came too close to his perch atop the half-fallen roost shed. He stopped when one of the braver of the young chicks approached and crowed a question at him from below. “Mr. Colonel, sir? We were wondering… why don’t you have any tail feathers?”

      He ruffled his neck and gave a head tilt in the young rooster’s direction. “Are you making fun of me, boy?” The young rooster squawked and took off across the yard to avoid any impending ‘training’ that might come his way.

      Colonel Sanders cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose the story does bear repeating!”

      The chicken equivalent of groans sounded from around the yard as he began his story from atop the mostly destroyed coop.

      “So, there we were, facing the worst threat to ever cross our boundaries. Into our very home this threat had come, stealing the nest-eggs of our future generations and taking the lives of our defenders. They were fierce and horrible, but with the distraction techniques I had instilled into our fine female brigadiers, I was able to put the rats on the defensive! I spurred at them. I flapped their very faces as I avoided the razor-sharp teeth, driving them back… back… back toward the gaping hole of hell from whence they had arrived.

      “Then, as I flew forward for one last killing blow, the cowardly allies who had previously abandoned us suddenly caused a two-fold disaster when they unceremoniously joined the battle I had already won!”

      The rooster flapped his wings wide, scattering feathers and scaring the smaller chicks, causing them to run under the wings of their mother hens.

      “First there was a sound of thunder from a stick in the hand of the human ally—if you can call them allies, the egg-thieving… but that’s neither here nor there—the stick made so much noise that all the hens distracting the rats ran screaming from the shed! Then the human did it again just as the rats surged toward me. I was about to take them both out… one with each outstretched talon as I flew through the air, when the world itself erupted in flame and anger. My wings were blasted nearly off as I was thrown against the roof of this very coop!” His foot stomped the twisted tin for emphasis. “I took such a blow to the head that I don’t even remember how, in my rage and addled state, I managed to shred the enemy into just so many gobbets of meat!”

      He fluffed his neck ruff once more for effect. “And that, my young featherlings, is how I saved the entire flock on the Day of Rats and Fire! Alas, my poor tail-feathers may never recover, but it is a sacrifice that I would willingly give again so that you may live in peace!”
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        * * *

      

      Sally walked in front of her Dad toward the chicken pen, swinging her bucket of mealworms. “Daddy, are we going to tear down that old roost house that you blew up, now that we built the new one?”

      “Naw, sweetie, we’ll leave it there for now. Some of the biddies still like to hatch their eggs out in there. Besides, I don’t know what ole Colonel Sanders would do without his podium.”

      “He sure does like to crow a lot,” Sally said with a lilt of disapproval.

      “Yeah, but the chicks like it!” He tickled her and she squealed, running ahead as the chickens started running toward her and her bucket.

      Even the Colonel jumped down and ran to meet her. Poor allies or not, Sally had mealworms!
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      You get all kinds in the private investigations business—especially when you are a dragon with a holy mage for a partner—but getting hired by a tuxedo-wearing grasshopper to recover his flying house has got to be a record.

      It got better.

      “I know exactly who took it,” Jiminy snarled as he gnawed on mint leaves my partner, Sister Grace, offered him. “Baba Yaga.”

      “Baba Yaga?” Grace asked.

      I used my arms to compare the relative girth of the witch with that of our new client. “Riiiight.”

      You wouldn't think a bug could roll his eyes. “Not to live in! To reverse engineer! She wants to do some home improvements.”

      “All the spinning making her seasick?” I asked.

      Baba Yaga, the Russian witch of Mundane legend and Faerie reality, owned the original mobile home: a monstrous shack with no windows and one back door, which moved on dancing chicken legs. Unlike Western witches, she used her broom for sweeping and flew about in an oversized herbalist's mortar, with the pestle for steering. Practical woman.

      He nodded. “Her mortar's so old, the bowl's cracked, and the pestle's held together with spit and duct tape. She wants to adapt my technology to them and the house.”

      Grace cocked one fine brow. Wish dragons could do that. “Your technology?”

      “Sister, if I had magic to spare, would I stay in this form?”

      “Why are you in that form?” I asked. The last time we'd seen pixies shaped as locusts was when they'd tried to start a tribal war in our town. Sounds trivial, until you get a half million raging insects. Grace had worked a major prayer spell that sent them all to Ancient Egypt. Ironic, yeah; God's got a sense of humor.

      “I got drafted. I was trying to exfiltrate back through the portal when there was this gust and a brilliant light, and I woke up on the north side of the Caspian Sea.”

      “Exfiltrate? You mean go AWOL.”

      He showed us his leg tattoo: Make Magic, Not War. “I'm a conscientious objector. Got a problem with that, dragon?”

      “Nope.” Probably saved him from being squished by some disgusted Egyptian.

      “I couldn't change form. Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to look like a household pest? That house was more than my home; it was my defense, my means of travel and my shot at earning some real bucks so I could find a way to remove whatever curse is keeping me stuck an oversized grasshopper.”

      “So, how'd you get here?” I asked.

      Jiminy huffed. “Hitched a ride. Geese, ducks, swallows.”

      “Really? And what is the approximate air velocity—”

      Grace stepped on my tail then leaned forward. “We'll see what we can do. I'm sure we can work something out.”

      “You're not going to ask Baba Yaga about it?” He dropped the leaf he was munching. She ages a year every time someone asks a question. Makes her cranky, vengeance-and-curses angry.

      Grace smiled reassuringly. “Don't worry. We know what we're doing. Where can we find you?”

      He looked embarrassed. Quite a range of emotion for suborder Caelifera. “Actually, I saw a patch of grass outside… ?”

      “Of course.” He settled onto Grace's open palm, and she took him out. When she returned, she swept up the leaves to rinse off and dry before grinding them with her own mortar and pestle with some rosehips for tea.

      “He's hiding something,” she said as she spread them onto a paper towel.

      “Don't they all? What's he going to pay us?”

      She looked at the leaves. “Vern, his people died by the thousands. From my spell.”

      “By God's hand. You were His conduit.”

      “If we'd just stopped the war in time… ”

      I knew that tone. This was a Penance freebie. I hate Penance.
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, I was soaring above the Turya River in the Faerie Urals, where our sources last placed Baba Yaga's abode. I spotted the house, soaking its aging feet in the cool waters; it did look in need of orthopedic shoes and support hose. Considering its relaxed posture, I assumed Baba Yaga was out, so I settled upstream and helped myself to a drink, enjoying the unique taste of the higher cinnabar content. Lots of minerals in the Turya.

      A few minutes later, I heard the howl of the wind in the forest, the crash of something hitting a tree, Russian swearing, then wind again. Baba Yaga flew into view.

      The house came to reluctant attention.

      Jiminy hadn't lied. The pestle was held together with duct tape. The front of the mortar was splattered with the remains of bugs and one unfortunate cuckoo bird. Must have clocked that bird good.

      Baba herself wore a motorcycle helmet with a full visor, which didn't stop me from seeing the exasperated look on her face. She landed outside her house and got out. The patches on her leather jacket read “Born to Bespell” and an even better pun in Russian. In the mortar, I saw one of those video-game seats with the iPod attachment. She'd added a seat cover of large wooden beads. Someone shopped on Interdimensional eBay.

      She cackled at me; they all did when they first saw a dragon the size of a pony. She pointed and waggled her finger. “I can fix that, but it will cost you.” She cackled again, like dry twigs snapping under a rockslide.

      “That's not why I'm here, and you know it. Look, we can spend the day playing Twenty Questions, or I can lay out my client's accusations and let you explain your side. It'd save you from aging two decades and me from feeling like I have.”

      The laughter stopped. “Fine. It's about the house, I'm sure. What did the pixie tell you? Wait… Did you feed my pets?”

      That's how most people got the better of her: by bribing her pets. I gave her my best baleful glare.

      “All right then.” She groaned as she crouched down. She looked as old as her house. People must have been pestering her with questions lately. I told her to wait and retrieved her seat from the mortar.

      She paused, surprised. Guess people always remember to be nice to her pets and servants, but no one thinks to show kindness to her.

      “Perhaps,” she started as she lowered herself into her comfortable seat, “I shall ask you questions instead. Such as, did he mention that he came to me for help and has been in my employ these past ten years?”
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        * * *

      

      “You stole her ideas?” Grace glared at the grasshopper on our car's dashboard.

      I'd gotten home an hour ago, made some phone calls, then told Grace to gather Jiminy for a trip downtown, to the offices of Aaron Percival, Attorney At Law.

      Jiminy screeched, “The lying hag!”

      “Shaddup,” I told him. “She told a more convincing story than you. A pixie in grasshopper form, without magic, building a flying house on his own? You didn't think we fell for that?”

      “I'm a capable guy!”

      “Hope you're capable of a better story than that.”

      Percival's office looked like what you'd expect from a lawyer fresh out of college—too many textbooks and not enough client files. Percival himself still hadn't grown into his expensive sports coat and tie, literally or figuratively. Late bloomer, complete with zits. I saw why he'd chosen contract law. A jury would take one look at him and doubt he had a license to drive much less practice law. And here I was, offering him the break of a lifetime—a case for the history books.

      Don't you love me?

      Despite his youth, our spunky new lawyer showed a quick mind and a certain charm. He rose, pulled out Grace's chair, snatched a plant off his file cabinet, and set it on the desk for Jiminy. I peeked at his computer screen—Baba Yaga's dossier and the entry on verbal contracts from Ye Fool's Guide to Faerie Law.

      He sat down, opened a new file, and then turned to Jiminy. “I'd like to start with your real name,” he said.

      Oh, yeah. I chose well.

      Jiminy blinked. “It's Dung, Byatledung, to be exact. Mundanes seemed to respond to Jiminy better.”

      Aaron didn’t laugh. “A pleasure to meet you, Dung. I understand from Vern you want your house back. I can help you, but I need the truth from you first—from true names to what really transpired with Baba Yaga.”

      Dung fiddled with a bare stem. “Like I told Vern and Sister Grace, I was trying to escape this pointless war my tribesmen had started. I'm an engineer, not a warrior! I don't understand how, but I ended up in the North Caspian, without magic and stuck in this form, with Baba Yaga's house scratching in the dirt to get me. Terrifying! Fortunately, the movement was making Baba Yaga motion sick, so she took me in. We got to talking about the house; I explained my situation, and…”

      I'll spare you the sob story. In the end, they formed a partnership: Dung would have free rein of the house and access to all of Baba Yaga's magic and knowledge—and she's a savvy old lady to have kept her house and mortar running as long as she had. In return, he'd help her reinvent her home. In the end, however, the changes he'd built into his model had been too intrusive. The propellers she could handle, but the pipes and gauges outside the house? Obviously, Dung didn't take into account Russian winters. Plus the windows, the pink and blue décor… not her, though she liked the decorative studwork.

      She'd demanded that he redesign the entire thing or she'd have chocolate grasshopper for dessert. He'd hopped the first owl out of the Urals, then decided that since he'd built the house, he ought to have it.

      Aaron asked more questions, the kind that make more sense in a Mundane Fortune-500 Corporation than a Faerie Enchanted Shack, but Dung answered as well as he could, with me translating and explaining as needed. That's me, the great educator. Grace leaned back with her rosary beads and let me run the show. She was glad to be out of it for once.

      Finally, however, Aaron asked her a question. “Sister, does your magical knowledge extend to potions?”

      She sat forward. “It's limited. My talent is more toward channeling the power of God. What do you need to know?”

      He didn't even blink at the casual way she said that. You know, a few years and a few pounds, and he might be all right in a courtroom after all. He pulled up a file on his computer. “It's just that we have this legend about how tea can restore some of Baba Yaga's lost youth… ”
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Grace, I, Jiminy Byatledung, and Aaron Percival stepped through the portal that took us to Baba Yaga's home.

      Aaron shook off the shock of his first real experience with magic and strode up to the blank front wall. “Turn your back to the forest and your front to us!” he called out.

      The house did a lovely pirouette en pointe, then crouched before us with a deafening groan.

      Baba Yaga's face appeared in the open door. “What do you want?”

      “Madam, I am Aaron Percival, Attorney at Law. I wish to offer my services in negotiating a settlement between you and Byatledung the Pixie.”

      “Are you going to ask me a lot of questions?”

      He held up a large bag full of Grace's special mint-and-rose tea. “Certainly not! I thought we might discuss the matter over drinks.”

      I would not have believed it, but the old crone actually cocked her shoulder and gave him a wink. “You sly man! Come in. Bring the bug.”

      He took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and followed.

      The door closed on her cackling.

      I turned to Grace. “This could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”
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      “I tell you, boy,” Brooster Motherclucker proclaimed as he scratched at the dirt in disgust. “There’s something downright diabolical goin’ on around this here barnyard. It’s high, I say, it’s high time we do something about it.”

      “Well, I think,” Durass Backra grumbled, shaking his green head at the leghorn chicken.

      “Now, look here, son,” Brooster replied to the mallard. “I’ll do the thinkin’ around here. And I’m a thinkin’ that old farmer, John MacDonald, is a dadgum Dark Lord in service of the Four-Legged Empire.”

      “You’re not off on another one of your tangents again, are you?” Ace Bawchh gobbled as he trotted by. Despite being a young turkey, it seemed to Brooster that Ace was starting to feel his oats around the barnyard.

      “When was the last time you saw your brother Tom?” Brooster added a harrumph for good measure. “Last November, wasn’t it? He went out back of the barn with the Dark Lord, and we ain’t seen hide nor feather of him since, have we?”

      “Well…” Ace waved a wing dismissively as he continued on his way. “Tom was always losing his head over some hen. He probably trotted off to another barnyard while the farmer wasn’t looking.”

      “I like that boy,” Brooster said as an aside to Durass as he watched the turkey trot away. “But he’s about as sharp as a ball of yarn.”

      “Look, Brooster.” Durass took advantage of a rare break in the monologue. “Aside from Tom’s disappearance, I really don’t see why you think the farmer is a Dark Lord, much less in service to the four-legged animals here.”

      “Oh, ya don’t, do ya? Haven’t you noticed that he collects all of the chicken, duck, and geese eggs every day? And the only time we see a new bird around these here parts is shortly after an old one ups and goes missing?”

      “Well, now…”

      “‘Well now’ nothing, son,” Brooster interrupted. “You don’t see any of those shenanigans going on with them four-legged critters, do ya, boy? Nope, not at all. And what exactly goes on inside that barn when he takes the cows, horses and sheep in there anyway? I tell ya it’s something downright unholy, that’s what.”

      “Now, to be fair,” Durass quickly slipped in. “The sheep look a lot different when they come back out of the barn.”

      “Precisely my point, son,” Brooster answered. “Downright unholy things go on around this barnyard and that there Dark Lord is behind all of it with them four-legged critters’ blessing.”

      “What do you propose to do about it, Brooster,” Qin Gon Juin, the eldest goose of the flock, waddled up from behind. “Or have you forgotten about Ded Hartvar?”

      “He always does,” agreed Aria Lagone, Brooster’s twin sister, strutting beside Qin.

      “That mangy hound don’t bother me none,” Brooster scoffed. “The real problem is what are we gonna do about that Dark Lord? We need to form an alliance of all the fowls in this here barnyard and run off that evil empire right now!”

      “Until you fare better against Hartvar,” Qin replied with a shrug as he waddled off with the others in tow, “we are going to do nothing at all. I suggest you do the same.”

      “He’s a nice boy,” Brooster remarked as he watched his friends wander off. “But if he keeps his mouth open like that the local airport is gonna use it as an emergency landing strip.”

      Brooster pecked around the yard for a bit, not bothering to hide his disappointment when none of the other fowls would listen to him. He made quick work of a plump, juicy worm that picked the wrong moment to poke its head up out of the ground. With a final scratch of disgust, Brooster started off in the direction of the water hole.

      “They are quite correct, you know,” a booming voice called out. “Until you have defeated Ded Hartvar, they will never follow you. Your alliance will never form, and you will never defeat the Dark Lord nor his four-legged minions.”

      “What in tarnation?” Brooster exclaimed as he spun about, looking in vain for the source of the voice. “Who said that? Who’s a talkin’ to me? I’m startin’ to get as batty as my Aunt Urbe, and that woman was so batty we called her a walkin’ belfry.”

      “I’m up here, Brooster,” the voice called out. “Near the top corner of the fence.”

      Brooster peered at the location, taking a cautious step forward. He spotted a spider’s web and at its center, a large black spider.

      “That’s it, Brooster, right here.” The spider waved a single, thin leg while another stroked its tiny goatee. “My name is Naebi Obiwonk, and I overheard everything you said to your fellow fowls.”

      “Well, stuff me with cornbread and serve me for dinner,” Brooster exclaimed. “So, what makes a tiny little critter like you so sure I can’t beat that Dark Lord and his empire all by myself?”

      “Because he serves the dark side of the Great Web,” Naebi explained. “It promises great power to those who give into its temptations. But it is so evil that it destroys all that it touches, such as the Ded Hartvar himself. He was not always the terrible hound that you have come to know, Brooster. Once, he served the light side of the Great Web and was a great follower of the Araneae Order.

      “Then he encountered the Dark Lord,” Naebi continued. “My greatest pupil slowly turned away from me, the Order, and the light side of the Great Web. Now, Brooster, you must face him if you ever hope to free the barnyard from the Dark Lord Old MacDonald’s grip.”

      “The what order?” Brooster shook his head in confusion. “What kind of mumbo jumbo are you trying to slip past me here?”

      “The Araneae Order,” Naebi repeated with a sigh. “We were once great guardians of the light side. We brought order and harmony everywhere we went. Then, just before you were hatched, a great darkness began to spread until it engulfed all that it encountered. Many of my brothers and sisters fell to it until, now, I alone remain as the last of our order.

      “I can train you in the ways of the light side, Brooster,” the arachnid explained. “And when you are ready you will defeat Hartvar and the Dark Lord and set us all free.”

      “I just don’t know, I tell ya, I just don’t know.”

      Before Naebi could formulate a reply, the Dark Lord walked out of his house, down the six-step stairs that connected the porch to the ground, and strode across the barnyard. He snatched up one of the chickens pecking at the seeded ground. With a firm grip on the squawking fowl’s neck, the Dark Lord entered the barn and closed the door behind him.

      The squawking rose to a frenetic pitch.

      Then, suddenly, there was nothing but silence.

      A few minutes later, the Dark Lord exited the barn empty handed. Brooster watched him leave through slitted eyes, fluffed his feathers, and turned to Naebi.

      “When do we start?” Brooster asked.
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        * * *

      

      For the next two weeks, the last Araneae put the rooster through his paces. Each morning, training began before Brooster could even finish crowing in the new day and didn’t finish until the sun had long set.

      “To defeat Hartvar, you must be swift and cunning,” Naebi counseled as Brooster hauled him around the yard on his back. “You must use his darkness against him without you yourself falling into its trap.”

      “And how do I do that?” Brooster huffed, hopping over a couple of small rails lying unused on the ground.

      “You must use the vigor, Brooster.”

      “Use the what?!”

      “The vigor,” Naebi explained as Brooster ducked between two tree branches without breaking stride. He continued, “This is the power behind the light side of the Great Web. With it there is nothing you cannot do. But you must master it and yourself… or fall to the dark side you will, as Hartvar did.”

      “So I use the vigor to throw things at him and make him see thing that aren’t there, right?”

      “No, you overgrown peacock.” Naebi smacked Brooster on top of his head. “You use your head for something other than shoulder ballast. You outthink him.”

      “Oh, sorry.” Brooster grumbled around a mouthful of rope, a rock Naebi had him crossing the yard with tied off at the other end. “And just how do I go about that?”

      Naebi sighed a long-suffering sigh. “Try figuring out when the best time to attack him would be?”

      “Say, that’s not bad. I like that,” Brooster crowed. “We can’t do a thing to him at night. All that mutt does is run around and growl at anything that moves. Hard to get a wink of sleep with all that ruckus goin’ on.”

      “Yes,” Naebi agreed. “And what does he do most of the day?”

      “That lazy hound just lays around his doghouse,” Brooster replied. “I bet he doesn’t wander more than ten feet from it, especially with that big ol’ chain latched around his neck.”

      Naebi rested his head on a folded limb, tapped another softly on Brooster’s neck and just waited.

      “Say,” Brooster exclaimed. “That gives me a jim dandy idea!”

      “I thought it might.” Naebi smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Hartvar napped outside his doghouse in the warm afternoon sun. The large black Labrador hound, it was said, was a champion napper by day. No one ever said that to his face. What was said about his nocturnal activities was even less polite. The hound heard all of it anyway, of course, and didn’t care. A fly buzzed above his head but he gave it little thought. A flick of one ear to chase off the intruder every few seconds was about all the energy he had to devote to the pest.

      At the next ear flick, Hartvar cracked open an eye. Passing across his narrow field of vision was that mouthy rooster, alternating between whistling and singing the words, “doo-dah” as he strutted across the barnyard. In one wing, the infuriating fowl tossed a red ball up and down. That red ball belonged to Hartvar and it was his favorite ball!

      With a bellowing howl, Hartvar leapt to his feet and hurtled toward the offending rooster. The white bird, seeing his approaching doom, bolted for the opposite side of the yard. The hound closed the distance fast and spread his jaws open wide in anticipation of a mouthful of tailfeathers. But his jaws snapped shut on empty air as he ran out of slack in the chain hooked to his collar. His forward momentum halted immediately and all of the energy was transmitted to slamming his body to the ground. He lay there, stunned, as the rooster calmly walked up to his fallen foe.
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        * * *

      

      Brooster took his time, enjoying every second of his victory as he strode right up to the hound. “Y’know, son,” Brooster clucked as he discarded the ball. “For a dog you’re alright. But you’re about as bright as an unplugged Christmas tree. Let’s see here. Now, where should we begin?”

      Brooster produced a bucket and brush and swiftly painted a pair of white stripes down the dog’s back. “Folks around these here parts think you’re a bit of a skunk, boy,” Brooster said as he admired his handiwork. “You may as well look the part, son. And smell it too.”

      Brooster pried open the dog’s mouth and tossed in a ball of limburger cheese, liberated from the Dark Lord’s lunch earlier in the day. Slamming the dog’s mouth shut, Brooster held on tight until the dog swallowed the smelly cheese. Hartvar’s eyes watered as the smelly cheese made its way down his gullet, causing him to cough and gag. Brooster grabbed the stricken hound by the tail and raised its rear as high as he could as he drew back one large leg.

      “Aw, shaddup!” he crowed as he booted the hound, sending the canine flying back toward the doghouse. “No matter how often I lay my eyes on him, that boy’s departin’ always brightens up my day.”

      The dog one-hopped the doghouse and quickly scrambled inside, curling up in a ball in  the back  and refusing to come out even when the Dark Lord called out for him hours later. Brooster turned on his claw and strutted triumphantly back toward Naebi while the other fowl cheered their new hero’s victory.

      The first skirmish in the rebellion had been fought and Brooster’s fowl alliance had been born.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Knocking Hartvar off his perch was small potatoes, Brooster,” Naebi cautioned. “You’ve still got to deal with the Dark Lord. To get to him, you’ve got to get through the cows, horses, sheep and that fat pig, Jubbah Atehut, in the southwest corner.”

      “The bug is right,” Qin Gon Juin honked. “They might not be as tough as Hartvar, but they’ve got the numbers.”

      “Pishaw,” Brooster dismissed. “At the first sign of trouble, Jubbah will sink to the bottom of that mud pit so fast you’d think something in the ground swallowed him whole. Furkin Halfwit? That old draft horse will bolt away and take the rest of the nags with him. And I doubt, I say, I doubt Fat Ebbto and his flock will stop grazing on the grass long enough to notice anything. When’s the last time you saw him looking in any other direction than down?”

      “What about Moopero Trots and his herd?” Ace asked.

      “Those cows?” Brooster scoffed. “That bunch of black and white bovines are more of a menace to themselves than us. Remember that cow chip fight last summer? Not a one of them hit anything they shot at. Why, I doubt that bunch could hit the broad side of a barn from two feet away.”

      The fowls exchanged glances. A few muttered asides to one another. They’d seen how easily Brooster had dispatched Hartvar. Could he do the same to the rest of the evil empire? As Brooster laid out his plan of attack, their confidence grew. By the time he finished, they were ready to follow him wherever he wanted to lead them.

      Yet there was one last detail.

      “What about the Dark Lord?” Durass asked.

      “Once we’ve stampeded his minions, he’ll come running out to see what all the hubbub is about,” Brooster explained. “That’s when he walks right into our trap. All we need to close it up tight is to find someone fast enough to drop our final surprise on him. He can’t have enough time to see it coming and react.”

      “I don’t think we have anyone that fast,” Aria pointed out.

      “I am,” a Peregrine Falcon called out as it swooped in from above. “The name’s Las Hoon, and you won’t find anything faster than me.”

      “You’re kind of scruffy-looking,” Aria scoffed. “What’s makes you think you’re so fast?”

      “Scruffy-looking? Now see here, princess. You’re looking at the only falcon to make the Esskel Run in less than twelve parsecs.”

      No one said a word.

      “What?” the falcon demanded when the silence grew too long.

      “What’s a parsec, son?” Brooster asked.

      “It’s a…” Las paused. “Well, you see, a parsec is… Oh, for crying out loud, I’m faster than anything you’ve ever seen around this dump. Trust me.”

      “You’d better be, son.” Brooster looked skeptical. “Because when the Dark Lord steps outside we’re only gonna have a second to drop all those eggs we’re fixin’ to steal back right on his pointy little head. Now, y’all gather around, so we can go over everything one more time. I don’t want any foul-ups. Otherwise, we’re all gonna be cooked gooses.”

      “Hey,” Qin Gon Juin protested.

      “Sorry, son, no offense intended. Now, gather around, folks, let’s make sure we got this figured out right.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun rose above the barnyard like usual.

      What was unusual was the absence of any crowing to herald in the new day. The quiet made everyone late getting up, at least among the four-legged and Old Farmer MacDonald.

      Moopero Trots struggled to get his herd organized. As usual, no matter how hard he tried to aim them toward the entrance to the feeding trough, they wound up missing it. He never saw the flock of chickens hopping down from the roof of the barn. The attacking fowl landed right on target, talons digging with all their might painfully into Moopero’s, and every other cow’s back.

      Mooing in terror, and vainly trying to shake off the attacking chickens, the herd stampeded for the far fence where Furkin Halfwit and the other plow horses were grazing their breakfast. No sooner had they registered the stampede than another threat materialized. Qin Gon Juin and the geese were closing in at full honk. Eyes flared wide in terror as Halfwit and his companions bolted again for the fence line, clearing it easily in a single leap as they ran away. The cows slammed through the fence as if it were tissue paper. Seconds later, they raced out of sight.

      Dealing with the flock of sheep had fallen to the turkeys and ducks. But one single roaring gobble from Ace had sent the sheep scurrying after the horses and cows. Ace shrugged an apology to his fellow ducks who groused about missing out on the fun.

      “Ho, ho, ho,” Jubbah chuckled as he took one look at what was happening and sank below the mud in his pigpen, exactly as Brooster had expected.

      Probably hearing the growing chaos, MacDonald stormed out the back door. He was barefoot, only had his jeans and a T-shirt on and his suspenders dangled at the sides of his legs.

      “What is going on out here?” he thundered, pausing on the top step.

      Las swooped into action, racing toward a dangling rope directly over the Dark Lord’s head. Grasping it in his beak, he increased his speed, towing the rope behind him until it pulled taut and loosened the knot. The knot held closed a bag full of chicken, goose, duck and turkey eggs—and a small rock that Durass had mistaken for a goose egg—directly above the Dark Lord’s head.

      The eggs all tumbled out, bombarding the Dark Lord. The rock made a satisfying thump when it made contact, and the barrage knocked the Dark Lord down the steps.

      “Yeow!” he clutched at his left ankle when he reached the bottom. He tried to get back to his feet, but the injury and the slippery goo of cracked eggs on the steps above and the ground around him kept sending him painfully back to the ground. He looked around and saw every fowl closing in on him with angry looks upon their faces.

      Every bird capable of flight took to the air and began dive-bombing runs on the Dark Lord, raining large white goblets of goo upon their foe.

      “Aaaiiigggghhhhhhh!” The Dark Lord shrieked in terror as the filth got past his shielding arms and hands. He scrambled up the stairs, using his hands to claw his way up to the door.  One goose got in a final insult as he flew by, biting the Dark Lord on one denim-covered cheek and drawing a satisfying howl of pain from his target as his reward before the door slammed shut.

      From inside the house the attackers heard the sounds of the Dark Lord quickly shoving things against the door to separate him from a barnyard filled with fowls and one black spider.

      “We did it,” Brooster exclaimed. “I’ll be a son of a suck-egg mule, but, by golly, we did it! We beat the Dark Lord!”

      The barnyard filled with honks, quacks, crows and gobbles of celebration.
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        * * *

      

      The victory party lasted for three days.

      During that time, there had been no sign of the Dark Lord, Hartvar, or any of the other four-legged minions of the Empire. Brooster perched on top of the fence and looked out across the barnyard with pride. Naebi spun a web to his right and Las flew in to perch on Brooster’s left.

      “What a sight,” Brooster said. “We defeated the Empire. Why, there’s nothin’ we can’t do now!”

      “Don’t get cocky, kid,” Las counseled. “They might just come back.”

      “Naw, son, not a chance,” Brooster scoffed. “They got a bellyful of us before. They won’t come back here.”

      Just then, a large white object appeared on the horizon and slowly approached.

      “What in tarnation is that?” Brooster squinted as he tried to make it out. “It looks like a big ol’ moon.”

      “That’s no moon,” Naebi said ominously.

      The object closed the distance before turning away, It was a large, white delivery van with strange letters on it in purple and orange. A human clad in purple and back stepped out of the van, carrying a white box to the house where the Dark Lord had retreated three days before. After a minute, the human returned to the van and it headed back the way it had come, disappearing below the horizon.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Las replied.

      A few minutes later, the back door opened and the Dark Lord, one foot in a cast, limped out. He used a cane in one hand but, in the other, he held the mysterious white box. He hobbled over to the main gate, opened it, and stepped into the barnyard. He placed the box on the ground and opened one end of it.

      No matter how hard Brooster peered into the opening, he could not make out what was inside.

      The Dark Lord straightened, favored the barnyard with a smug, satisfied smile, and hobbled back to his house, closing the gate behind him.

      No one in the yard made a sound as they all stared at the box.

      At length, a gray rabbit with a fluffy white cotton tail hopped out. He stood up on his hind legs and produced a carrot. Taking a bite from the vegetable, the rabbit gazed around at his new surroundings. He stopped when his gaze fell upon Brooster. Then he smiled and spoke for the first time.

      “Eh,” the rabbit said around another nibble. “What’s up, Cock?”
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        Coming Soon—BARN WARS 2: The Hare Menace
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        The End
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      One Saturday last month, the youngest, all six-three of his teenage testiness, and I drove over to my friend Phil’s place to take care of his chickens while he and the missus were off in Tennessee. Some sort of convention. I kinda tuned out the details when his wife mentioned cosplay. She raises these ornamental chickens—I dunno why—the eggs taste the same as those from Piggly Wiggly.

      Anyway, when she stared talking about dressing up for the con, as she called it, all I could imagine was her in a chicken costume. Now, I don’t judge but really… Elza was about 5 foot and a plump thing. Lord forgive me, but I imagined her as one of the hens from those old Leghorn cartoons. The ones that looked nearly round.

      I promised I’d feed and water her birds and at the same time, ahem, remove the excess roosters from the property. I actually was going to whack all of them and make what my boys call bad rooster stew and the French coq au vin.

      Elza preferred not to know the details. We did this thing every four months where I killed off the excess males from the eggs she let hatch. Apparently, these funny-looking breeds ran fifty-fifty on sex.

      Maybe all chickens do. Seems like a waste, if so, since Phil only keeps one rooster around. One fairly tough old bird too from what I could tell. Grumpy fellow for someone with his own harem. Maybe there is truth to that story about Vladimir of Kiev where he decided against Islam because, if he kept his harem, he needed to drink.

      Saturday morning, I packed up the pickup and loaded my youngest, Ben, in the front seat. All it took was the promise of breakfast tacos from the food truck outside town. And coffee. Like his daddy, he’s not safe to be around before coffee.

      We headed up I-35 until we saw the TA station with the taco truck in the parking lot. Ben got in line to get tacos and I headed inside to get us coffee.  They had decent coffee. Not as good as Buc-ee’s or Love’s but decent. I got us two large cups then loaded his with sugar and cream. Mine stayed black.

      We clambered back into the truck and followed the road past the Western Wear joint and into the small town. A small, kinda old-school place where high school football was still king, church on Sunday required, and well, we don’t ask about family trees. Good people in general. I’ve been to Lodge there and, really, you couldn’t ask for finer people.

      We drove through the square and enjoyed seeing folks about. Ben ogled a few of the girls. They did raise pretty ones around there. I think he was planning on heading back with the dogs and take them for a walk. Both boys claimed walking the standard poodles is a great way to get phone numbers.

      Phil’s place was just outside the boundary limits of the little town. We headed down the tree-lined road toward his home. Lovely day to be out. Sunny but not yet hot, blue skies with white fluffy clouds and enough breeze to bring the scent of honeysuckle to the truck.

      We pulled off the county-maintained road onto the gravel road. It was pretty open out there. There were trees along the fence lines, by houses, and in the bottoms or by tanks, but the rest was flat. Green native grasses covered most of the fields. Cattle, with the white herons called cowbirds on their backs, grazed peacefully in the fields. Calves were frolicking.

      We turned into the short circular drive in front of a white four-by-four house. Phil’s kids were grown and out on their own. That led Phil and his missus to move out to the country. The neat little wood-frame structure sat on four acres that were mostly let go wild, as a nature preserve, which Phil told me got him a tax break. He was a line man, but senior enough he did mostly supervision. Heck of a woodworker and that was his retirement plan.

      I wasn’t sure how that would go with Elza’s love of cosplay. We’d see.

      Ben hopped out of the car and stretched. Even in his teens, he towered over me. A big boy, well filled out for his 16 years, who insisted on breaking the high school football coach’s heart by refusing to play. He told that coach that any sport where guys slapped each other on the butt wasn’t for him. Powerlifting and martial arts kept him busy and also made sure the football team left him alone after the wisecrack.

      I got the cooler out, with ice and trash bags in it. Ben had already taken the ax and headed around to the back of the house. Phil would have the roosters separated out: the little monsters were starting to attack the hens and tried to fight with everything. The older rooster had apparently already killed one. People thought cock fights were wrong, and I didn’t argue that, but the damned things liked to fight. There was a reason why knights had roosters as part of their arms and the flag of Walloon has a cock on it. They were as aggressive as hell and almost didn’t know what fear was.

      And they were also a bit dumb. I’d seen them try to fight with their reflections. It was a hoot.

      The chickens lived in small enclosure on the side of the massive free-range coop Phil built. A monster of PVC pipe and chicken wire, it must have been 50 yards square. He linked together PVC pipe sections and bent them into this huge arc. Then he covered the whole thing with chicken wire and anchored it to cement. Added a door on one end.  Took up most of the yard area. Probably made the local coyotes and foxes cry.

      Inside the cage was a chicken coop as well as lots of room for the hens to wander. It was a masterpiece of redneck engineering. A necessary compromise to let the land go wild and let the chickens sort of free-range. Clever guy, Phil.

      We didn’t waste a lot of time beheading the roosters. Sixteen this time. The little monsters tried to fight or run but Ben and I had a system. I moved in front and he grabbed them from behind. He held the feet and wings and stretched the neck onto the stump. Before long, we had a trash bag full of heads, a cooler full of birds we’d dress as soon as we got home, and a mess to tidy up. I swear the old rooster from the coop was watching and grinning.

      As I cleaned up by hosing off the stump and washing the blood away so it wouldn’t attract beasties, Ben changed out food and water for the birds. He also collected eggs. Normally, they would keep and hatch some of the fertile ones, but, while they were cosplaying, we were told to take them all. A lot would end at the soup kitchen in town. No way only five of us could eat as many as we got in two weeks of chicken sitting.

      I got a whiff of chicken shit and looked over. Ben was shoveling the manure into a barrel. We’d leave that for Phil. Our garden had more than enough.

      I was just finishing hosing down the stump when I heard a weird noise. I looked in the coop to see the old rooster squaring off with Ben. Then, for some reason, Ben started doing the chicken form from his martial arts style at the rooster. It’s this fast, light footed thing and as he did it, the rooster started moving like they do when they fight. Apparently, the bird took it as Ben was a six-foot three rooster after his hens.

      I sat there and watched as my boy squared off with an angry pot pie. Ben would go through the motions of the form: fast quick hopping steps backwards and forwards, hands and arms moving like wings, his body swooping up and down. That silly old bird responded and rose up like he was fighting another rooster. Striking at Ben with talons and wings.  Once or twice, it must have gotten too close because Ben slapped at it.

      Not hard, just a finger flick to make it keep its distance. Of course, the size difference made it a bit rough on the rooster.

      The bird bounced a bit on the ground, got itself up, and then came back for more. Like I said, pure aggression. Never understood why we called cowards chickens. Made no sense.

      Finally, Ben skipped back and forth, almost like a dance. If you ignored the enraged squawks and the way the bird was trying to hook him with his talons. Ben worked his way back to the door and jumped out. As he slammed the cage door shut, the rooster crashed into it.

      He walked over to me, sweaty and scratched in a few places from playing tag with the bird.

      “Need to clean those good, kid,” I said. “What the heck were you doing? You look like an emu, not a chicken. You’re too dang big.”

      “Hey, you studied a bit with a snake master, so don’t mock my class with Master Chicken.”

      A loud crow echoed through the yard. The old bird was on top of the coop, crowing his heart out.

      “He’s boasting he’s so badass he beat a giant rooster. The hens should appreciate him,” I said. I pulled my flask from a hip pocket. “Here, wash those off until we can get to the first aid kit.”

      The rooster crowed again, screaming his victory to the sky. Ben, on the other hand, cursed as the alcohol hit the scratches.

      “You kiss your momma with that mouth?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah, she kisses you and yours is worse.”

      The boy had a point. He looked at the rooster preening itself on the top of the coop.

      “Well, I made one rooster’s day better.” Ben said. “His sons’ day—not so much.”

      “Yeah, but we got dinner. And eggs.” I said. “Let’s load this cooler and go home and clean these guys. Some look like they might even fry up decent.”

      Ben picked up the cooler. He was kind to his old man that way and let me carry the ax and the eggs to the truck. As we loaded stuff into the back, he said, “Kinda amazing how it was ready to fight me, even though I was, what, twenty times its size. No wonder you get expressions like cock of the walk.”

      “Yep. Or gamecocks for a football team. We all locked down here?”

      “Yes, sir,” Ben answered. “You think Momma will make biscuits if we get these guys in a pot?”

      “Maybe. Can’t hurt to ask,” I said. “We just got to get this cleaned before she gets back from Yoga. She still thinks food comes in white paper or plastic wrap.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Phil and Elza got back from their trip, Ben was out taking care of the birds. Ben said he and Phil talked for a bit, but that Phil kept looking at him like he was a bit special.

      “Like short bus special?” I said, “Oh honey, I knew that.”

      The boy grumbled at me. No respect, kids these days. I didn’t think much about it until Phil came by to say thanks. It was a lovely evening, so I invited him out to the back yard for a bit. We were sitting under the old magnolia I planted when I bought the place. The flowers were in bloom and the heavy scent filled the warm evening air. I handed him a glass of whisky.

      “I do want to thank you for taking care of Elza’s birds while we were gone. And for cleaning out the troublemakers. I’d do it myself, but she’s too soft-hearted to be around for it,” Phil said.

      “No problem. The meat comes in handy, and the eggs we don’t use we give to the soup kitchen. What do you think of the hooch?”

      “Decent. Local stuff?

      “Nah. From Japan of all places.”

      “Huh. Hey, I got a question. When we got home last week, Ben was out there. I could have sworn he was dancing with my rooster.”
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      On the plus side, if you fail out of Space Explorer School, you can still go to space.

      I attribute it to scoring high enough grades to qualify for SES in the first place. But it’s impossible for any member of my family to not have some kind of cosmos-based employment.

      Ever since my Great-Great-Uncle, the redoubtable Admiral Rigby Matthias Jones, accomplished his spectacular feats in the first Astro-Terran war, every generation has also aspired to greatness in space. We’ve piloted exploratory vessels, captained warships into valiant battle, manned medical expeditions, and conquered an entire galaxy through the expedient means of marrying into the royal family.

      It would, in fact, have been an embarrassment for even a lesser son of this glorious family to not find his place among the stars. Particularly when he also bears the name Rigby Matthias Jones.

      But I still believe I could have made it into SES on purely academic grounds.

      Granted, I didn’t exactly graduate valedictorian from high school. Or with any kind of honors from college. But at least I passed.

      I am a late bloomer. And, like all Joneses, I have an excellent stomach for space travel.

      What I don’t have an excellent stomach for, however, is chicken poop. Can’t stand it. It stinks.

      I scraped the gunk from the inside of an overloaded dome. My third one that morning. There’s just. So. Much. Of it!

      Extra-Orbital Fowl Coop X10 was supposed to have state-of-the-art care and vacuuming systems to deal with the waste from millions of boneless chickens. The chickens could float gravity-free in a free-range air pool within one of ten segments, clucking, eating, growing, and readying for sale to the meat markets of this corner of the universe. Tiny vacuum drones flew among them, sucking in the waste for disposal, compression, and transport back to the farms and gardens of this corner of the universe.

      “It’s all exactly as the brochures say,” I grunted. My parents always chose the worst moments to call. “It’s great. Someone must keep the compactors and packaging systems and miles of tubing working.”

      “And maintain those tiny drones,” my mother said with forced brightness.

      And to whom do these onerous tasks fall?

      That’s right. They fall to the lesser sons of glorious space pioneers, who have a good stomach for space even if they flunked out of SES.

      Not that I said this aloud. I did say, with as much nobility and determination as I could muster. “It’s my lot in life. My chance at responsibility and leadership!”

      “Coordinator of EOFC X10,” my dad said, as if that was an achievement.

      “Mostly just a janitor and engineer-executives on Earth are in charge. I have very little say. Except for maintenance schedules and where to keep the ice cream.”

      “Well, we’re proud of your achievements and we support you.”

      A bleep interrupted.

      “Oh! It’s your sister.” Mom’s face brightened so much it was embarrassing. “We should take this. But we’ll talk to you later, Rigs. Love you!”

      I sighed, finished up with the drone, and stretched the kinks from my back. Carrying extra weight didn’t make these jobs any easier.

      It is inevitable that one puts on a few pounds in low-gravity situations. What of it? It was not as though I had anybody to impress out there, several AU from direct human or alien interaction, except for technicians who rotated in on shifts.

      Like Z’layna.

      Seven feet of glorious, graceful, curved perfection, her skin a heavenly shade of pale blue, her wide amber eyes gently slanted and always looking down a slim nose (possibly because I’m only five-ten). She gave all the usual credentials. But she seemed anything but just another technician. Far too qualified. She carried herself like… like the poised and powerful captain of fleets that my family always wanted me to be.

      And, in keeping with the haughty demeanor, she barely spoke. For weeks on end, I got five words daily from her: “Morning. Yes, sir. No, sir.”

      It was the condescending way she said “sir,” that cemented my opinion that she was something more. So infinitely beyond my league that I knew there was no recovering my heart.

      Marchant and the other techs received more conversation. At least to the extent that they verified duties, arranged schedules, or asked for the mustard. Beyond that, Z’layna kept to her job and then to her cabin, her nose in whatever holobook engrossed her attention that day.

      What, I wondered, was she doing on a space farm for boneless chickens?

      And how, I wracked my brains late into featureless nights, could I ever convince her to stay?

      It was her last day. Her sixtieth at EOFC X10. The day when the regular transport arrived to collect slaughtered boneless chickens, and carry them to the processing station whereat the feathers and other extraneous matter would be removed. And leave a replacement tech, carrying Z’layna away to her next assignment.

      My last chance to make an impression.

      To impress the statuesque goddess of my dreams.

      My last day to—

      “Morning,” she remarked, breezing by me in her usual brusque manner.

      “Last,” I choked, “day…”

      “I beg your pardon, sir?” Z’layna stayed her stately stride and partly turned.

      I pulled myself together to say, “So, it’s your last day, Z’layna.” Gruffly. In exactly the tone my father used when he clumped me on the head in a friendly “good dog” pat and sent me off to boarding school.

      “Yes, sir,” she said, exactly as she always did, and resumed her walk.

      “I—” Bounding after her a little too quickly in the artificial gravity, I bumped against the metal wall of the corridor and then collided with her. “Oh, sorry.”

      “Don’t mention it. Now, if you will excuse me, sir, I have my duties to see to.”

      “I just wanted to say, I hope you have a good, um, future and…”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      I jumped ahead and opened the door into Segment 3, gravity shifting into nothingness as we stepped through and a pervasive cacophony of clucking pushing into us. “So… Are you returning to Earth, or your home world, or… What is your home world, anyway? I don’t think you’ve ever said.”

      Stupid Rigby. If you’d stuck it out at SES, you would know that kind of thing!

      Z’layna didn’t answer. She didn’t even seem to hear the second question. “No, I’m staying at the processing station for the next shift.”

      “Why?!” I blurted, then attempted to formulate it into a more sensible question. “I mean, most techs return planetside whenever they can.”

      “What about you, sir? You haven’t been back to Earth in fourteen standard months.”

      “You… you know that about me?” I murmured, barely hearing my own voice over the clucks.

      “Stop burbling and close your mouth. You’ll get a feather up your trachea.”

      Before I could do either of those impossible things, my communicator bleeped.

      “Yes?” I choked into it.

      “Feathers. Trachea,” Z’layna repeated, drifting off to adjust the feed output valve.

      “A ship is incoming, dude,” Marchant drawled.

      “The transport must’ve been early.” I cleared my throat. “They usually send an alert or something.”

      “You have an incoming message.”

      “That would explain it. Late as always. Syd couldn’t care less about his job or anybody else’s.”

      Marchant cut me off. “Not that old Mneion weasel this time. It’s a holochat request.”

      “Huh…” I looked around at the discolored walls, semi-rusted tubing, and a blobby hen flapping flabby wings past my head. “OK, I’ll head to my office.”

      “Cool.”

      It really doesn’t do to have an angry fowl drift into the holoprojection during conferences with Corporate.

      I’d never finish my conversation with Z’layna. My heart feeling like a thousand pounds despite my weightlessness, I glanced over at her.

      She was staring at me, eyes wide with something I can only describe as horror.

      “Um,” I said.

      Z’layna jumped and dropped her wrench.

      Do you have any idea how much force it takes to drop a wrench in zero gravity?

      “Yeah,” I said, and left.

      My “office” was a small space used to store welding equipment and spare hull panels. It also had enough room for the control desk, a chair, and (if you stood in the lower right corner with your shoulder wedged against the doorframe) space for a decent and nearly professional holochat. I positioned myself accordingly, sucked in my gut, and hit Receive.

      “Greetings,” a voice came from the holomist as a reluctant projection formed. “Is that the commander of the Extra-Orbital Fowl Coop X10?”

      Commander. I liked the sound of that.

      I turned the title over in my mouth a few times, before realizing that clearly this was not one of my managers from Corporate and I therefore needed to be extra on-the-spot. “Um… Yes, this is Rigby Jones. Commander Rigby Jones.”

      “Rigs” everyone always called me. Welp! From now on, it was going to be “Commander Rigby Jones.” I imagined the warm glow of Great-Great-Uncle Rigby Matthias Jones’ approval and squared my shoulders.

      The holomist shimmered and the vague figure came fully into view.

      Definitely not Corporate.

      A tall, graceful woman with the same blue skin and sharp features as Z’layna. Not merely the same race, they must be mother and daughter.

      “Commander Jones,” she intoned, and it was as though Z’layna’s haughty delivery had been condensed and magnified tenfold. “We have received news that my daughter Z’layna of the Five Realms is harbored in your space station. Is this true?”

      I worked through the parts of her question like an overloaded air filtration turbo. “Five Realms? Harboring…? How’d you receive the news? This isn’t a space station…”

      “If you would kindly stop jabbering, Commander Jones,” she said impatiently. “We don’t care what your space-structure is, but merely that the princess is on it—the report of which we discovered buried in communications chatter related to the arrival of new technicians. Prepare for docking procedures.”

      The holochat cut out, leaving me actually jabbering.

      I jerked my hands through my hair, then shouted into the communicator. “Marchant! Where are you? And where’s that ship?”

      “Keep it down, dude!” Marchant answered. “I don’t know where the ship is. I’m in Segment 5 doing cluster maintenance. Like the schedule says.”

      Segment 5. The farthest from the docking bay.

      I strung together a collection of colorful words and clattered from my office in a ramshackle run.

      “Rigby?” Z’layna chirped through the communicator. “What’s going on? Who was that on the holochat?”

      “No… time…” I gasped, pounding along the corridor—a ring inside the outer segment coops. “Your mother—”

      “Nebula’s teeth!” she swore.

      Weird. I’d never heard her use language before—especially not such strong language.

      Come to think of it, I’d never known her to use the communicator.

      I skidded around the final corner and then into the main section which formed a permanent part of the ring in place of an eleventh segment. Crews’ quarters, dining, recreation, docking bay were all here. There should have been a commander’s office, too, but I wasn’t consulted about the design of these things. In fact, since they were designed when I was about four years old, I wouldn’t have been much good anyway. Though, I may have suggested a weapons turret or two.

      Yup. There was a great big, hulking, sleek, beautiful spaceship right outside the docking bay. I tried to get my hands to stop shaking as I punched in orders to get our slow computer system to open the doors.

      I resisted the urgent and deep need to sink into a chair and catch my breath.

      Maybe I need to run the ring more often.

      The hydraulics and airlocks whirred and clunked, as the bay doors reluctantly opened. Of all things in the OEFC X10, the bay doors are possibly the least cooperative. Surly, in fact. I wouldn’t care much about this, it being the kind of problem that falls squarely on Corporate. They ought to have sent over a specialist and a load of new equipment years ago.

      “No!” shouted Z’layna, loping into the main room with all the graceful speed I lacked.

      The inner door gave up the struggle and flew with an appendage-threatening whoosh.

      Z’layna stiffened to attention, her face and hands smeared and her hands shaking.

      So, of course, I pulled myself straight too. Yet not as successfully since I was still quivering from my sprint.

      For a moment, there was no sign of anything beyond the airlock. Then—

      Two towering figures entered, skin midnight blue and clad in shimmering silver tunics. So identical that they might have come out of the same packaging in the toy aisle.

      “Announcing,” they said, eerily in unison, “her gracious majesty, Queen Z’chal of the Five Realms.”

      They parted and stood to each side of the doorway, bowing slightly.

      The woman from the hologram—the older-version-of-Z’layna—strode through and regarded the main room as if it was the throne room of her palace. She acknowledged Z’layna’s presence with a raised eyebrow and turned on me.

      What do you do when presented to royalty?

      Especially regal royalty from the far reaches of space?

      Doubtless with cities made of sparkling spires and winged airships and things.

      My second-cousin Emma married the royalty she’d encountered.

      I, however, could barely manage my chickens. And marrying Queen Z’chal did not seem to be an option.

      Probably, I ought to have bowed or performed something along the lines of a salute.

      However, I merely remarked in my best manner, “Auagghh-umm…!” With my mouth unable to close.

      The queen nodded to me. “Commander Rigby Jones, I presume?”

      “Commander?” echoed her daughter, barely loud enough for me to hear.

      “I believe I am within my rights to inquire why you have extended sanctuary to the fugitive princess of the Five Realms,” Queen Z’chal demanded. Her gaze switching between me and her daughter with laser-like accuracy.

      “Ahhhh…” I said. “Sanctuary?”

      “There was no question of sanctuary, your majesty!” Z’layna spoke clearly and too loudly, putting so much emphasis on the title that it became an insult. “This is my place of work, as a technician employed by the Extra-Orbital Poultry Company, on rotation to provide maintenance and related services to Free-Range Coop X10. I am paid a reasonable salary for decent, honest labor. In no way is this space craft providing me sanctuary—beyond the basic functions of life support.”

      I might have quibbled with her opinion of a reasonable salary; but she was a princess, after all, so how was she to know what a decent living wage was? Also, I was astonished at hearing her deliver so many words all in one go. Normally, it would take her a good two weeks to get through that speech.

      “And had you any knowledge of this arrangement?” The queen still addressed me. If her eyebrows had gone any more cocked, I’d have thrown her in the roost.

      “Ah.” I cleared my throat and made my first attempt at a complete sentence: “Z’layna—Princess Z’layna, I mean, is an excellent technician, ma’am, and came with the highest recommendations.” What was I doing—giving a reference to her next employer? “That’s all I know,” I added, lamely.

      At which point, Queen Z’chal leveled her eyebrows and completely forgot about me.

      In fact, I am not sure she recalls my existence even now.

      She strode past me, covering the entire dining area complete with unwashed dishes and greasy 4D card games in two steps, until she stood directly in front of her daughter. “Why?”

      It was more than a question.

      It was an indictment. A declaration of war. A complete summation of a life of many wrongs, wrapped up in one simple syllable.

      Only from truly irate chickens have I ever heard the like.

      “Can you really ask?” Z’layna curled her lip, meeting the gaze and the question straight on.

      “Shirking your royal duties to crew a—a sustenance generator? It is a question well worth the asking.”

      “It is more than a sustenance generator,” Z’layna returned with something suspiciously like a snicker. “And it is far superior to the alternative.”

      “Are you referring to your impending marriage to the grand general of Ca’slaphrea?”

      “Have you seen him? It’s an abomination!”

      The queen, a few inches shorter than Z’layna, drew herself up until she seemed to tower over everyone in the room. “Nevertheless,” she said in a voice that was truly terrible to hear. “This alliance by marriage is a good and necessary one to bring about the lasting peace our two peoples have craved for all too long.”

      “Then you marry him, mother!” Z’layna planted her hands, including a screwdriver, on her hips.

      “That is impossible! A reigning monarch cannot—”

      “Then neither can I!”

      “Daughter,” Queen Z’chal softened her tone with obvious effort. “Think of our people! We have been locked in war for more than a century with the Ca’slaphreans. Would you condemn us to yet more conflict?”

      “Nonsense!” Z’layna tossed her head. “We haven’t been at war in anything but name for years. It could have been outright peace, if anyone had bothered to just sit down and sign a treaty. But, no. It had to take something big, something important, and something truly life-shattering to bring everyone to an alliance.”

      “Trade agreements are important to—”

      “Establish travel routes to gas cloud scuba diving?” Z’layna said, her voice dripping sweetness. “For that we finally want official peace?”

      “Anything that brings our peoples together in lasting unity and—”

      “Save it for the public addresses, your majesty! You know as well as I do that this is merely a pretext to get rid of your sixth daughter in a way that doesn’t look wasteful. And look around! I’ve taken care of your problem for you!”

      “Ahem, yes,” I put in. After all, I was supposed to be in charge of this place. Commander Jones and all. Maybe I could assert a little diplomacy. “Look around. Perhaps a tour around the facility, just to have a look at what we do, get a feel for your daughter’s work…?”

      “Excellent idea!” A broad smile curved Z’layna’s often scornful mouth. “Have a tour around the facility, mother? Maybe get an idea for what this sustenance generator run by the Poultry Corporation does?”

      “Very well,” the queen bent her head in gracious agreement.

      With a clunk and a shumpf, the bay door closed so suddenly that everyone jumped.

      “What’s going on?” Z’layna demanded.

      “The ship is moving away, your highness,” one of the twin servant-guys replied from a position at the controls he had no right to take. “To make way for the Ca’slaphrean vessel.”

      “You invited the Ca’slaphreans here?” Z’layna hissed.

      “Of course,” her mother answered. “Your nuptials are long overdue, and it seemed only right that the betrothed should meet at the first opportunity.”

      The hydraulics whirred and—whoosh—the door opened again.

      “Wait…” Queen Z’chal’s eyes widened. “Did you say poultry?”

      “I was going to show you—” Z’layna stuttered. “I didn’t mean—It was only a joke.”

      “Presenting his excellency, the grand general of Ca’slaphrea,” the twins bellowed.

      In from the airlock walked a large, round, corpulent humanoid. Sheath-like brown and red protuberances covered him from head to foot. His long and expressive arms were folded at his sides. His hair rose in a bright red comb from his head and his nose dropped to a sharp yellow point.

      I have never seen an alien that more resembled a chicken in all my life.

      “Well?” he clucked. “Where is she? Where is my bride?”

      Z’layna backed up into the corridor. “Um… look, really quickly, I didn’t know you were coming, ok? I just wanted to make a point to my mother, and—”

      A sharp whistle followed by a pop rang out. Suddenly, the artificial gravity stopped working and, at the very same moment, loud squawks and clucks echoed through the corridor.

      “What,” squawked the grand general, flapping his arms, “is happening?”

      Chickens, boneless blobs of feathers and feet and beaks, floated down the corridor from whichever segment had breached.

      “You didn’t!” cried Queen Z’chal, swinging wildly with no gravity to anchor the blow at her daughter.

      Z’layna tumbled backward.

      I lunged forward to try to catch her. Together, we somersaulted into the Ca’slaphrean ship.

      The hatch chose that moment to malfunction, shutting the airlock with a vicious clunk that nearly removed my foot. Squawking, clucking, shouts, the hiss of equalizing air—All noise was instantly silenced.

      “What’s going on?” I gasped.

      “The Ca’slaphreans,” Z’layna said in a strange voice. “There’s nothing more offensive to them than a chicken. And the fact that we’re farming them, for meat…”

      And she broke down into seesaws of shrill laughter.

      “Oh!” I thought about it. I had a chance, one final shot at impressing the girl of my dreams, so much more out of my league than I thought. “So, what do we do? Can we make it up to them somehow?”

      “Probably. I don’t think I’ve started another war. But he most definitely will want nothing to do with us now. No wedding-bells for me! So, maybe just dock us again and then we’ll work it out.”

      “Sure!” I said, relieved. I’m good at piloting, so all I’d have to do was figure out how to get the controls back into alignment with the docking bay doors and—

      The ship swerved violently to the right. It scraped and clunked against something before I could course correct.

      “The compressor!” Z’layna shouted.

      Too late.

      Chicken poop compressed into fertilizer sparked as the equipment jarred loose.

      And Segments 1 through 3 exploded in a silent flash of fire and feathers.

      Z’layna and I met each other’s glance.

      “Make for the nearest wormhole portal,” she whispered.

      I nodded.

      “Hey!” crackled Marchant through the communicator. “What’d I miss?”

      And then we were gone.

      So, that is how I became Commander Rigby Jones of a commandeered Ca’slaphrean vessel, ready to take on whatever job needs doing. At my side, my trusty copilot and technician Z’layna. And Steve, the boneless chicken, who happened to drift in along with us.
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      “You—you’re a monster!”

      The woman’s voice shook as Korion turned to face her, flexing his fist and adjusting the flow of his magic. He never tired of that word. “Monster,” “abomination,” “filth,” the names were music to his ears. Monster was Korion’s personal favorite, though. It was the very first time he’d horrified someone. His mother. She’d called him a monster, bestowed the title upon him. First times always held a special place in your heart.

      Korion let his fist open, spreading his fingers out and releasing the man—or what was left of him—from his telekinetic grip. His personal technique, exploding heads, had worked its wonders, leaving a fine mist of brain and blood in the air. This plant worker was good and dead. Now, to end the woman.

      He unholstered a gun from his hip, raised the muzzle to her height, and then fired. The fun was over, and he had more important things to spend his magic on.

      Korion stepped forward, his black coat billowing around his calves. Once he reached the woman, he raised his heel and brought it swiftly down on her head. The brain had to be destroyed, otherwise this whole thing could blow up in his face. He wasn’t here for the workers. He came for what lay beyond the double doors into the plant’s production floor.

      The humans were trivial, not worth his time. Sure, they might have been stronger, faster, smarter, but they were also far more volatile, even as undead. They clung to this pesky notion of “free will” or something.

      As Korion flung the doors open and strode inside, he turned over his shoulder and raised his fingers to his lips, letting out a shrill whistle. Flutters of motion followed his call. He turned back to the conveyor belts, now halted, and smiled.

      A harsh, throaty chant bubbled up from Korion’s lips, raking the air and screeching up his spine. The chant’s thick, suffocating energy seeped into the air around him, filled his eyes and ears and nose like tar.

      Dark magic wasn’t a toy. Archmagi like Korion, they knew this, and took painstaking care to cast with exactness. If you gave your spell even a millimeter of room, if you let your grip up for just a second, you’d lose all control. The raw, formless evil killed anything in its path. Amateur sorcerers, though? They often died in their own stupidity, playing with magic they didn’t understand.

      One by one, in the midst of the black energy, bodies raised from the conveyor belt. Confusion garbled from their open throats, and they stumbled blindly on their newly reanimated legs. A few tipped right off the edge and smacked their headless necks on the ground. Korion shook his head. New animations were always idiots.

      Although he’d studied his magic religiously, pored over years of unholy texts and made pact after pact with demon after demon, he didn’t fully understand why he could do what he was doing. He was raising bodies, reanimating these things, without their brains. No necromancer could do that, and that was their ultimate downfall—their constructs would think for themselves, and inevitably turn against their master.

      These bodies, though? No brain. No free will. Maybe they had the correct number of organs, and maybe that made all the difference. They were stuffed with the livers, kidneys, and hearts of their kind. No brains, though. He didn’t raise a single body with a brain.

      “Buck-gawk!”

      Well, that wasn’t quite true.  As Korion turned to face his trusted lieutenant, Cluck, he was reminded of the half-brain that Cluck possessed. His killers hadn’t butchered him properly, cutting off his head barely at the beak. Cluck, as a result, was smarter than the average construct. He had proven his loyalty over and over, though, so Korion felt no unease about placing Cluck in charge of his army when Korion couldn’t personally command them. Korion might speak the language of the undead, but Cluck spoke the language of the chickens.

      Yes, chickens. He raised chickens as minions.

      And they were excellent servants. No brain to speak of, so no volition of their own. Undeath looked good on these creatures, too. Their relative strength to weight was something Korion had seen in no other creature before. Really, what madman wouldn’t use chickens in their undead army?

      They were nearly invincible, too, with no brain to destroy. With a little more magic, Korion could complete their protection. Fire was their single weakness, and he only needed a couple reagents for a good Protection from Elements spell. In a matter of hours, these chickens would be unstoppable.

      Someone screamed from behind Korion, and a frown curved the Overlord’s lips. Hmmm. He must have missed one of the plant workers.

      Turning a millimeter at a time, he locked eyes with the man for just a second, drinking in the horror that warped his face. Then, looking down on Cluck, he said,

      “Kill him.”

      Cluck uttered a shrieking cry, and the chickens swarmed as one hivemind onto the doomed man. Their wings turned razor sharp, slicing into their poor victim, talons meeting flesh with vicious fervor.

      Korion didn’t let them relish the kill, ordering them away from the body just barely after they had dispatched it. He had a world to conquer, after all.
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      It was Christmas time in the year of… some year that had a Christmas.

      Listen, I can't remember what year it is now, so don’t expect me to remember what year it was twelve years ago?

      Anyway, my sister offered to care for her boss's animals during his vacation. To my delight, I received my draft notice to serve as senior executive assistant helper and horse pusher away-er.

      With aplomb, I rose to the challenge and reveled in the experience. My job, be it ever so humble, was to push the horses away while my sister deposited the oats into the bin without the overzealous horses tearing the bucket out of her hand.

      Then, with my superior stealth powers, I would slip in and out of the chicken coop to retrieve the day's eggs. Furthermore, my alpha mentality would be employed in staring down the goats as she swapped out the old straw for new. And, for two days, it was smooth sailing on the ship M.S.S. David Helps.

      I should have known it wouldn't last; the signs were there, the omens plain for anyone to read. The sky had cleared, the snow had melted, birds shrilled in the trees, and everything was going well. Yet I had a lapse in judgement. The lack of issues convincing me I was supremely suited to the tasks at hand. Pride cometh before the fall.

      Melissa asked if I would handle the chickens while she managed the goats.

      “I got this!” I snapped.

      (Did anyone else just hear impending doom drums? Weird.)

      I skipped along the barn whistling a bright cheery tune. Okay, okay, I trudged through the mud, but I did whistle “Don't Fear the Reaper” which is cheery in its own way.

      Kinda. Sorta.

      But I digress, I rounded the corner of the barn and made ingress into the horse pen on my way to the chicken coop that lay just beyond. I puzzled over the fact that horses didn't charge at me as usual, but were doing their best to appear utterly uninterested.

      “Finally learned your lesson,” I jeered, pulling open the gate that would give me access to the chicken coop door.

      Pausing, I mentally prepared myself for the process of opening the door and slipping in before a wild hen got it in her head to escape. My process was simple but foolproof. I’d kick the door to scare the chickens back, and then inch it open just a crack so I could slide in.

      (Okay, a little more than a crack, I mean I know I don't fit through cracks, but just go with me on this one.)

      I snatch up the eggs, slide back to the door and execute a patented David backwards fan kick to ensure that no chickens would bolt out after me. Perfected over two days of rigorous testing, this routine excelled at keeping order in the chicken coop. There was no reason it shouldn't excel today. Except for that one little problem called complacency. You see these fowls, devious little creatures they are, had been lulling me into a false sense of superiority.

      The door gave a deep resounding thump as I let fly a furious kick, and, like a ninja, I rocketed into the coop faster than the speed of sound. All was well as the chickens were against the far wall, clucking and ignoring me. I collected the eggs, only two today, a little low, but I'm not a chicken farmer, maybe it's completely normal. The task completed, I swung open the door with the undeserved confidence of a freshman psychology major.

      Like a ball of lead dropping in my stomach, I realized I hadn't executed my patented backward fan kick. The chickens are chillin’ against the wall, my cocky inner voice declared. You’re good to go. This thought, however, conflicted with the golden blur of feathers streaking through my legs and to the great wide open beyond.

      “A breach, a breach,” I screamed as I slammed the door behind me before any others could escape.

      The hen, whom I have to assume was the chicken equivalent of The Flash, had already shot under the gate into the horse pen by the time I spun back around. Giving chase, my feet fought to find purchase in the mud as I looked to the eggs in each hand. Without another thought, I eased them into my pockets. Flinging open the gate, I charged into the pen.

      “Melissa, one of the chickens got loose, I need your help!” I cried.

      “Deal with it,” came the sharp retort striking fear into my very soul. “A goat’s out!”

      What is happening? Two animals escaping at the same time? That’s no coincidence. The goat had nothing to gain by breaking free from his pen. He was still trapped in the barn. The goat’s a distraction!

      The plan was clear: they were isolating the humans. But I only had a chicken to deal with. It couldn’t hope to match my superior intellect and size. I'm a full-grown man, I could handle this.

      I abandoned Melissa to her fate with the goats—she was lost to me now—and turned to bring this chicken down. Turning back to the pen I came nose to nose with the long, sinister face of a horse. Shoving the obstinate beast out of my way informing it that I had no food, I sidestepped, intending to move around its flank. It mirrored my every move. In all my dealings with horses and I’d never seen this behavior before.

      I shoulder-checked the horse back until I reached the spot I had last seen ‘The Flash.’ The little pain in the neck was nowhere to be seen. It seemed impossible, a Las Vegas level magic trick. I had a 360-degree view of the pen. I mean… except for where the horse stood.

      Where the horse stood! Sure enough, bending down and looking through the horse’s legs I found the evil little chicken. I circled to the left, around the horse, but it circled with me. The nefarious chicken kept pace behind the horse.

      “The horse and the chicken are in cahoots!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, my rage adding a ragged edge to my voice. It was only now the level of conspiracy became clear.

      “I'm almost done,” Melissa called. Reinforcements were on their way.

      I gave the horse a head fake and threw my body to the right, but apparently, he’d been trained well enough to know to watch the hips not the head and matched my move. I backed up to gain an angle on the horse, but he anticipated me like a pro-football safety. I even tried the triple deke head fake (thank you, Mighty Ducks) but to no avail. I stared down my opponent as he gave me a sly grin. Well, as sly as a buck-toothed horse can give.

      I finally saw him for what he was, a war horse. A loyal and faithful companion to the chicken, a sworn protector, and a virtuous knight of the animal kingdom. I reached down, summoned my inner Walter Payton, and dashed right, circling around his hind quarters to find… no chicken.

      “Stop playing with the horse. I've been over here for two minutes trying to catch this stupid bird,” came the command from behind me.

      I had been so intent on getting around my mighty foe I didn’t notice Melissa walking up calmly and herding the chicken back into the enclosure directly in front of the coop. I hung my head, gave a salute to the horse, and made my way over to the gate.

      I've known my sister for, like, my whole life, and we work well together as a team. We halved the space, flanking the chicken until it came within my reach and I snatched it up with a speed that surprised even me.

      “Quick, throw it in the coop,” Melissa said, and like a good brother, I complied, tossing the chicken over the fence into the coop yard. Except it didn't go into the yard, it floated above the yard. I stared at it in disbelief. This chicken could walk on air. No, not air, chicken wire. Of course, the coop was covered with chicken wire.

      “Why’d you do that?” Melissa pleaded.

      “Because you said throw it in!” I returned in an equally pathetic voice.

      Exasperation in her voice, she said, “The door,” she pointed to the door three and a half inches from my left hand.

      “Huh,” was all my brilliant mind could come up with in response.

      Melissa took charge of my debacle at this point and I knew it would get better. She moved to the other side of the coop yard and told me to throw dirt at the chicken to scare it towards her. Picking up handfuls of dirt, I tossed it at the chicken.

      “This dirt is weird.” I casually remarked.

      Melissa said, “Don't think about it, just throw it!” which immediately started me thinking. This is the horse pen, and this “dirt” has chunks of hay in it.

      “Oh,” I moaned and shook my hands like a little kid. 

      “You did this, you keep throwing,” the commander remarked sternly. I complied.

      Turns out, I’d given the chicken more credit in the brains department than were warranted. Instead of running from the clumps of “dirt” it walked right into them. The fates had looked kindly on me, and I saw my chance for redemption. I leapt up, grabbed the gold mass of feathers as though my life depended on it and came down successful. Melissa gave out a little huzzah, and I turned to walk to the coop door.

      “No,” Melissa cried out.

      If I may, I would like to take a moment here and make you aware of a serious disorder that affects 1 in every 7.8 billion people. “Chicken Wire Blindness” is the inability to perceive chicken wire. Individuals afflicted with this horrible condition have been known to suffer from ridicule and ineptitude in situations of extreme stress and anytime chicken wire is involved. There is no known cure. These poor souls have to live with this crippling disorder day in and day out.

      Now back to our programming.

      I walked smack-dab into the center of a huge bail of chicken wire. The next three seconds played out in true slow motion. I started to go down, the chicken held in my two hands in front of me. The poor bird, having the unique advantage of having eyes on the side of its head, stared at me in wide eyed horror as it simultaneously watched me fall, and the ground rapidly approach.

      I thought to myself that no matter what this chicken had put me through, it did not deserve to die by being crushed. I thrust it towards Melissa who caught it with her feet like a soccer ball. I got my hands down just in time to keep me from splatting face first. So, there I was on all fours, watching Melissa dribble-kick the chicken, open the coop door, and shove the foul fowl inside.

      Remember how I had said the sun was shining, and the snow had melted? Well, when snow melts it makes mud. Except I had already figured out that the “dirt” around here was not dirt. The stuff I had been throwing was dry, but this was full on liquid.

      I stood up and whined, “It's poop.”

      Melissa doubled over in hysterical fits of laughter.

      I started to walk out of the pen when I felt a strange sensation on my leg, cold, wet, and slimy. “The eggs!” I cried out as I felt the yolk slide down my leg.

      So, the moral of the story is, don't count your eggs while they are in your pocket. Or some junk like that. You know what? No! The moral of the story is chickens are jerks, and I'm gonna eat me one. KFC here I come. After a shower of course.
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      The fate of Santi’s world balanced on a feather’s edge.

      And the back of a thieving chicken.

      At least that’s what he always thought when Frango, Santi’s best pickpocket, strutted into the crowds at the weekly festival time, hunting for shiny bits and baubles the way Santi had taught him.

      The lazy-eyed rooster hunted for reflective trinkets to take back to their nest. The bigger and shinier, the bigger Frango’s pile of feed. The birdbrain wasn’t the smartest fowl around, but he hadn’t minded taking the job.

      Santi hooked his thumbs in the length of cord that circled his waist and moved down the street, relishing the boots he’d nicked earlier in the day. The soft leather caressed his feet and would make sneaking that much easier.

      The aroma of cinnamon fry bread permeated the air, disturbed intermittently by the scent of mule dung and perspiration. Hundreds of voices mixed into a dull roar like heavy rain on a tin roof. Sweat beaded on Santi’s upper lip, and he wiped it away on the rough sleeve of his robe. They needed a good payday.

      Frango darted between the devoted attendees, ducked beneath goods tables, and challenged the fat tabby that the grocer employed to keep the rats at bay. Though, Santi had never seen the feline with anything alive in his mouth.

      A nun exited the convent to ring the hourly bells, the deep tones vibrating loud enough to silence the mob. A cart rumbled by, blocking Santi’s view of his feathered partner. He tipped up on his toes and peered over, catching the eye of a well-dressed woman on the other side of the street. He turned and dropped back into the shadow of a stoop. He had to watch out for his little friend, but Santi couldn’t bring attention to himself. In his line of work, attention never ended well.

      Down the way, a man yelped, drawing Santi’s attention. The thick-shouldered, sour-faced man muttered words Santi couldn’t make out and rubbed at his bottom, a line of a dozen gold hoops quivered in his ear and gold chains circled his neck, his nose a little too high in the air. Something must have gotten him, and it wasn’t the first time Frango had pecked Adelmar’s giant bum.

      In a flash of iridescent colors, Frango bolted around the corner toward home, and Santi grinned. He couldn’t make out what Frango had in his beak, but it would mean food for an evening or food for a week. Maybe more, if they were lucky.

      Santi set a leisurely pace toward the hovel they shared near the cemetery. The slip away would be easy. The local authorities hadn’t yet figured out his band of creature misfits. He winked at the row of grandmothers that sat in the shade cast by the eaves, waiting on the nuns to come out and bestow the alms of the Matriarch.

      Behind them, curses filled the air, and women gasped at the language. Santi crouched and pretended to re-lace his leather boots. He watched from the corner of his eye.

      “I’ll kill that chicken. It’ll be the last time he steals from me.” Adelmar’s bellow alone would have been enough to scare anyone. “Who owns him?”

      An answering murmur rolled through the growing crowd. The woman from earlier laid a hand on Adelmar’s forearm, leaned over, and whispered into his ear. Adelmar dipped into his money pouch, and the faint clink of metal on metal followed. Damage done, she closed her hand and slipped back into the crowd.

      Sold out. She’d sold him out.

      Santi spun back and met the gaze of the gray-haired rag woman at the end of the row, nestled in the middle of braided rugs and repurposed textiles. He raised an eyebrow.

      Her expression did not change, but she dragged another swath of ruined clothing into her lap and studied it from beneath the crevices across her forehead,

      “Santiago, you run, boy. Adelmar is sending his goons,” she said, her voice low and rasping. She ripped a strip off of a farmer’s vegetable sack and dropped it into her basket. “They see you.”

      He didn’t bother looking back. The glance over the shoulder always slowed progress, and, if those thugs caught him, the result would hurt like hell. Instead, he tossed a coin onto her table—which she spirited away into the folds of her dress before anyone noticed—and then he dashed the opposite way Frango had run. If Santi managed to live past the mess, it wouldn’t do him any good to expose his secret menagerie. They’d already worn out their welcome, and it was time to move on.

      He bolted down the stone street, weaving in and out between carts, avoiding oxen dung and other scat, his leathered feet barely making noise. He cut right through an alleyway, hoping to be lost in a blink, but shouts echoed off the stone walls and footfalls came closer still. He burst into the narrow stone corridor between houses and slammed against a wall. Pain exploded in his shoulder, and Santi cried out.

      “This way!” More answering shouts. They were still coming. If he could cut through enough, he might lose them.  He took another right, already panting, but he kept running. He couldn’t lead them home. They’d take all his friends. Two turns later, he was behind the basket weaver’s, two large bins heralding her supplies as they dried. He jumped into the first and clamped his mouth closed to cover the sound of his gasping.

      The crowd ran by. Then again. He waited until his heart calmed and he breathed easy.
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        * * *

      

      Hours passed since his last glimpse of the goon horde. He climbed out, still listening, but he heard nothing. He made his way toward Main Street, already planning to pick up an apple or two along the way.

      He made it. Another chase, but he’d beaten the odds yet again. With a little skip, he stepped out onto the main thoroughfare.

      Bam!

      Straight into a wide chest and beefy arms.

      “Well, boy, the chicken got away.” Fat fingers grasped the back of his coat shirt and yanked backward and triggered a coughing fit in Santi. “The birdbrain must be smarter than you.”

      They were in an abandoned five-way intersection. No animals. No people. Nobody to help, and then thugs appeared from all directions. Circling them until they were surrounded on all sides by faces that wavered between adoration for Adelmar and revulsion for Santi.

      He squirmed, his head swiveling all around as he scanned.

      There was no getting out, and no animals to help him.

      “He’s my boss,” Santi joked. Frango had better have gotten something good.

      “I’m your boss now.”

      A blow from behind turned everything dark.

      Santi crumbled to the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Santi woke on the ground, his throat dried, his head spinning. Dust filled his nose. The smell of animals came from nearby. He could be home, but he hurt almost as bad as the time he’d been caught by the police chief and lashed from head to toe. The pain was the same, but without the extra stinging. A shadow passed over him, and he opened his eyes to find Adelmar peering into his face with two goons behind him.

      “Hello, sweetie, lovely to see you survived the trip.” Santi flashed his most beguiling smile.

      Adelmar spit in his face and then aimed a kick to Santi’s ribs.

      The crack of bone vibrated thought Santi’s chest cavity, and he curled around himself. He couldn’t take another one of those. He sucked at the air, trying to take a breath, but his body refused. When he finally got one, it was like a blade stabbed him in the side where the bones had broken.

      Overhead, Adelmar asked, “Do you know who I am?”

      Santi squinted up at the giant. “A chicken tax collector?”

      Adelmar shook a meaty fist beneath Santi’s nose. “You’re on thin ice, boy.”

      “Wouldn’t be the first time.” Santi studied his surroundings. They were in an empty barnyard. Behind Adelmar’s mansion, by the looks of things. A young woman with long black hair—probably Adelmar’s daughter—stood nearby.

      The sound of trickling water came from the corner, and Santi twisted toward it. A windmill ran a piston pump which pulled water up from the ground and then fed it continuously into the water trough. He nearly smiled. If he stalled long enough, animals would come to the trough.

      “Where do you live?” Adelmar kicked his legs, and Santi twisted back around.

      “Near Cocky Gate,” he said. “Where else would a chicken mob boss live?”

      The big man made a fist and raised it over Santi’s head.

      Santi braced for the blow.

      “Papa, don’t hurt him. Maybe he’s hungry. Maybe he can be reasoned with,” she said.

      “Rusha, I told you.”

      “But, Papa, free him.”

      “Daughter…” His tone held a warning.

      The young woman started toward the house, but she jumped behind a column. No one except Santi noticed.

      “If you let me go, I won’t tell anyone you hit me,” Santi interjected. “No harm. No fowl.”

      Adelmar scowled and slapped him.

      Santi blinked rapidly to clear the spots from his vision. “It’s funny because it’s a joke.”

      Goats bleated in the distance. The shepherd must be bringing them in from the fields for the night. They’d be his way out.

      “I own this town.” Adelmar grasped Santi’s chin and yanked up. “Nobody will miss a thieving urchin.” He released Santi’s chin. “Tie him.”

      Two goons rushed forward, yanking and tugging Santi back toward the tie posts.

      “What’re you doing?” Santi whispered.

      They both laughed. One said, “He likes to leave the trash to bake in the sun a while before throwing it out.”

      The scraggly herd burst into the barnyard and, as one, they bolted toward the filled water trough. Santi searched for the lead female. A long-haired white and gray rammed the goat next to it.

      That was the one. She would be easy to convince. He focused on implanting the idea that the two goons needed to know she was the boss. She lifted her horned head and her eyes narrowed as she watched the two force Santi against the posts.

      She walked a few steps closer and stomped her foot. Santi focused a little more, and she pawed at the ground. And then she started running.

      “Are his eyes greener?”

      “Don’t be foolish.”

      Santi barely kept the smile from his face. A nanny goat on a rampage could do a lot of damage. Before they could tie him to the posts, they went flying, one went one way and one went the other.

      And the nanny rounded for a second go. They yelped and scrambled away. Adelmar bellowed that someone should catch the possessed creature.

      Santi bolted across the courtyard, and he made it to the gate before anyone had looked away from the spectacle. The girl stood to the side, just behind the column, grinning at him as though she’d just gotten the best news.

      Santi winked at the young woman and then disappeared over the fence.
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        * * *

      

      Santi wandered the city. He crept from shade to shadow beneath the harvest moon, hunting for anything salvageable. When he was certain he wasn’t being followed, he climbed up the nearest lean-to shack and onto the rooftops, carefully picking his way back to their rented barn.

      He dropped down in front of the building, frowning at the yellow glow that showed through the window. The creatures couldn’t light the lamp. Who had found their hideout? He tugged the rope latch and pressed the door open, the iron hinges creaking.

      “I wondered how long it would take you.” It was the girl with long black hair. Adelmar’s daughter climbed to her feet, dusting hay from the seat of her pants, her face wreathed in smiles. “Frango was so worried. He thought you might have been eaten by my father. Or an owl.”

      Perched on her arm, Frango tilted his head, his bright red comb falling over his lazy eye.

      “People don’t talk to animals.” Santi frowned at the scene before him.

      “Nonsense. My name is Rusha.” She held out her free hand.

      He inched closer, his gaze darting from place to place in the barn, but he didn’t take her hand. Her presence had to be a lure. Adelmar had to be out there.

      She lowered her hand. “It’s not a trap. I hate the way my father treats creatures and people.” Her expression twisted in disgust, and then she waved at the others. “Ask them.”

      In the corner, Dog, the goat, chewed hay. Callie, the Calico cat, batted at a moth that danced in the air beside her. Callie had joined their little troupe two towns ago, and now the grocer’s fat cat lounged beside her. Nothing else amiss.

      “How did you find this place?” Nobody had found their hideout yet. “I just came to get my chicken.” Maybe Dog could butt her through the door.

      “I asked around.”

      “Villagers lie.”

      She gave him a look then. “People never realize what their creatures notice.” She grinned, then, her green eyes flashing in the light.

      “Is your father here?”

      “No, just me.” She lifted a basket onto the makeshift table that Santi had made from a throwaway shipping crate. She unloaded pottery dishes covered in cloths. She offered an apologetic smile to the animals that surrounded them. “I brought food. I didn’t know you’d have company.”

      “What do you want?” There wasn’t a good reason for her to be there.

      There was a catch. There always was.

      Her mouth twisted as a dark expression passed over her face. She studied her toes. When she lifted her eyes, they glowed green. “I’m like you. I can talk to the animals, too.”

      “That’s crazy.” Santi hoped she couldn’t see his pulse pounding in his temple.

      She knew. Somehow, she knew.

      “I saw what you did. With the goats. My father was terrified. He muttered about demons all day.” She giggled at that.

      “I didn’t do that.” Santi drew back. The skill had driven him from his hometown. His daydreams made one too many plagues. When his mother figured it out, she’d sent him away, tears streaming down her face, convinced he’d been cursed for her sins. “How did you find me?”

      “The mule at the end of the alley told me you were here.”

      “That’s crazy. People don’t talk to animals.” Even Santi didn’t communicate in words with the animals, it was more like pictures, ideas, and feelings. He squinted at her. She couldn’t have magic. Could she?

      “Let’s not pretend.” She put her hands on her hips.

      Santi smirked at her. She thought she was going to boss him around. She had another think coming.

      “I know you did,” Rusha said. “Frango says you argue over which came first, the egg or the hen. He told me your favorite meal, and Dog says you like her milk when she has it.”

      Santi’s eyes bulged. He wasn’t the only one with it anymore. “Why are you here?”

      “I’ve been looking for someone like you.”

      Dog still consumed her portion of hay, bored with the human conversation. Frango jumped down from her arm and jogged away to peck at crickets trapped in the corner. They had been his only friends since he’d left home, gathering them one by one as he went.

      “Why me?” He couldn’t think of a good reason why the daughter of a rich man would want someone like him.

      “You have magic.” She winked at Frango and the lazy-eyed rooster winked back. “I have magic, too.”

      “Magic isn’t real.”

      She continued as though he hadn’t spoken at all. “It is, and we must learn.”

      He shook his head. “Learn? Learn what? Who would teach us?” She was a lunatic. Like father, like daughter.

      “We must learn all we can about using our powers. There’s someone out there that can help us.”

      Santi studied the young woman. She had leaned forward, her gaze intense.

      She was as serious as could be.
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        * * *

      

      Odd Dog had a crush on a brown goat down the street, but it wasn’t the strangest thing the girl, Rusha, had ever heard in her lifetime.

      Rusha hadn’t been waiting long, but she had heard all the latest herd and flock gossip while she’d been waiting on Santi.

      Rusha didn’t think Santi could communicate with the animals as well as she could, but he cared for them as much as she did. He didn’t know it yet, but he would be the perfect partner for her vision of opening an animal hospital.

      Her feet ate away the distance between Santi’s hovel and the souk. The largest in the city, her father’s home overlooked the open-air market. He was the richest man with the biggest mansion. Both titles filled her father with the kind of twisted pride that consumed the poor and defenseless without regret. He never gave it any thought, but it troubled Rusha. Human or beast, she cared for the ones that lived at the bottom of society. Maybe that’s why her best friends were always the barely-alive creatures that she worked so hard to heal.

      Rusha cut through the market, careful to browse through the wares long enough for her father’s bodyguard to wake up from his nap, look around, and then resume his observation of her. He’d been assigned to her that morning when the rest had taken to the streets to resume their hunt for Santi. It had been the perfect time to drop a powder packet into the guard’s drink and slip away.

      Rusha purchased a length of thickly woven fabric from the rag seller. The swath would add to her future disguise and work well as a wrap for her hair. Then she pressed a large tip into the hand of the old woman that had warned Santi to run.

      She had been watching Santi and Frango for a long time, and the young man and his chicken were integral to her plans. Only… Santi didn’t know it yet.

      

      
        
        To Be Continued…

        In another story…

        Another time.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The End
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            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading what twenty authors hatched during quarantine.

      

        

      
        I hope this has inspired you to read more of these authors’s works!

      

        

      
        As always, we thank you for taking time to buy our work and read our words.

      

      

      

      
        
        ~Bokerah Brumley (and chicken-loving friends!)
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        If you enjoyed this, try

        Henrietta's Revenge: Nuclear A-bawk-alypse
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