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			Chapter One: Creepy Sounds in the Night
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			It’s me again, Hank the Cowdog. Sometimes you get a feeling, an eerie feeling, that something’s not right. Maybe you awaken from a dream or maybe it begins with a tiny sound out in the darkness, and then you notice this creepy crawling sensation on the back of your neck. 

			You raise your head and lift your ears. You hold your breath and listen. Maybe you hear something and maybe you don’t, but you KNOW that something’s wrong, that something or someone is out there in the darkness.

			That’s the way it started, on a windy night in March. I was in my office on the twelfth floor of the Security Division’s Vast Office Complex. It had been another of those days that start out normal and then stretch into an eighteen-hour dog-killer. Around here, the work never ends. The work, the worry, the crushing responsibility of running the ranch . . . they just keep piling up.

			I was sitting at my desk, reading over a huge stack of . . . 

			Wait. To be perfectly honest, I was under the gas tanks, sleeping on my gunnysack bed, and I’m not ashamed to admit it. All dogs need sleep every once in a while, even the Head of Ranch Security. There’s no shame or disgrace in grabbing a few winks of sleep, is there? 

			Of course not. We cowdogs have very high standards and demand more of ourselves than your ordinary run of mutts, but still, eventually we must close our eyes, release our grip on the world, and catch a few winks of healing sleep.

			That’s what I was doing, healing my worn-out body and restoring my precious bodily fluids. I hadn’t slept more than a few minutes . . . okay, a few hours, but the point is that in the dark of the night, I awoke from a deep sleep, leaped out of bed, and noticed that creepy feeling in the back of my neck. 

			I blinked my eyes and studied the . . . well, the darkness. It was very dark and I couldn’t see much of anything, but I KNEW that something wasn’t right. 

			I reached for the microphone of my mind. “Jaybird, this is Codfish. Do you copy?”

			I held my breath and waited for a reply. It came. “Copy. Poppy. Hoppy.”

			“Drover? Are you there?”

			“Murk snork copy codfish pogostick. Zzzzzzt.”

			“Drover, answer me. We don’t have time for nonsense. I have a feeling that something strange is going on around here, over.”

			Over the crackle of the radio, I heard him say, “Ten thousand teddybears brush their teeth with okra pickles. Snork murk figgy pudding.”

			You see what I have to put up with around here? My Assistant Head of Ranch Security was sleeping his life away. He didn’t know or care that our ranch might be in danger, and I didn’t have time to mess with him.

			I sent one last message. “Drover, your behavior is shocking and disgraceful, and it will have to go into my report.”

			“Fuzzy bubble.”

			“Don’t argue with me. You’ve brought this on yourself and you’ll have to live with the consequences. I’m sorry it’s come to this.”

			“Beetle bomb codfish ladyfingers snork murff.”

			“I’m going out on a dangerous mission. If I’m not back in two hours, send fresh troops. Over and out.”

			“Scuffy railroad bloomers.”

			I stood there for a moment, wondering how I was expected to protect the ranch with such . . . oh well. I would deal with Drover later. Right now, I had a job to do. 

			I left the office, took the elevator down to the ground floor, and strode out of the Security Divi­sion’s Vast Office Complex . . . out into the dark spookiness of the dark spooky night, let us say. I would have to answer this call without backup, and I’ll admit that it caused me some uneasiness. I mean, Drover wasn’t much help, even when he was awake, but at least he provided some companionship.

			Sometimes, when we pull duty in the middle of the night, it helps to have a warm body around, even one as worthless as Drover’s. But tonight I would have to face the darkness and the terrible loneliness of the job all by myself. 

			I put my nose to the ground, switched all circuits over to Snifforadar, and began working the area. Back and forth, back and forth. This wasn’t as easy as you might suppose, since I had no clues or leads in the case. All I had was . . . well, just a feeling that something bad was going on. 

			That wasn’t much, but sometimes in the Security Business, that’s all we get.

			I worked the area just west of the gas tanks and found nothing out of the ordinary. At that point I began to wonder if I had dreamed it all. That happens sometimes, you know, when a guy has worked himself down to a frazzle. He begins to imagine . . . 

			Wait! Did you hear that? Maybe not, because you weren’t there, but I heard it. It was very plain in the stillness of the night: a clucking sound, perhaps the clucking of a chicken, and it had come from the direction of . . . the chicken house!

			Do you see the connection? Our chickens sleep at night in the chicken house and . . . maybe this is obvious, so let’s mush on.

			Since I had picked up a sound, not a smell, I switched off Snifforadar and punched in the commands to activate Earatory Scanners. I adjusted the tuning knob that brought our two huge micro­wave receivers into focus and . . . yes, there it was again. The clucking of a chicken.

			See? My instincts had been right. Something strange was going on, and now I had my first lead in the case. 

			My heart began to race and I moved on silent paws toward the sound—past Sally May’s garden, past Emerald Pond, and up the hill. When I reached the top of the hill, I paused to catch my breath and reconnoodle the situation. 

			In the deep dark silence of night, I heard . . . more clucking. 

			Well, that settled it. I had no idea what manner of fiend or monster I would find in the chicken house, or if I would live to tell the story. But you know what? It really didn’t matter. When you’re Head of Ranch Security, you do your job and hope for the best. 

			I began my Approach Procedure, creeping closer and closer until I was standing right outside the chicken-house door. There, I stopped and listened. Hmmm. I could hear whickens chippering . . . chickens whispering, let us say, which struck me as very odd. Chickens don’t whisper at night . . . do they? I don’t think so. They sleep. 

			Okay, the moment of truth had arrived. I had to storm the chicken house and there was no sense in putting it off. One way or another, it would all be over in five minutes. I took a deep breath of air, gave myself the order to Lock and Load, and stormed the house.

			I burst through the door. “Bonzai! Ranch Security! Freeze, turkeys, you’re under arrest! Hands up, reach for the sky, on the floor, everyone down! This is a raid!”

			It was a pretty impressive raid, one of the best in my whole career. There I stood in the middle of the chicken house, with twenty-eight pairs of chicken eyes staring at me. They had their wings raised over their heads and I had their full attention. I must admit that . . . well, I kind of enjoyed this, you know, being on center stage, so to speak, and having the full undivided attention of an audience. 

			I know, they were only a bunch of dumb chickens, but still . . . it was kind of fun.

			I swaggered across the room, glaring into every pair of eyes. “Okay, what’s been going on in here?” Silence. “We know you birds have been up to something. We’ve been watching this place for weeks. We have the names of everyone who’s come and gone. You might as well come clean and make it easy on yourselves. Who wants to go first?”

			The chickens glanced around but no one spoke. 
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			I moved around the circle of nests until I came to a familiar face. “You there, stand up and spread your wings. I’ll have to frisk you. Move!”

			It was a rooster, and he didn’t move. He said, “Lay a paw on me, pooch, and I’ll show you what these spurs are for, is what I’ll do.”

			Were you aware that roosters have sharp little horns on their feet? They do and they’re called “spurs.” Every once in a while we run into a blow-hard rooster who thinks that he can scare us by threatening to use his spurs on our nose, eyebrows, lips, ears, and other sensitive parts.

			Ha! What a joke. One good snap from a dog’s enormous jaws will fix those spurs, and two good snaps will fix the rooster who’s wearing them. 

			On the other hand, I, uh, saw no good reason for pushing this crisis into a deadly combat situation. After all, I had come to rescue the dumb birds from . . . something.

			See, one of us had to be wise enough and mature enough to defuse the bomb of anger and violence, and it appeared that it would have to be me. Hencely, I decided, on my own free will, to ignore the rooster’s provocatory remark. 

			“Okay, J.T., have it your way. This time we’ll let it slide, but only because I’m mature enough to spare you from your own big mouth.”

			“I ain’t got a mouth. I’ve got a beak.”

			“Fine, you’ve got a big beak.”

			“And the reason you’re letting it slide, pooch, is that you remember what I done to you last time we squared off.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Sure you do. I came within an inch of spurring your ears off.”

			“You must have me confused with some other dog.”

			“And I’ll tell you something else, mister.” He leaned forward and stuck his beak into my face. “You’ve got your nerve, busting in here in the middle of the night and calling us turkeys. We ain’t turkeys, we’re chickens, and proud of it too.”

			“I never said you were turkeys.”

			“Sure you did, I heard it myself. You came a-busting in here and a-yelling at the top of your lungs, ‘Freeze, turkeys!’ That’s exactly what you said, and if you don’t believe me, ask Elsa. She heard you too.”

			I pushed his beak out of my face. “For your information, featherbed, we always say that when we make a forced entry. The ‘Freeze, Turkey’ command is part of the procedure we follow.”

			“Oh yeah? Well, if you’re gonna bust into a chicken house, you ought to say ‘Freeze, chickens!’ It don’t make sense to be a-yelling and a-carrying on about turkeys in a chicken house.”

			“It doesn’t make sense, J.T., because you don’t have any sense to begin with. Now shut your trap and let’s get on with my interrogation.”

			In case you haven’t figured it out, the guy I was about to interrogate was J.T. Cluck, the head rooster. I’d never had much use for the guy, and now I was fixing to give him a merciless grilling.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two: The Chicken Riddle of Life
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			I began pacing back and forth, as I often do when I’m about to launch myself into a heartless interrogation. Every eye of every chicken was glued to me as I paced.

			“Okay, J.T., let’s cut the nonsense and get down to business. I have to ask you some questions.”

			“Fine with me. Ask me anything, anything at all. Ask me about heartburn.”

			“I’m not interested in heartburn.”

			“Well, you would be if you had a gizzard. You dogs have no idea what it’s like, going through life without teeth and having to grind up all your food with a gizzard full of rocks.”

			“I’m not interested in your problems, J.T.”

			“I know you ain’t, and that’s shameful. How would you like it if you had to eat rocks every day of your life, huh? Buddy, you talk about heartburn! You try eating rocks and crickets and grasshoppers and I’ll show you some heartburn.”

			“Are you finished?”

			“No, I ain’t finished. The worst heartburn of my life came from eating a squash bug.”

			“Drop it, J.T., and answer my questions.”

			He twisted his head and stared at me with his red rooster eyes. “You ain’t asked any questions, so how am I supposed to answer ’em?”

			I paced over to him and glared into his face. “J.T., something funny was going on in here tonight, and I want to know what it was.”

			J.T. cut his eyes to the side and lowered his voice. “It wasn’t funny, I can tell you that right now.”

			“Keep going. What wasn’t funny about it?”

			“It wasn’t funny because . . . well, just because it wasn’t funny. You didn’t hear anybody laughing in here, did you? That’s a clue right there.”

			I heaved a sigh. “Tell me what was going on, and hurry up. I’m a very busy dog.”

			“Yeah, I’ve seen how busy you are, sleeping all day and all night on that gunnysack bed.”

			“J.T. . . . ”

			“A rooster would get fired for laying around all the time. We’ve always got things to do—bugs to chase, gravel to peck, and don’t forget who crows up the sun around here. Me.”

			I gave him a snarl. “Quit yapping and tell me what was going on in here tonight!”

			“Well, all right, fine, if you’re going to get all hateful about it! What was a-going on in here tonight?”

			“Yes, that’s the question.”

			“Well . . .” He glanced around the room. “You’ve got to promise you won’t go blabbing this all over the ranch.”

			“Hurry up.”

			“Well . . . you see, we was . . . talking . . . having a discussion.”

			“Go on. What were you discussing?”

			“Well, it was a pretty deep discussion. It might be over your head.”

			“Try me.”

			J.T. narrowed his eyes and whispered, “You know, pooch, chickens have been on this earth for a long time.”

			“Right. What’s the point?”

			“Huh? The point? Well sir, the point is that our ancestors have walked this earth and pecked gravel for thousands of years.”

			“This isn’t another heartburn story, is it?”

			“No, it sure ain’t, and if you’ll hush up, maybe I can tell you what it is.”

			“Hurry up.”

			“I’m a-hurrying. You see, pooch, for thousands and thousands of years, and for centuries and centuries, and for decades and decades, our ancestors have walked this earth. They’ve helped rid the world of grasshoppers and crickets, beetles and pillbugs, and other pests that don’t even have a name. But through all their suffering and hardship, there remained one great question that no chicken was able to answer.”

			I waited. “Yes? Keep going.”

			“Well, that’s what we were discussing this very night, and we didn’t find the answer, even though we stayed up half the night and lost a bunch of sleep.”

			“What was the question?”

			He gave me a wary look. “I don’t know that I should tell you, ’cause you ain’t a chicken.”

			“I’m Head of Ranch Security. I know every secret on this ranch.”

			“You don’t know this one, pooch. It’s the Chicken Riddle of Life, and no chicken has figured it out in ten thousand years.”

			“Try me.”

			“Well . . . all right. Here goes.” He leaned forward and whispered, “Pooch, for ten thousand years chickens have been crossing roads . . . but none of us has ever figured out . . . WHY.”

			The air hissed out of my lungs. I paced a few steps away, then whirled around to face the audience of staring chickens. “All right, I want you to pay close attention to this. I’ve wasted half my night on you dumbbells and I want you to listen, so that we’ll never have to go through this again.”

			Dead silence and total attention. The chickens held their respective breaths and waited for my announcement. You could have heard a needle in a haystack. I continued.

			“I’m here to address the burning question: Why does a chicken cross the road? For centuries, your ancestors searched for the answer but never found it. I will now reveal it to you.”

			I had them in the palm of my coconut. Every chicken neck bent forward, every ear was turned in my direction . . . although chickens don’t actually have ears. How do they hear? We don’t have the answer to that, but the point is that this was a very dramatic moment.

			I gazed out at the audience and plunged on with my speech. “Ladies and gentlemen, hens and roosters, distinguished guests: a chicken crosses the road . . . TO GET TO THE OTHER SIDE.”

			For a long moment, no one moved or spoke. Then the silence was broken by the sound of twenty-seven hens and one rooster gasping in unison. Then, suddenly, the place erupted in cheers and applause, and I was mobbed by a crowd of grateful chickens. They were cheering and laughing, reaching out their wings to touch me, and calling out my name: “Hank, oh Hank the Cowdog! You’ve answered the Chicken Riddle of Life! Oh, wise dog! Oh, wonderful pooch!”

			Well, I . . . I hardly knew how to respond. I mean, I’d always thought of myself as smarter than your average dog . . . and better looking . . . but still, it was a little embarrassing, to tell you the truth, all those hens gasping around me and fainting, reaching out to touch me and crying out my name.

			It was the kind of scene you might have in your wildest dreams but never expean to expectorate in real life . . . expect to experience in real life, shall we say. It was almost too good to be true, is the point, and very humbling. Very very humbling. I was so humbled, so deeply moved by their gertrude that I stayed among them for half an hour, allowing them to touch me as many times as they wanted.

			And you know what? This experience kind of changed my attitude about chickens. For years, I had thought of them as dumb birds and brainless bundles of feathers, but all at once I began to realize that . . . gee, these chickens had an intelligence that I’d never noticed before. Just look at the way they were responding to . . . well, to ME, you might say.

			Yes, these were uncommonly smart birds, and it was pretty clear that they had refined taste in . . . you won’t believe this, but several of them actually wanted to adopt me into their flock, to make me an Honorary Chicken, and, gosh, even to appoint me as their emperor!

			Pretty amazing, huh? You bet. Of course I couldn’t accept the offer. I already had a job. (Have I mentioned that I’m Head of Ranch Security?)

			I addressed the audience. “Ladies and gentlemen, hens and roosters, special guests: I am deeply honored by your offer, but I really have to . . .”

			You know what? They were so tightly packed around me that . . .

			“Excuse me, but I can’t seem to make my way to the door. Could you . . . will you please back away and let me . . . I’m sorry, but I need to be getting back to my . . .”

			They kept crowding around me, clucking and moaning and trying to touch my head with their wings, and all at once . . . I COULDN’T BREATHE!

			“Hey! Back off, you meatheads! You’re smashing me, this place stinks, and I have things to do!”

			They froze. I saw the hurt and pain in their eyes. They began melting away, like ice cream on a hot stove, and trudged back to their nests. Then I heard a chorus of murmuring voices.

			“You don’t like chickens. You’ve never liked chickens. You hate chickens! You’ve always hated chickens! Everybody hates us!”

			All at once they were crying. Weeping, if you can believe that. And then came a rumble of angry voices. “And we hate you too! You’re just a pompous fraud! We don’t believe your answer to the Chicken Riddle of Life! Chickens don’t cross the road to get to the other side. That would be dumb! Go away, get out, leave us alone, you hateful thing!”

			Oh brother.

			I tried to reason with them. “Listen, don’t get your feelings hurt. All at once I couldn’t breathe and I really do have to be . . .”

			Would you believe that the old hags started pelting me with eggs? Honest. It beat anything I’d ever seen in my whole career.

			Well, I had wanted to leave, so I . . . uh . . . walked briskly . . . ran, actually, to the door and ducked outside, one step ahead of a dozen eggs that splatted against the wall. There, I turned back to the angry mob and, in a voice full of righteous anger, I yelled, “I was right all along. You’re dumb birds, you’ll always be dumb birds, and the next time you need some help . . .”
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			SPLAT!

			Oh well, at least I got a . . . slurp, slurp . . . free egg out of the deal. 

			J.T. Cluck had followed me and stuck his neck out the door. “Well, you sure got ’em stirred up, pooch. It’ll take me three weeks to get ’em settled down. Thanks a bunch.”

			“J.T., from the bottom of my heart, let me say that I don’t care.”

			“Oh yeah? Well, you’d better care about one thing, pooch, ’cause I’m fixing to make a prediction.” J.T. rolled his eyes up toward the sky. “Tomorrow, the sky’s going to fall!”

			I stared at him in disbelief, then burst out laughing. “Ha ha ha! The sky’s going to fall? Hey, J.T., you told me that once before, and you know what? The sky didn’t fall.”

			“I got my dates mixed up, is all. But this time, it’s going to happen, you mark my words.”

			I turned my back on him and marched away. “Thanks for the information, J.T. I’ll keep an eye out for a falling sky. And the next time you birdbrains need help, call a coyote.”

			And with that stinging remark, I left J.T. and all his chicken friends to enjoy their own boring company.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three: The Pork Chop Virus
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			It was still black dark when I crept back into the office and tiptoed over to my gunnysack bed. I crept and tiptoed because I didn’t want to wake up Mister Sleep His Life Away. If he woke up, there was some danger that he might want to stay up and talk, and after my experience in the chicken house, the last thing I needed was a long, boring conversation with Drover.

			I was tired, exhausted, worn down to a nub from all the cares and worries of running my ranch, and from dealing with a bunch of deranged chickens. 

			Can you believe they’d ordered me out of the chicken house? And threw eggs at me? I had never been so insulted! I mean, I had done them a huge favor. I’d given them my time and had even answered the Chicken Riddle of Life.

			Oh well. Against incredible odds, I had managed to turn the incident into a huge moral victory. They had pelted me with insults and a few eggs, but I was now a stronger dog, a wiser dog. And they were still brainless hens, living in a stinking chicken house.

			Oh, and they had to spend the rest of their days listening to J.T. Cluck’s heartburn stories. And his wild improbably yarn about . . . ha ha ha . . .

			Ha ha.

			Ha.

			I found myself gazing up at the sky. I had never heard a reliable report of the sky . . . well, actually falling or collapsing on top of the earth. Had it ever happened before? Surely not. I mean, there in front of my very eyes was the black drape of the sky, covered with a silver spray of twinkling . . .

			Hmmmm. You know, there sure were a bunch of stars up there. Some of them looked pretty big and . . . heavy. What was holding them up? Was it possible . . .

			I wasn’t the kind of dog who leaped to conclusions or who believed every shred of gossip or anything a chicken might say, but still . . .

			All at once, I got this odd feeling in the back of my neck. Do you know that strange feeling when your hair stands up and you feel little pins and needles? Anyways, I knew there wasn’t a shred of truth to J.T.’s crazy story about the, uh, stars being too heavy to float in the heavens and the sky falling down on top of the . . .

			But just to be on the safe side, I decided to wake up Drover. I mean, it was just a courtesy call, so to speak, to let the little fellow know that I had, uh, returned from a long and dangerous . . .

			“Drover? Wake up.”

			“Murk snork honking spinach motorcycles in the sandbox.”

			“Drover, I hate to bother you at this hour of the night, but there’s an important matter we need to discuss.”

			“Matter batter puddin and pie, kissed a toad and made him cry.”

			“Drover, I know you’re in there, so don’t pretend you’re not. If you can make up silly rhymes about toads, you can wake up and smell the cobras.”

			“Cobras toadras tundra sandwich.”

			“See? Now you’re talking about food. I know you can hear me, so listen up. This could be very serious. I don’t want to alarm you, but we just heard a report that . . . the sky is going to fall.”

			That got his attention. He leaped up from his gunnysack bed and began staggering around in circles. I studied him carefully and took note of several important clues: 1) his ears sat crooked on his head; 2) his eyes were open but crossed; 3) his tongue was hanging out the left side of his mouth, a sure sign of confusion; and 4) he was staggering around in circles, but I’ve already mentioned that, so we can skip Clue #4.

			But three clues were enough to establish that Drover was in a confused state. Okay, maybe that wasn’t exactly a shocking piece of news, because Drover spent a lot of his time in a confused state. But on this occasion he seemed even confuseder than normal.

			By that, I don’t mean to suggest that Drover ever appeared very normal or that there is anything normal about being confused. What I meant to say was . . . I’m not sure what I was trying to say, so let’s just skip it.
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			He seemed confused, that’s the point, and I noticed it right away. And I heard him say, “Pass the biscuits, ribs and brisket, tuna salad solipsistic! Help, murder, mayday! The roof’s about to blow off the toolshed!”

			I must admit that I get some . . . how can I say this? I must admit that I get some kind of wicked pleasure out of watching Drover when he’s half-asleep. You never know what the little mutt is going to do or say, but it always gives us a little glimpse into the foggy swamp of his mind.

			For example, his muttering about food was a fairly common theme in his dreamatory patterns. We’d observed it many times before and it confirmed our theory that Drover often dreams about . . . well, food, such as your biscuits, your ribs, your brisket, your tuna salad, and your pork chops. He didn’t happen to mention pork chops on this occasion, but he usually does. 

			Why? I have no idea, but pork chops seemed to be a regular . . .

			Smack, smack.

			. . . a regular symbolic fixture in the . . .

			Smack, drool, slurp.

			. . . a common piece of symbolic furniture in the dining room of his . . .

			Slurp, smack, drip.

			You know, I’m not sure I can go on with this analysis of Drover’s . . . have we ever discussed pork chops? Maybe not, and one of the reasons we seldom discuss pork chops is that . . . slurp, slurp . . . the very mention of them causes gushing springs of water to . . .

			Slurp, slurp, smack, drip.

			Hang on a second, we’ve got a ruptured water pipe in the back of our . . .

			Slurp, slop, drip, drool.

			Anyway, let’s skip over the business of slurp chops . . . pork slops . . . pork chops, shall we say, and continue our discussion of the dreamatory patterns of Drover’s so-called mind. The evidence was very clear that he dreams about food all the time, which, as you might guess, is a slopping discovery. A shocking discovery, let us say, because Drover is a paid employee of the ranch’s elite Security Division.

			When our employees slurp on the job . . . sleep on the job and drool during business hours . . . excuse me, when they sleep on the job and dream during business hours . . .

			You know, I really regret that I ever mentioned the . . . you-know-whats, the BLANK chops, and this is very embarrassing because, well, I’ve always taken pride in my ability to control my thought processes with iron discipline, but something has happened to Data Control’s Master Program and . . .

			I think we’ll just skip the business about food dreams, so just forget that we ever mentioned it. 

			The point here is that Drover was muttering in rhyme. Now, that was something new, and once again, it gave us a rare glimpse into the vast junkyard of his garbage heap. In his sleep, the little mutt was dreaming in rhymes. Do you see what this means? It means . . .

			PORK CHOPS!!!

			Excuse me, I’ve got to . . . we’ve just learned that Data Control’s master mainframe computer has been infected by the dreaded Pork Chop Virus. It’s very serious, no kidding, because it spreads the smell of fresh pork chops into all our programs, files, databases, and top secret lunch procedures . . . launch procedures, shall we say, and . . .

			Sorry, we going to have to shut everything down for thirty minutes and run the Anti Pork Chop Diagnostics Program. Hang on, we’ll be right back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four: Drover’s Shocking Revelation
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			Okay, we ran the Anti Pork Chop Virus Program and we’re back in business.

			You might recall that I had returned from a very important mission and was in the process of waking up my assistant, who was sleeping his life away under the gas tanks. 

			At the sound of my voice, he leaped to his feet and began staggering around in circles and muttering bits of nonsense in rhymes. I observed his weird behavior and took notes on everything, until at last his eyes came into focus.

			At that point, he stared at me and said, “Oh, hi. Gosh, did I fall asleep?”

			“Yes, you did, Drover, and we need to discuss that. You see, while you slept, I was called out on a very important mission.”

			“Gosh, did I go along?”

			“No, you did not go along. You slept through the whole thing and I was forced to enter the chicken house without backup.”

			He blinked his eyes and sat down. “The chicken house? What were you doing in there?”

			“Responding to a distress call, Drover.”

			“Did you eat any eggs?”

			I gave him an icy glare. “Soldier, I’ll try to forget you said that. For the sake of your career, we’ll strike it from the record.”

			“Boy, I love eggs.”

			“The fact that you love and crave eggs, Drover, doesn’t mean that the rest of us spend our lives thinking about . . . slurp, slop, drip.” I leaped to my feet and paced a few steps away. “Drover, I must ask you a personal question, but you must promise never to discuss this with anyone.”

			“That’ll be easy. I can’t even remember what you said.”

			“I haven’t said anything yet.”

			“Oh. Sorry.”

			I filled my lungs with air. “Drover, our reports indicate that, until moments ago, you were asleep. Is that correct?”

			“Oh yeah. It was great. I love sleep.”

			“This court didn’t ask if you loved sleep. Just answer the question.”

			Drover glanced around. “Which court?”

			“Drover, please try to concentrate. And let me ask the questions.”

			“Okay, I think I’ve got it now.”

			“Great.” I began pacing. “Drover, we’ve established the fact that you were asleep, and we suspect that you were also dreaming. Is that correct?”

			“Well, let me think here. I can’t remember.”

			“You must try to focus what’s left of your mind on this important question.” I stopped pacing and whirled around to face him. “Drover, were you dreaming about pork chops? I must know the truth, because . . . because something very strange happened to our control systems tonight. I was just minding my own business when all at once . . . I couldn’t think of anything but pork chops!”

			“I’ll be derned.”

			“And I was wondering . . . see, if you were dreaming about pork chops, maybe the gamma rays from your dreaming mind entered our systems and, well, that would explain everything. So, my friend, my good and loyal friend, tell me that you were dreaming about pork chops.”

			He blinked his eyes. “Well . . . I was dreaming about something but . . .”

			“Hold it right there, halt, stop! Okay, follow the logic, Drover. A pork chop is something, right? And you were dreaming about something, right? Therefore, we could say that you were dreaming about pork chops.”

			“No, I don’t think . . .”

			“I’m sorry, Drover, but you’ve already fallen into the trap of logic, which I so cleverly set for you.”

			“Yeah, but . . .”

			“And once you’ve given your testimony, you can’t take it back.”

			“How come?”

			“Because . . . because you can’t. Words are the building blocks of language, and once they’re in place, they’re too heavy to move. All blocks weigh a ton, Drover, and there’s no way a runt like you could lift a ton.”

			“I guess not.”

			“So!” I gave him a triumphant smile. “We’ve wrapped up this Pork Chop Crisis and now we know who or whom to blame. It was all your fault.”

			He lowered his head in shame. “Gosh, I didn’t know I was doing anything wrong. I was asleep.”

			“That just goes to prove, Drover, that wicked thoughts can strike us at any moment. The only safe course of action is to keep our minds pure and free of all thoughts about pork chops.”

			“Gosh, what’s so bad about pork chops?”

			“Nothing’s wrong with slurp chops, Porky, until they invade our minds and turn us into drooling maniacs.”

			“My name’s Drover and I didn’t dream about pork chops.”

			“I know your name, and you DID dream about pork chops, whether you actually did or not.”

			“Oh. Maybe that was it.”

			“Exactly. So!” I heaved a sigh of relief and marched back to my gunnysack. “We’ve wrapped this thing up and I’m ready for some sleep. Thanks for your help, son. We couldn’t have broken this case without your testimony.”

			I went into the Three Turns Procedure (three quick spins around my bed) and collapsed. Oh yes! Wonderful gunnysack, dearest friend! I rolled over on my snide, took a deep bruff of air, and releaped my weary . . . murk snork snicklefritzzzzzzzzzz . . .

			Then, suddenly, out of the darkness of the gloom, I heard a voice. “You know, I think I dreamed that . . . the roof blew away.”

			“Huh? Donkey squared the surple maple turnip greens.”

			“No, wait a second. I dreamed . . . I dreamed . . . oh my gosh, Hank, I dreamed that the sky was going to fall!”

			I had been rowing the little boat of my mind out into the vast ocean of warm molasses, when all at once . . . I heard my name spoken, or even called, and so I turned my little boat around and rowed back to the . . .

			I sat up, let us say, and stared at the figure before me. It was a dog with a familiar face. Further observation and focusing procedures revealed . . .

			“Drover? Is that you?”

			“Where?”

			“There, where you are. Is that you?”

			“Well, I’m where I am . . . I think. Yeah, I guess it’s me. Were you dreaming?”

			I cut my eyes from side to side. “Yes, of course, that’s it. I was merely dreaming. But . . . wait.” I struggled up to a standing position, which proved to be difficult because I, well, somehow stepped on my left ear. “Drover, did you tell me that you dreamed about something?”

			“You just stepped on your ear.”
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			“You dreamed about my ear?”

			“No, I said . . .”

			“Never mind the ear. Did you say that you dreamed about . . . the sky?”

			“The sky.” He wadded up his face and rolled his eyes. “You mean, the sky up there?”

			“Yes, same one.”

			“Well, let me think here.” Suddenly his eyes popped open and a look of horror came over his face. “Oh my gosh, Hank, yes! I dreamed that the sky was going to . . .”

			“Going to fall? Was that it?”

			He dived under his gunnysack. “Yes, that was it! And you heard about it too? Help, murder, oh my leg, the sky’s going to fall!”

			“Wait, don’t panic, it’s just a silly rumor that the chickens . . .” There’s no such thing as being too careful, right? I knew the sky wasn’t going to fall, or do anything else, but because of my great interest in Health and Safety, I decided to . . . “Scoot over, son, I’m coming in!”

			I decided to, uh, join Drover inside his private bunker and bomb shelter. Under his gunnysack, that is. I flew down the stairs and slammed the door behind me. There, in the eerie silence, we waited for . . . well, something to happen. The minutes crept by. Then . . .

			“Hank? Are you in here?”

			“Affirmative. How about you?”

			“Yeah, I’m here too.”

			“Ah! That explains it. I’ve had a foot in my face for the past fifteen minutes.”

			“Oh, sorry.” He moved his foot. “How’d you know about the sky falling?”

			“I was out on patrol and got a tip from a rooster. How’d you hear about it?”

			“Well . . . I’m not sure. Maybe I dreamed about it.”

			The minutes crawled by as I thought about Drover’s statement. “You dreamed about it?”

			“Yeah, the sky fell down or the roof blew off or something. It was all in my dream.”

			I ran that information through my data banks. “Wait a second. You don’t suppose . . . Drover, is it possible that I said something about the sky falling and then you . . .” I heaved a deep sigh. “Drover, I’m going outside to take a look around.”

			“Gosh, be careful.”

			I crept out of the bunker and slowly rolled my eyes up toward the sky. The air hissed out of my lungs. “Drover, I’m giving the All Clear Signal. You can come out now.”

			“Well . . . I think maybe I’ll . . .”

			“Out! Come out at once! I want you to see this.” The edge of the gunnysack rose and I saw one of Drover’s eyes peeking out. I took the sack in my enormous jaws and jerked it away. “There, now look up. The sky is still there, just where we left it.”

			He rolled his eyes upward. A big grin spread across his mouth. “Oh good, I’m so glad! It didn’t fall!”

			“That’s correct, and there’s an important lesson here for all of us.” I glanced over my shoulders, just to be sure that nobody was . . .

			HUH?

			It was then that my keen eyes picked up an unusual pattern of color and light. I squinted and looked closer. It was . . . a cat, a cat who was sitting there in the darkness and watching us. And, no doubt, spying on our conversation.

			I turned to Drover and dropped my voice to a whisper. “Shhh! Not a word. We’re being watched.” I cut my eyes toward the cat.

			Drover grinned. “Aw heck, it’s just Pete, good old Pete.”

			“Good old Pete? Is that what you said?” 

			I motioned for the little goofball to follow me a few steps away. There, I finished my lecture in a low whisper. Why were we whispering? It had to do with Security Procedures, and you’ll soon find out if you keep reading.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five: The Cat Tries to Spy On Us
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			As you might recall, Drover and I had just gone into an Emergency Conference in a highly secured room in the Security Division’s Vast Office Complex.

			“Drover, I’ve warned you about carrying on conversations in front of the cat. He’s not part of our organization and we don’t want him listening to our business.”

			“Gosh, you mean . . .”

			“I mean we have information in our files suggesting that he might be an enemy plant.”

			“You mean . . . like okra or tomatoes?”

			I studied the runt for a moment. “What?”

			“You think Pete’s a tomato?”

			“Do I think Pete is a tomato? Drover, what are you talking about? How do you come up with these loony questions?”

			“Well . . . you said he was a plant and all plants are vegetables, and I just thought . . .”

			I gave that some thought. “Oh, I see now. You garbled my use of the word ‘plant.’ Listen carefully so I won’t have to repeat myself.”

			“What?”

			“I said, listen repeatedly so that I don’t have to care for myself. We have two meanings for the word ‘plant.’ One word, two meanings. A plant can be a vegetable, but a plant can also mean ‘an enemy spy.’”

			Drover’s eyes grew wide. “Gosh, you mean . . . the tomatoes are spying on us?”
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			The air hissed out of my lungs. “No. I mean we have reason to think that Pete is spying on us.”

			“But you said he wasn’t a tomato.”

			“He’s not a tomato. He’s never been a tomato and he’ll never be a tomato, and I’d appreciate it if you’d stop talking about tomatoes. Pete is a cat.”

			“That’s what I thought.”

			“A cat can’t be a tomato.”

			“What about tomcats?”

			“Tomcats can’t be tomatoes. If they were, we’d call them tom tomatoes.”

			“A tom-tom is a drum.”

			“Exactly. Now, are we clear on my use of the word ‘plant’?”

			He rolled his eyes around. “You mean . . . Pete plays the drums?”

			I marched a few steps away and tried to clear the cobwebs from my mind. “Drover, we’ve worked together for several years, and in some ways I even consider you a friend.”

			“Gosh, thanks.”

			“But I must be honest and tell you that sometimes, when I’m trying to carry on a normal conversation with you, I begin to feel . . . insane, almost as though my mind had turned into . . . mush.”

			“Mush?”

			“Yes, mush. Do you ever get that feeling?”

			“Well . . . I ate a mushroom once, but I didn’t like it and spit it out. Is that what you mean?”

			I felt overwhelmed, beaten, defeated by the forces of chaos. “Yes, Drover, that’s what I mean. The whole point of this conversation is that you ate a mushroom.”

			“I’ll be derned, so did I.”

			I marched back over to him and stuck my nose in his face. “Now listen, you little lunatic, forget about mushrooms, tomatoes, and drums. That cat over there could very well be an enemy spy, and we don’t want him listening to our conversations.”

			“Oh. You mean, about the sky falling?”

			“Right. Exactly. And do you know why we don’t want Pete to know about it? Because, Drover, that business of the sky falling was nothing but chicken gossip.”

			“Yeah, but we believed it for a minute or two.”

			“Which is the whole point of this lecture. If Pete knew that we had fallen for chicken gossip, he might get the idea that the Security Division is full of freaks and nitwits. And if that kind of information ever got back to our enemies . . . well, you can imagine what kind of damage it might cause.”

			Drover’s eyes popped wide open. “Oh, I get it now. We’re keeping secrets from Pete?”

			I breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, Drover, that’s it. Thank you for understanding. Now, let’s find out what the cat’s up to.”

			And with that, I swaggered over to Mister Sneak and Lurk—Pete, that is—who was sitting near the northwest angle-iron leg of the gas tanks. He had his tail wrapped around his body and he wore his usual cunning smirk.

			Have we mentioned Pete’s cunning smirk? Maybe not. He spends a lot of his time smirking, don’t you see, and that always makes me suspicious. What does he have to smirk about? It’s almost as though . . . well, as though he knows something we dogs don’t know. Does that sound possible? No, it sounds very impossible, but still . . . it troubles me, that smirk of his. 

			Anyways, I marched up to the cat and wasted no time sneezing the upper hand. “Okay, Pete, let’s have some answers.”

			He looked up at me and broadened his smirk. “Well, well! Hi, Hankie. What are you doing up so late at night?”

			“Never mind, kitty. Get to the answers.”

			“Answers. Hmmm. Let me think. Yes. No. True. Potato. And tomorrow.”

			I waited for more. “What’s the point?”

			“Well, Hankie, those were all answers. That’s what you asked for, answers. Would you like to hear the questions?”

			My first impulse was to laugh in his face, and then to give him such a stern barking that it would rattle his teeth. But on second thought . . .

			“Sure, why not? Just for laughs, let’s hear your so-called questions.”

			He rolled over on his back and began playing with his tail. “Very well, Hankie. The first answer was yes, and the first question is, ‘What’s a three-letter word that means uh-huh?’”

			“That’s a dumb question, kitty, but go on.”

			“The second answer was no, and the second question is, ‘What’s a two-letter word that begins with N and ends in O?’”

			“I don’t get it.”

			“‘No’ only has two letters, Hankie, N and O.”

			“Oh. Yes. Keep going.”

			“The third answer was ‘true,’ and the third question is, ‘Cats are smarter than dogs. True or false?’”

			“That’s cute, Pete. Nice question but wrong answer. Keep going, something about a potato.”

			“Oh yes. The answer is ‘potato,’ and the question is, ‘Name a square root that isn’t square.’”

			I narrowed my eyes at the cat. “That doesn’t make sense. A square root is supposed to be a number.”

			“Think about it, Hankie. A potato is a root and it has an oblong shape, so it’s not square.” He snickered. “Don’t you get it?”

			“A potato is a . . . okay, sure, I get it, Pete, but is that your idea of humor? It wasn’t funny, so let’s hurry along to the last answer. What was it?”

			“Tomorrow.”

			“Right, that was it. So what’s the question?”

			All at once Pete stopped playing with his tail. He sat up, glanced over his shoulders, and turned to me with his big moon-shaped eyes. “You might not want to hear this one, Hankie.”

			“I’ll be the one who decides that.”

			“It’s a little . . . SCARY.”

			I stuck my nose in his face. “Hurry. Up!”

			“All right, Hankie, if you insist. The question is, ‘When will the sky fall?’”

			HUH?

			There was a long moment of silence. I stared into the cat’s weird yellow eyes and felt a jolt of electricity moving down my backbone and out to the end of my tail. The hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. I could hardly believe that I’d heard what I’d heard, or that Pete had said what he’d said.

			And then, at that very precise moment, I heard . . . you won’t believe this part, it was just too much of a coincidence . . . at that very pricey moment, I heard a sound off in the distance.

			The crowing of a rooster!

			HUH?

			Do you see the pattern? The clues were stacking up, falling down on my head like hailstones, and they were all leading toward a shocking conclusion. Here, take a peek at our Clue List.

			CLUE LIST #806

			Top Secret Information!!

			Clue #1: J.T. Cluck makes a prediction that the sky is going to fall tomorrow.

			Clue #2: Drover has a mysterious dream that the sky is going to fall tomorrow.

			Clue #3: Pete the Barncat predicts that the sky is going to fall . . . tomorrow.

			Clue #4: Just as Pete makes this revelation, a rooster crows—the very same rooster who made the original prediction!

			End of Secret Clue List

			Please Destroy at Once!

			There, do you see the pattern now? What really spooked me about this deal was that the clues formed a CIRCLE. As you may know, clues always fall into certain shapes and patterns. Most of the time they form squares, triangles, polygons, pygmies, rectangles, and wedges. But sometimes, on very rare occasions, they will settle into a circular pattern, and fellers, a circle of clues is the very most dangerous kind.

			There it was, the Dreaded Circle of Clues. I had seen a perfect Circle of Clues only once or twice in my whole career, and . . . is this getting too scary? I’m sorry, but I don’t know what else to say. When we started this mystery, I had no idea that it would lead us into something as scary and terrifying as . . . well, the sky falling, might as well say it. 

			I mean, when J.T. first mentioned it, I thought it was a joke . . . chicken gossip. Honest, I never dreamed we’d get out into the middle of the story and . . .

			It’s getting pretty scary, that’s the point, and you know me. I worry about the kids. A little scare now and then is okay, but the real Heavy Duty Scary Stuff . . .

			What do you think? I guess we could shut down the story right here. You could walk away from it and pretend that you don’t know anything and didn’t hear anything. I know, that would be kind of a chicken’s way out, but . . .

			Yipes! Did you hear that? “Chicken’s way out?” Is that another clue?

			This is getting deeper and darker all the time. I’m almost afraid to say another word, but without words we’d be . . . well, speechless, and then what would we say? 

			You be the judge. Should we lock up this mystery and walk away from it, hoping that . . . gulp . . . nothing will happen? 

			Or should we do what cowdogs have always done—swallow our fear, hold our heads at a proud angle, and bull our way through to the bitter end, letting the chipmunks fall where they may?

			We’ve got to reach a decision here.

			You’ve got two minutes to think about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six: The Dreaded Circle of Clues
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			Okay, time’s up. What shall we do?

			Go on? That’s your vote? 

			Whew! Thanks a bunch. See, I was afraid you were going to close your book, hide it under the bed, and go do something else. You can do that, see, but I can’t, because I’m . . . have I mentioned that I’m Head of Ranch Security? I am, and I can’t walk away from a mystery just because I’m scared out of my wits and liver.

			So, thanks again. I don’t know where this will lead us, but I’m pretty sure that it’s going to get rough before it gets any rougher. 

			Anyway . . . where were we? Oh yes, we were interrogating the cat and had just come face-to-face with the Dreaded Circle of Clues. The hair was standing up on my back, and we’re talking about a line of hair standing up like the brussels of a teethbrush . . . bristles of a toothbrush, let us say. And a buzz of electrical current had moved down my spine and out to the end of my tail. 

			Pete was staring at me with his weird moon-shaped eyes and twitching the last two inches of his tail. Maybe he was probing to see if his revelation about the sky falling had left me . . . well, shattered, scattered, and witless. To be real honest, it had, but I couldn’t let him know it.

			The cat spoke. “What is it, Hankie? All at once you look worried.”

			“Worrried? Me? Ha ha ha. Whatever gave you that”—I whirled around so that he couldn’t see my face—“silly idea?”

			“Well, Hankie, I just thought you looked worried . . . or concerned about something.” 

			“I’m not worried or concerned.”

			“But you moved away and now I can’t see your face.”

			“I got tired of the scenery, Pete. Staring at cats gets boring.”

			He crept around so that he could see my face again. His eyes lit up. “Hmmm, yes, I see it now! You do look worried.”

			I moved again, so that my face was out of his view. “Pete, I don’t know what you’re trying to prove, but this whole exercise seems pointless. Anyway, I’ve finished my interrogation and you can run along. Good-bye.”

			“But you didn’t ask me any questions, Hankie. I asked all the questions.”

			“Exactly my point. You helped me with the interrogation and now we’re done. We have no further questions, so run along and chase your tail.”

			Would he take the hint and leave? Of course not. Cats never take hints. They hang around, stay too long and too late, and make a complete nuisance of themselves. It’s part of their mission in life.

			I saw his face peeking around the bulge of my massive shoulder. He was watching me again, the little pest. “Hi, Hankie. I still say you look worried about something. Could it be that you’re worried about . . . the sky falling . . . tomorrow?”

			“Ha ha ha! That’s nothing but a pack of lies, Pete. You know it, I know it, the whole world knows it. It’s exactly the kind of rubbish a chicken might . . . will you stop staring at me!”

			Again, I shifted my position 23 degrees to the right, so that my face was out of his view. 

			“Hankie, why do you keep moving away?”

			“Moving? Oh, you mean . . . uh . . . moving? It’s not me, Pete. If you knew anything at all about astrolomy and physics, you’d know that nothing in this world stands still. See, the earth is spinning around on a pair of axes and it’s also in orbit around the moon. We think we’re standing still but we’re not. We’re constantly in motion, so . . . well, things move around. No kidding.”

			I saw his eyes peeking at me again. “Hankie, this is more serious than I thought. If I’d ever suspected that you’d get so upset, I never would have told you about the sky falling.”

			There was a moment of silence. Then I heard myself say, “Really? You mean that sincerely? Let’s face it, Pete, you and I have a long history of . . . well, dirty tricks, let us say, and to be honest . . .” I turned and looked the cat in the face. “Pete, let’s go straight to the bottom line. This business about the sky falling has me worried. Tell me, honestly and sincerely, is it just a silly rumor or is there something to it? I must know the truth.”

			His eyes widened and he began flicking the end of his tail back and forth. “Well, Hankie, everything’s a rumor until it happens. What you really want to know is . . . can you do something to keep it from happening?”

			“Right. I mean, as Head of Ranch Security, I feel some personal responsibility here. If the sky fell on top of my ranch . . . well, I would feel terrible.”

			“There might be a way of preventing it.”

			My ears shot up. In the half-light of dawn, I could see his big shimmering eyes. “What did you just say?”

			He began purring and . . . well, rubbing on my front legs. Have we discussed my position on Cats Rubbing? Maybe not. I hate it. It drives me nuts to be rubbed by a purring cat. But since he was about to give me some important information, I decided to, uh, let him rub.

			He rubbed and purred and spoke in his whiny voice. “I said, Hankie, there might be something you can do to prevent the sky from falling.”

			“No kidding? Hey, Pete, that’s terrific news! And I’m sure you’ll tell me, right? Talk to me, Pete. I think we’re close to something big here.”

			“Well . . . it sounds crazy and I doubt that you’d want to do it.”

			“Hey Pete, nothing’s crazy if it’ll save the ranch. Let’s hear it.”

			“Well . . . okay, Hankie.” The cat glanced over both shoulders and vopped his drop to a whisker . . . dropped his voice to a whisper, shall we say. “All you have to do, Hankie, is jump up onto the roof of Sally May’s car . . . and sit there for one hour.”

			I stared at the little creep . . . at the cat, that is. At Pete. “What? That’s the craziest thing I ever heard.”

			“See? I knew you wouldn’t do it. Well, good-bye, Hankie. I tried to help.”

			He started walking away. I ran after him. “Pete, wait, don’t get your tail in the ringer. I was just . . . look, you have to admit that it sounds crazy. It might help if you’d . . . well, explain how it works.”

			“Well, all right, Hankie, but you have to swear never to tell anyone the secret. Promise?”

			“Sure, no problem. Talk to me, pal.”

			Again, the little snot . . . the cat, that is, glanced over both shoulders and whispered, “The sky falls when the gravitational pull of the earth gets too strong. Did you know that?”

			“No. I mean, yes, of course I knew it. You’re not talking to chopped liver, Pete. I’ve done a whole lot of study in science and stuff. Go on.”

			“Well, Hankie, when you jump on top of the car, it changes the load on the earth’s surficial plentitude.”

			“Wow, good point. I wouldn’t have thought of that. Keep going.”

			“And the longer you sit there, the more it reverses the polarity of the atmospheric razz­ma­tazz.”

			“Of course! And that creates an upward force on the sky and . . .” I beamed the cat a triumphant smile. “I think it’ll work, Pete, and we owe you a huge debt of gratitude.”

			“Well, thank you, Hankie.”

			I stuck my nose in his face. “Unfortunately, nobody will ever know that it was your idea. Too bad you were dumb enough to give me the whole formula. Ha ha ha!”

			“But Hankie . . .”

			“Don’t you get it, Pete? You came here to spy on us, but I’ve turned the tablecloth on you. I spied on you and I’ve just stolen your Secret Calculations!”

			“But Hankie . . .”

			“You walked right in to my trap, Pete. How dumb is that, huh? Now, run along, kitty. Go chase your tail. Go catch a mouse. I’ve got important work to do and I won’t be needing you anymore. Scat!”

			“But Hankie . . .”

			He didn’t leave, so I gave him a little barking program we call Air Horns. Heh heh. I love doing that to cats. Heh heh. You give ’em your deepest, loudest bark, see, and point it at the ears. If you do it just right, it’ll blow ’em right out of their tracks. 

			BWONK!

			Hee hee, ha ha, ho ho!

			You should have seen him! It blew him out of his tracks and sent him rolling. And to make it even more delicious and exciting, he hissed and yowled, which was like music in my wicked ears. And then the little pest went scampering off into the shadows, out of my hair and out of my life. 
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			What a glorious moment that was for the Security Division! Not only had we humbled a cat who needed humbling, but we had broken up his spy ring and had intercepted secret information that was vital to our Ranchional Security.

			What a deal, huh? You bet. I could hardly wait to see Drover’s reaction. No doubt he would be . . . where was he?

			“Drover? Drover?”

			I ran through the office, searching every corner and cranny for . . . okay, he was curled up on his gunnysack bed, and would you care to guess what he was doing?

			Sleeping.

			I had just pulled off the most important espionage triumph of the year and the little mutt had slept through the whole thing! I stood over his bed for a moment, looking down at his twitching carcass and listening to his usual orchestra of weird sounds: squeaks, yips, moans, honks . . .

			It’s amazing, all the different sounds he makes in his sleep, but I didn’t have time to marvel at the full glory of his weirdness. I had a job to do, an extremely important job. 

			I glanced up at the sky. It was still there, but I could see that it was beginning to . . . well, crack and crumble. Yes, daylight was coming and the cracks were very plain and obvious, and unless I initiated the Anti-Sky Falling Program, the entire ranch would be destroyed and buried under . . .

			Something. We weren’t entirely sure what kinds of material would fall from a falling sky, but we knew that it would be a catastrophe of unsnickable proportions. And so, without another moment’s delay, I leaped into my Rocket Dog suit, hit the Go Button, and went streaking up the hill to Sally May’s car, which was parked in the gravel drive beside the yard gate.

			Did I get there in time to save the ranch? Was I able to reverse the terrible gravitational forces that were pulling and tugging on the sky, and causing it to crumble before my very eyes? Would Rocket Dog be able to snatch defeat out of the jaws of victory?

			Pretty scary, huh? You bet. 

			I hope you’ll stay with me on this deal. I can’t reveal any answers at this point in the story, but I will say this. I was beginning to see the light at the end of the turnip.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven: I Perform the Secret Procedure
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			Okay, are you still with me? 

			Great. Thanks. I really appreciate this. 

			You know, when you’re Head of Ranch Security, you get used to the terrible loneliness of the job. We don’t expect help from anyone else HICK and that’s okay, because all our training has prepared us to HICK . . .

			You won’t believe this. What a lousy time to get the hiccups. Hang on a second whilst I hold my breath.

			HUUUP!

			Are you still with me? Okay, I think that worked. Sorry for the interruption.

			Where were we? Oh yes, I had leaped into my Rocket Dog suit and was roaring up to the gravel drive at the rear of the house, and things had gotten very tense and scary, and when I arrived at the scene of the . . . HICK.

			This is embarrassing, and I mean, very embarrassing. We dogs don’t get hiccups very often, but when we do they often strike at the worse of HICK times. See what I mean? If we got hiccups in the middle of the night when nobody was around, that wouldn’t be any problem. But now?

			We don’t expect the world to be perfect, but it really annoys me when I get frazzling hiccups right in the middle of a HICK . . . right in the middle of a tense and crucial mission. I mean, hiccups make a dog sound about half-goofy, right? And that would be a very false impression, because those of us who go into Security Work are anything but goofy.

			Hold everything. I think they just went away. Terrific! What made my hiccups go away? I have no idea, but if you ever get the hiccups, you might try it.

			Where were we? Boy, there is no feeling to compare to the feeling you get when you’ve suffered a bad attack of hiccups and then they quit. At first, you’re almost afraid to move or talk, for fear the slightest change in your bodily whatever will bring back the hiccups.

			But as you can see, this time we’ve chased away the hateful little hiccups and now we can return to our story.

			Once in the Rocket Dog Procedure, I went to Full Throttle on all engines and went roaring up the hill, leaving Drover to sleep his life away. As I approached the gravel drive behind the house, I eased back on the throttle and executed a smooth landing. 

			A glance toward the kitchen window told me that my friends in the house (Loper, Sally May, Little Alfred, and Baby Molly) were beginning to stir, and perhaps were gathering around the breakfast table for . . . well, breakfast, of course.

			To them, it was just another morning, nothing out of the ordinary, and they had no idea of the crisis that was brewing outside their kitchen window. But that was okay. They didn’t need to know and I had no intention of disturbing their moments of peace and tranquittery. 

			With a little luck, I would get things wrapped up and they would never have to know about the grave HICK dangers the ranch had faced outside their window.

			See, one of the marks of a top-of-the-line, blue-ribbon cowdog is that we don’t expect a lot of glory and praise. If it comes, that’s nice, but if it doesn’t, well, that’s just part of the job. Our most important reward is the satisfaction of knowing that we’ve done our duty.

			Anyway, we’ve come to the crucial moment, and you’re probably sitting on the edge of your chair. I don’t blame you. If I had a chair, I’d be sitting on the edge of it, but I don’t, so . . . let’s get to the scary part.

			HICK.

			Did you hear that? They’re coming back, the stinking stupid pig-nosed hiccups! How can we present the full dramatic impact of this very tense and crucial situation, when I’m hicking on every other sentence?

			Well, there’s nothing we can do about it. We’ll just have to bull our way through and hope for the best, but let me urge you not to laugh if I start hicking again. Please try to remember how humiliating this is for a dog in my position.

			Okay, Sally May’s car was parked on the gravel drive behind the house, just where it was supposed to be. A quick scan of the area told me that all four tires were on the ground, which meant that the gravel had not yet interrupted the gravitational whatever of the so forth. 

			That was good HICK news, so I went straight into the next phase of the procedure, the Deep Crouch Position. Curled up in the DCP, I felt power and strength gathering in my enormous leg muscles, the same power and strength that would soon propel me upward and launch me onto the hood of . . .

			You know, the thought of jumping onto the hood of Sally May’s car made me a little . . . uneasy, shall we say. I mean, she’s pretty fussy about that car and tries to keep it clean and nice. If you want to see Sally May mad, just let a sparrow fly over and drop a whitewash on her car. One of the few times she ever yelled at her precious kitty came when Pete walked across the hood and left muddy prints on it.

			Wait a second, hold everything, HICK halt. Pete once got into big trouble for walking on the car, right? Yet he was the one who had told me the secret procedure for . . . hmmmm. Was there something here I hadn’t thought of? Was it possible that the cat had . . .

			No, I had forced him to reveal the secret procedure, don’t forget that. And besides, he wasn’t smart enough to pull such a sneaky trick on the Head of Ranch Security, so . . . no problem.

			Anyways, I was ready for Liftoff, and in my deepest heart of hearts, I knew that Sally May would understand. If she happened to look out and see me up there on top of her car, she would realize that I was doing this to protect her family from falling sky debris.

			I hit the Go Button and launched myself up onto the . . . screech, scrape . . . hood, and drat the luck, my claws must have been extended because they caused, uh, tiny scratches to appear on the, uh, hood of the . . .

			HICK.

			. . . car, but it was too late to spill milk or to pour any more water under the bridge, and once I had reached the hood, I recoiled my legs and sprang up to the summit of the roof of the car. There! I had climbed the mountain and reached the summit of my ambition, and you know what? Already I could feel a difference in the gravitational atmosphere, no kidding, and a glance toward the sky told me even better news: the sky seemed to be stabilizing! 

			In other words, this deal was working to perfection! Not only had our rescue team stolen vital secrets from the cat, but the vital secrets were already making tiny adjustments in the gravitational HICK that would reverse the geofoozic forces in the skyosphere.

			Was I proud? You bet. It was one of the proudest moments in my whole career, and to make things even better, guess who showed up at that very moment to admire my work. Drover. I couldn’t imagine what had pulled the little slacker out of his bed, but there he stood beside the car, looking up to the top of the mountain and, well, at ME.

			“Gosh, what are you doing on top of Sally May’s car?”

			“Louder, Drover. The wind is really howling up here on the summit. What did you say?” 

			“I said, if Sally May catches you on top of her car, she’s going to blow a gasket.”

			“Oh, that. No problem, son, it’s all been taken care of. See, it might appear that I’m merely sitting on top of her car, but I’m actually following secret procedures that will keep the sky from falling.”

			Drover stared at me and twisted his head to the side. “Sitting on top of the car will keep the sky from falling?”
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			“Yes, that’s correct. Pretty impressive, huh?”

			His gaze went up to the sky and then back down to me. “Who told you that?”

			“What makes you think that anyone told me anything? Have you no faith in my ability to solve complex equations and come up with HICK solutions of my own?”

			“Well . . . it sounds kind of crazy. And you’ve got the hiccups.”

			“Drover, over the years and centuries, small minds have always found it hard to grasp the workings of science.”

			“Yeah, but . . . you didn’t hear about it from Pete, did you?”

			“Pete? Ha ha ha! What does a cat know about . . .” The laughter died in my throat. “Why do you bring up Pete at a time like this?”

			“Well, I don’t know. It sounds like something he might tell a dog . . . to get him in trouble.”

			“Trouble? Rubbish. Pete had nothing to do with it, almost nothing at all, and even if he had . . . what are you saying, Drover? Out with it. Are you saying that I was dumb enough to fall for one of Pete’s famous tricks?”

			“Well . . . I was wondering about that.”

			“Let not your heart be troubled, son. I’ve got everything under control. Did you happen to notice that the sky hasn’t fallen?”

			Drover looked up at the sky. “Yeah, but I thought we’d decided it was just a silly chicken rumor.”

			“We did, but . . . Drover, things are changing all the time. It’s too bad you happened to fall asleep and missed out on an important conference on Celestial Collapses.”

			“You mean, with Pete?”

			“No, I don’t mean with . . . okay, maybe Pete was there, but let me hasten to add that his part in the deal was small, very small, almost . . .”

			At that very moment, we heard . . . well, the sound of a door opening . . . the back door of the house. Drover’s eyes went to the door, and whatever he saw caused his ears to jump. “Uh-oh.”

			“What? Say that again?” At that point, our communication link with Drover went dead. Do you know why? Because the little goof scrambled under the car. “Hello? Drover? I must warn you that it’s very hard to carry on a HICK conversation with you when . . .” Derned hiccups. I just couldn’t get rid of ’em. “Drover, come out here at once! And that is a direct . . .”

			I heard the squeak of the gate hinges. Apparently, someone or something had just come out of the house and had walked through the . . .

			HUH?

			Uh-oh. It was . . . uh . . . Sally May. And I seemed to detect a certain . . . well . . . fire in her eyes, almost as though . . . she looked mad, might as well blurt it out, but mad at what? What could have caused that fire to erupt in her . . .

			At that very precise moment, I heard another sound, and this one wasn’t caused by the squeaky gate hinges. It sounded almost like . . . well, muffled laughter. Perhaps the muffled chortling of . . .

			I turned my gaze and saw . . . a cat. A laughing, chortling cat. He was sitting at Sally May’s feet, rubbing on her ankles and purring. He gave me a wide grin and . . . waved.

			HUH?

			Oops.

			Suddenly, I felt a powerful desire to, uh, review our Top Secret Clue List. Remember that list? It had played a crucial HICK role in our decision to . . . I needed to review that list, and fast.

			Clue List #7611

			Top Secret Information!

			Clue #1: J.T. Cluck predicts that the sky is going to fall.

			Clue #2: Drover has a dream about the sky falling.

			Clue #3: In closed session, the executive board of the Security Division concludes that the business about the sky falling is nothing but a silly chicken rumor.

			Clue #4: Mister Kitty Moocher suddenly appears and is caught spying on the executive board.

			Clue #5: Under severe interrogation, Pete testifies that the sky is going to fall—information he might very well have picked up by eavesdropping.

			Clue #6: At that very moment, a rooster crows, but so what? Roosters always crow in the morning.

			Clue #7: Pete reveals a secret plan that will prevent . . .

			That’s enough. We don’t need to . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight: The Anti-Hiccup Cure
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			Do you see where this is leading? If not, then grab hold of something solid and I’ll tell you. I’m afraid it’s liable to come as a shock.

			Okay, remember that Clue List we were discussing? You probably thought all the clues were pointing like a flaming arrow toward a terrible calamity, right? The sky was about to fall? Well, that list was nothing but garbage. 

			No, it was worse than garbage. See, somehow Pete managed to penetrate our headquarters compound. Once inside, he planted microscopic listening devices throughout our Vast Office Complex and bugged our secret conversations about . . . well, the sky falling. Then he hacked into our huge main­frame computers at Data Control and . . .

			This is so embarrassing! I can hardly bring myself to HICK reveal the full extent of the damage he caused. Terrible, irrespicable damage.

			Okay, let’s get this over with. It appeared that the entire amassed forces of the Security Division had fallen victim to a gigantic hoax, and you can probably guess who did it to us. Yes, Mister Lurk and Smirk. Mister Kitty Moocher.

			That business about jumping up on top of Sally May’s car? It was nothing but an evil, sneaking, low-down, backstabbing TRICK, arranged by Pete the Barncat, a shabby trick that was calculated to get me in double trouble with, uh, the lady of the house, the owner of the car upon which I was now . . . oh brother.

			Do you see it now? I know you must be saddened and shockened. So was I, and you know what really broke my heart about the deal? I had dared to trust the little pest! Yes, against my better judgment, I had overridden my natural suspicions of all cats and had, well, opened my heart to the dream that one day, cats and dogs could be friends and get along and trust one another.

			Yes, I had been foolish enough to hope that a low-down skunk like Pete might share my dream of Universal Brotherhood of All Creatures, Great and Small. It was a noble dream, a beautiful dream, but Pete had destroyed it, smashed it against the rocks of . . . HICK . . . something.

			The rocks of hatred and suspicion. The rocks of greed and envy. The rocks of . . . and speaking of rocks, if I ever got my hands on that little swindler, I would dash him upon the rocks of . . .

			But I would have to wait to settle my accounts with Pete, because my most immediate problem appeared to be . . . gulp . . .

			She looked mad, very mad. Sally May, that is. She appeared to have entered into one of her Thermonuclear Moments. I could tell because, well, her eyes had narrowed to slits and were crackling with an unhealthy glow of flames. Her teeth, her pretty white teeth, had suddenly transformed themselves into fangs and tusks . . . and her nostrils were flared and . . .

			Did I mention that she was armed? Yes, she had come out of the house, armed with a broom. Have we discussed Sally May and her broom? Maybe not, so listen to this.

			Sally May’s Broom

			When Sally May comes with her broom

			It summons up pictures of doom.

			The birds in the trees will suddenly freeze,

			And if there’s a breeze, it’ll sound like a wheeze

			When Sally May enters the world with her broom.

			When Sally May steps out the door

			The silence that follows is sure

			Electric and eerie, so spooky and scary

			That butterflies scramble and scatter and scurry

			To flee the destruction of Sally May’s broom.

			A subject of nightmares and dreams,

			This woman is not what she seems.

			To people in town, she’s solid and sound,

			A mother and wife who smiles all around.

			They’d never imagine her armed with a broom.

			But ask any dog for the facts.

			We’ve witnessed her broom attacks.

			Her sweetness dissolves, her anger evolves,

			The eyes in her head grow wild and revolve,

			And then she starts swinging that horrible broom.

			When Sally May comes with her broom

			We all want to go to our room

			Or make like a mole and dive in a hole,

			Her gaze has a way of invading your soul,

			When Sally May enters the world with her broom.

			When Sally May enters the world with her broom.

			Pretty spooky song, huh? Well, that’s how it is when she comes out of the house with her broom. Crickets run for cover, rabbits dive into their holes, little boys hide in bushes, and dogs begin slinking away.

			That’s exactly what I wanted to do, slink away, but I, uh, found myself HICK unable to slink away or do much of anything, really. I mean, there I was . . . gulp . . . sitting on top of her . . .

			HOW HAD THIS HAPPENED?

			Well, I was left with only one course of action. I would have to throw myself upon her mercy, appeal to her Better Brighter Self, and try to explain . . . well . . . what I was doing . . . sitting on top of her car.

			In a flash, I went to Slow Mournful Taps on the tail section and began beaming her Looks of Deepest Regret and Remorse. Then I switched all circuits over to Manual Control and rolled tape on a special program we call “There Must Be Some Mistake.” Here’s how it went.

			“Oh . . . Sally May! Gee whiz, it’s great to see you again. You look terrific this morning. That’s a really nice bathrobe. And your hairdo . . . yipes. Anyway, you’re probably . . . uh . . . wondering what I’m doing up here . . . on top of your car, so to speak, I mean, I know it looks odd . . . or even HICK strange, a dog sitting on top . . . 

			“But the message I want to give you this morning, the message that comes from my heart and goes out to your heart, is that . . . well, there’s been a mistake. See, we were told by your sneaking little cat . . .

			“Sally May? I feel you’re not listening, and . . . okay, let’s cut to the bottom line. I really messed up big-time. You want me off your HICK car, right? Well, there’s nothing in this world that I would rather do at this moment than to . . .”

			She took a step in my direction. Her teeth were clenched. Her eyes were flaming. Steam and molten lava hissed out of her nostrils. The broom came up.

			“Get off my car, you hound! And if you scratched the paint . . .”

			It wasn’t working. Nothing was working. Her heart had . . . WHAP . . . grown cold and hard and . . . WHAP . . . hey, I could take a hint, it wasn’t necessary for her to . . . WHAP . . .

			You think that broom didn’t hurt? It hurt, believe me, and what was I supposed to do? Sit there and let her . . . WHAP . . . take target practice at my . . . WHAP!
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			In a flash, I switched off “There’s Been Some Mistake,” dived over the side of the car, and hit the ground running. And with a deranged ranch wife right behind me, flogging me with her broom, I proceeded to run for my life.

			But as I was leaving, I managed to fire off one last shot at the cat. “You’ll HICK pay for this, Pete! If it’s the last thing I ever do, you’ll . . .”

			WHAP!

			Never mind. I managed to escape, that’s the important thing.

			Gee, it sure didn’t take much to get Sally May stirred up, and once you got on her List of Suspects, it was almost impossible to get off.

			She just didn’t understand. If she had only put away her weapons, if she had given me five minutes to explain about the Celestial Crisis . . . oh well. 

			As I’ve said many times before, in some ways this is a lousy job. You work eighteen hours a day, put your life on the line, give the ranch your best effort, try your very hardest to be a good dog, and . . . well, it never seems to be enough to please these people.

			I don’t know what they want.

			Well, my relationship with Sally May had suffered another blow, but there was one bright star on the horizon of my . . . whatever. The broom-flogging had gotten rid of my hiccups, and for that I was grateful. Nothing makes a dog look more ridiculous than hicking.

			So . . . where were we? Oh yes, I ran for my life and took cover in the calf shed, on the far west perimeter of ranch headquarters—as far away from Sally May as I could get, in other words. There, I bandaged up my bleeding cuts and broken bones . . . okay, there weren’t exactly any bleeding cuts and broken bones, but my heart and spirit had suffered immuckable damage, so you might say that, inside, I was broken and bleeding.

			No kidding. Dogs have feelings too. When we get screeched at and chased with deadly brooms, it hurts our pride.

			I was in the process of nursing my wounded spirit back to health, when guess who put in an appearance. Drover. 

			He poked his head through that spot where the door is warped at the bottom, wiggled inside, and gave me a silly smile.

			“Oh, hi. Did you get in trouble again?”

			I beamed him a wilting glare. “I don’t know why you put it that way, Drover. When you say ‘again,’ it suggests that I’ve had other troubling episodes with Sally May.”

			“Yeah, she sure got mad. I figured she would.”

			“Drover, if you had that kind of information, why didn’t you share it with me?”

			“Well . . . I tried, but you didn’t listen.”

			“Hey, I was busy. Did you think I was up there goofing off and having fun?”

			“Well . . . I wondered. What were you doing up there?”

			“Well, I was . . . that is, I thought . . .”

			“You didn’t really think you could keep the sky from falling, did you?”

			I stood up and paced away from him. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course not. How absurd! I’m shocked that you’d even think such a thing.”

			“Yeah, but you said . . .”

			“Drover, please! Isn’t it obvious?” I stopped pacing and whispered, “I was on a secret assignment and wasn’t in a position to disclose my true purpose.”

			“I’ll be derned. How exciting. A secret mission. What was it?”

			“I’m sorry, but I can’t reveal that information to the general public.”

			“Yeah, but I’m not a general. I’m Drover, just plain old Drover. And I won’t tell anybody.”

			“Hmmm. Well, maybe it wouldn’t hurt.” I paced back to him. “Okay, I’ll tell you, but you must promise to believe my story.”

			“Yeah, but . . . what if I don’t believe it? Tell me what it is, so I can decide if I believe it, and then you can tell me the story.”

			I gave that some thought. “Okay, I guess that might work.” I glanced over both shoulders and continued. “You thought I was up on top of the car to keep the sky from falling, right? Well, that was just a ridiculous yarn to cover my true purpose.”

			“Yeah, it was pretty ridiculous.”

			“Exactly. The truth is, I went up there to cure a bad case of the hiccups.”

			His eyes brightened. “Oh yeah, you had the hiccups. I remember now.”

			“Right. You see how it all fits together? I had been attacked by this fit of hiccuping, and, well, everybody knows that altitude will cure hiccups, right?”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“That’s my point. Everybody but you knows that altitude will cure hiccups, and now even you know it. Hencely, everybody knows it. And you believe my story, right?”

			“Well . . . you know . . .”

			“Drover, you swore an oath to believe my story and I’m going to hold you to it.”

			“Well . . . okay. I guess it worked, ’cause you’re not hiccuping anymore.”

			“Right. Exactly. If it worked, it must be true.” Suddenly a new thought entered my mind . . . a nasty little idea. Hmmmm. “You know, Drover, it wouldn’t hurt you to go through the Hiccup Cure yourself.”

			His eyes went blank. “You mean . . . crawl up on Sally May’s car?”

			“Yes, exactly. Look what it did for me.”

			“It got you spanked with a broom.”

			“Drover, that was part of the curative process. It’s called Broomotherapy, and it cures hiccups every time.”

			“Yeah, but I don’t have hiccups.”

			I began easing him toward the door. “Drover, if you take the cure now, it will give you immunity later on, like a vaccination.”

			“Gosh, no fooling?”

			“Trust me. Lately, I’ve been worried about your health.”

			“Gosh, that’s nice.”

			“Right. And vaccinations are a very important element in our overall health program. I’m sure you’ll agree with that.”

			“Well . . . yeah, I guess so.”

			We had reached the door. “Great. Let’s run up to the house and get this out of the way. You’ll be very glad, believe me.”

			“Gosh, thanks, Hank. I really appreciate this.”

			And with that, we wiggled through the door and sprinted up to the house.

			Maybe you think I was pulling a mean trick on the runt and trying to get him in trouble with Sally May. Not at all. It had suddenly occurred to me that if Drover got caught on top of the car, it would . . . how can I say this? It would, uh . . . it would spread some of the blame around . . . that is, it would take some of the attention away from my, uh, troubling episode.

			See, I’ve never been the kind of dog who wanted or needed to hog all the attention. Some dogs do, you know. If they’re not in the spotlight all the time, they’re miserable. Not me. I’ve always been a firm believer in sharing. I believe in sharing the good times, the triumphs, the rewards, the moments of glory, so it’s only right and natural that we need to, uh, share the bad times too. Right?

			And don’t forget that Sally May’s broom actually did cure my hiccups, so the part about the vaccination wasn’t just baloney. And I really had been worried about Drover’s health, no kidding. He’d been looking very white and pale . . . okay, his natural color was white, but still . . .

			He’d been looking sickly, is the point, and you know how dangerous hiccups can be to a dog who’s already in a sickly and weakened condition.

			So I’m sure you’ll agree that there was nothing mean or hateful in this plan, although I must admit . . . heh heh . . . that I had a little trouble hiding my laughter when I . . . ho ho, hee hee . . . when I thought about the little mutt sitting on top of the . . . ha ha, ho ho . . .

			But the point is that I was doing this for Drover’s own good, and the fact that it might turn out to be a lot of fun was just . . . well, icing under the bridge.

			We trotted past the gas tanks, past Emerald Pond, and up the hill to the gravel drive. There sat Sally May’s car, just where I had left it. It was the same clean car, only now it had a few . . . well, dog prints on the hood and roof. And a scratch or two on the, uh, paint job.

			That would soon change, heh heh.

			We stopped in front of the car. I could see that Drover was excited about going through the Anti-Hiccup Therapy. I pointed to the car. “Well, here we are.”

			“Oh goodie, I can hardly wait. You know, I’ve always hated hiccups. They make me sound goofy.”

			“I understand. But after today, it’ll never be a problem again.”

			“Oh boy. So I just hop up on the hood?”

			“Right. Hop up on the hood, then climb on up to the HICK . . .”

			Drover stared at me. His jaw dropped and his eyes widened. “You just . . . hiccuped.”

			“I did not.”

			“Yeah, I think you did, ’cause I heard it. And if you’re still hiccuping, it means . . .”

			“Rubbish. I was . . . I was misquoted, Drover, it HICK happens all the time.”

			He began backing away. “You know, I think I’ll . . .” He turned and ran away as fast as his legs would carry him.

			“Drover, come back here! This is about sharing! Drover? I’m ordering you to . . . Drover, come back here!”

			He highballed it straight to the machine shed and disappeared inside, the little weenie, and we didn’t see him again for the next hour. 

			Oh well. A guy tries to help his friends and to share his life with others, and if they won’t accept it, there’s not much you can do about it. If Drover was too selfish to share the bad times with me, then he wasn’t much of a friend to start with.

			And he could just go through the rest of his life without immunity to the Dreaded Hiccup Virus. And the next time he came down with a case of hiccups, I would be the first to remind him of his . . . HICK . . .

			Have we ever done “Hiccup Tango?” Maybe not, because we save it for very special occasions, but maybe we should do it. Here, listen to this.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine: This Is a Great Song, No Kidding
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			Hiccup Tango 

			This hiccuping is driving me bananas.

			I feel my life is going down the drain.

			I’ve taken all the hicking I can standa

			This hiccuping is driving me insane.

			I’ve attempted all the tricks that any dog would likely try:

			I’ve held my breath and counted to ten thousand one by fives;

			I’ve tried exercise and pesticide and standing on my head.

			You’d think the hicks would go away; they’ve gotten worse instead!

			It’s hard to run a ranch while you’re hicking.

			It’s corrosive to one’s sense of dignity.

			I’m feeling desperate and I sense the clock is ticking

			On my job as Head of Ranch Security.

			Just imagine what would happen if the coyotes came tonight

			And launched a bloody raid to satisfy their appetites.

			If I met them at the gates and gave them orders stern and loud,

			I’d probably hiccup in the middle, drawing laughter from the crowd.

			As you see, the situation’s getting serious.

			I am losing my authority to rule.

			This hiccuping is making me delirious

			And my enemies might think that I’m a fool.

			So if someone out there listening has a cure for this disease,

			I beseech you to inform me of it, hurry, pretty please.

			Duty calls, jobs are waiting and it wouldn’t be much fun

			If I had to bring the day to life by hicking up the sun.

			Hicking up the sun.

			You probably think it’s funny that I still had the hiccups. Fine, go ahead and laugh all you want, I don’t care.

			Yes, I DO care, and do you know why? Because it wasn’t funny, not at all. How can a dog conduct the solemn business of being Head of Ranch Security when he’s . . . we’ve already covered this and I won’t say any more about it.

			But it WASN’T FUNNY.

			Where were we? You see what those hiccups do to me? I had something very important to say and then we got sidetracked on the subject of . . . wait, here we go.

			I was in the process of brooding over Drover’s shameful and cowardly behavior, when I looked up and noticed a line of angry dark clouds moving in from the northwest. It appeared to be a cold front, the kind of sudden and violent storm we often get in the month of March. 

			Have we discussed the month of March? Maybe not. It’s the windiest month of the year: north wind, south wind, back and forth, lots of wind, and sometimes sudden storms.

			Anyway, I was just standing there, minding my own business, when I looked up and saw this line of angry clouds moving in from the northwest. All at once the air was still, not a breath of wind. You could hear tiny sounds in the distance, such as . . . what was that? 

			I heard a tiny sound in the distance behind me. I whirled around and faced . . . a rooster. J. T. Cluck was coming toward me, walking slowly with his head down. He didn’t see me until he almost ran into me, then his head shot up and he stared at me.

			“Oh. It’s you again. I finally got them hens quieted down, but it took half the night. You sure have a way of getting women stirred up.”

			“Thanks. Good-bye.”

			“Huh? Good-bye? Who’s leaving?”

			“You are. I’ve filled my monthly quota of being around chickens. Go away before I die of boredom.”

			He puffed himself up. “Well, too bad, ’cause I ain’t ready to leave. I’ve got something to say.”

			“You always have something to say, J.T., and it’s always worth missing.”

			“Oh yeah? For your information, pooch, this here is pretty darned important.”

			I heaved a sigh and sat down. “Okay, I’ll give you three minutes. That’s all I can stand.”

			J.T. glanced over both wings and leaned toward me. “You remember what I told you last night as you was leaving the chicken house?”

			“You said the HICK sky was going to fall. And you know what, J.T.? It didn’t happen.”

			“Yeah, well, that’s what I wanted to talk about. See, I’ve changed my forecast.”

			Somehow that struck me as funny, and I laughed. “Changed your forecast!”

			“That’s right. The sky’s going to fall, just as sure as shootin’, but it ain’t going to happen as soon as I thought.”

			“Oh? What happened?”

			“Well sir . . . the wind quit blowing. Did you notice that?”

			“Of course I noticed. It’s my job to notice every tiny detail.”

			“Well, I noticed it too, and I’m moving my forecast back one month, ’cause the wind quit blowing.”

			“So the sky’s going to fall in April?”

			“Yes sir, that’s what I’m a-saying. See, the sky can’t fall when the wind ain’t a-blowing.”

			“Why is that?”

			He stared at me and blinked his big red rooster eyes. “Well . . . just because it can’t. I don’t know why and I don’t have every answer to every little question, mister, but I’m a-telling you: the sky can’t fall if the wind ain’t blowing.”

			“And you’re sure it’ll happen in April?”

			“That’s right, pooch. How many times do I have to say it?”

			This was turning out to be more interesting than I had expected. You know why? As J.T. was telling me all of this, I could see the cold front behind him, bearing down on us from the northwest. The closer those clouds got to us, the meaner they looked, and I had a feeling they had some wind behind them. 

			Heh heh.

			J.T.’s three minutes were up, but I decided to string him along for a while. “What would you say if the wind came up all of a sudden?”

			“Huh? I wouldn’t say anything, ’cause it ain’t going to happen. The wind’s already blowed itself out.” He drew himself up to his full height. “Next month, a terrible wind’s going to strike the earth. The dust is going to fly and the wind is going to howl and awful dark clouds are going to cover the earth. And pooch, mark my words, when all of that comes to pass, the sky’s going to . . .”

			Perfect timing! I couldn’t have timed it any better if I’d planned the whole thing myself. Right at the climax of J.T.’s windbag speech, the cold front rolled across the ranch like a freight train. And it was exactly what J.T. had described in his phony Chicken Forecast!

			It was a hoot, let me tell you. I saw it coming, see, but J.T. never suspected a thing. And just as he came to the most dramatic moment in his speech, the clouds rolled over us and the wind began to scream. 

			J.T. didn’t even have time to be surprised. That wind lifted him off the ground and sent him rolling like an empty bean can, feathers flying. If he hadn’t smashed into the front of the machine shed, he might have rolled all the way down to South Texas.

			Well, you know me. When I see one of our local chickens in distress, I’m the first to offer aid and comfort. Heh heh. With dust and sand stinging my face, I rushed to his side. He was lying on his back, propped up against the machine shed, staring up at the sky with hollow chicken eyes.

			“J.T., are you hurt?”

			He rubbed a knot on his head. “What do you think?”

			“You didn’t finish your speech. You’d just come to the important part. What were you saying?”

			“Pooch, I’ve got a feeling you think this is funny, but it ain’t. Do you realize what this means?”

			Over the scream of the wind, I yelled, “Yes, I do. It means that you’re just as dumb as I always thought. It means that you’ve wasted my valuable time again, but that’s okay because I really enjoyed watching you get blown away. Ha ha ha.”

			He gave me a glare and struggled to his feet against the wind. “No sir, that ain’t what it means. It means . . . see, they keep fooling around with this Daylight Saving Time and it’s got everything messed up. April’s come a whole month too early and the sky’s fixing to fall! I called it right on the button.” He bent his neck into the wind and started trudging away. “Run for cover, pooch! I’ve got to find Elsa and warn the hens! Help! Run! Take cover! The sky’s fixing to fall!”

			That was hilarious, watching J.T. trying to make his way back to the chicken house. See, in a high wind, anything with feathers becomes a kite. Old J.T. would take two steps forward, then get blown sideways, take another two steps, and then go staggering sideways again, all the while squawking his head off. “Elsa, run for your life, sugar! It’s here, the sky’s fixing to fall! I knew it was a-coming!”
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			Dumb bird. 

			Well, I was enjoying the show and . . . okay, trying to keep myself from getting blown away by the wind, when I heard a voice behind me. I turned and saw Drover’s head peeking out of the crack between the big sliding doors of the machine shed. 

			“Hank? I just heard somebody say the sky is going to fall! And this wind . . . oh my gosh, it’s terrible!”

			I staggered and stumbled against the wind and made it over to the machine shed, which offered some shelter from the storm. There, I towered over my cowardly assistant and scorched him with a glare of righteous anger.

			“Drover, your biggest problem isn’t the wind. It’s that you disobeyed a direct order and failed to complete your vaccination program.”

			“Yeah, but if the sky starts falling, it won’t matter if I have the hiccups. Help! Oh my leg!”

			“Drover, we’ve already discussed the business of the sky falling. There’s absolutely nothing to it. It’s a chicken rumor.”

			“Yeah, but I keep hearing people talk about it. And this wind . . .”

			“The people who keep talking about it aren’t people. They’re chickens.”

			He gave me a puzzled look. “You mean . . .”

			“Yes. The voice you heard belonged to J. T. Cluck. He still thinks the sky is going to fall, but he’s a permanent pessimist.”

			“What?”

			I filled my lungs with air and yelled, “I said he’s a peppermint permanist!”

			“He plays the piano?”

			“What? I can’t hear you in this wind.”

			“J. T. Cluck plays a peppermint piano?”

			I stared at the runt. “Who? A peppermint piano? Drover, what are you talking about?”

			“I don’t know! I thought you said . . . did you say he plays a piano made out of peppermint candy?”

			“No, no, no! I said J.T. is a permanent pepperist.”

			“He eats peppers?”

			“Yes, exactly. He thrives on bad news. That’s why he keeps predicting that the sky is going to fall.”

			“Then who plays the piano?”

			I closed my eyes and let my head fall down on my chest. I felt beaten, worn down by the forces of chaos. “Drover, just skip it. Carrying on a normal conversation with you has always been difficult, but in this wind, it may be impossible.” 

			He shrugged and gave me a silly grin. “Boy, I sure love candy.”

			For a long moment of heartbeats, I stared into his empty lunatic eyes. The lips on both sides of my mouth began to twitch and dance, as they tried to form themselves into a snarl that would . . . 

			Huh?

			Unless my ears were deceiving me, a vehicle had just . . . I whirled around to the left and saw . . . holy smokes, a pickup had appeared out of nowhere and was coming straight at me! Unless I did something fast, such as jump out of the way . . .

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten: I Give Slim a Shunning
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			You’re probably all worried and upset, wondering if I got run over and smashed by some wild maniac in a speeding pickup, right? Well, it was a pretty close call, but you’ll be relieved to know that I survived the ordeal.

			But here’s the sad part. The driver wasn’t an ordinary wild maniac or some stranger who had pulled into ranch headquarters by mistake. No sir. I knew the guy, knew him very well. Would you like to take a guess who it was?

			Slim Chance, the hired hand on this ranch and a guy I had thought was one of my dearest friends. Here’s the story, the sad, sad story of what happened.

			He did it on purpose, see. He saw me sitting there, minding my own business, bothering nobody, and deafened by the roar of the wind, so what did he do? He crept up behind me and tried to scare the . . .

			They do this sort of thing all the time, the cowboys on this outfit. A dog can never relax. The moment we let down our guard, they pop up out of nowhere and try to pull some twisted practical joke. 

			That’s what he was doing, see, trying to be funny. He honked the horn, slammed on the brakes, and slid to a stop, only inches from where I had been sitting. Then—you won’t believe this—he had the nerve to roll down his window and yell, “Never fear, pooch, Slim Chance is at the controls!”

			Very funny. 

			You’d think a grown man with a steady job could find more productive things to do with his time than to . . . if the wind hadn’t been roaring and screaming, I would have heard him a mile away and he never would have been able to sneak up on me like that.

			HICK.

			You see what he did to me? He gave me such a scare that my stupid hiccups came back! I had cured them with “Hiccup Tango,” but now . . . okay, fine, if that’s the way Slim wanted to live his HICK life, he could do it without his loyal dog.

			I’d had all of his tired jokes I could stand for a lifetime. 

			Our friendship was over. Finished. Destroyed in a puff of smoke . . . in a blast of sand and grit, actually, but the impointant pork is that it was over.

			Our friendship, that is.

			Important point.

			You know what I did? I SNUBBED HIM. Yes sir, I held my head at a wounded angle, turned my back on him, and went into a program we call “You’ve Really Done It This Time!” In this procedure, we refuse to look at the other party or establish any eye contact at all. Oh, and did I mention the tail? No motion on the tail, none, not even a little twitch. What we had was a dead tail.

			Remember the old saying “Dead tails tell no dogs”? That’s what we had going here, a lifeless tail that had given up hope, a tail that would never again do Joyous Swings or Broad Friendly Wags, a tail that had become so discouraged with life’s cruelties, it would never wag again.

			Pretty severe, huh? You bet, but don’t forget, my feelings had been badly damaged. Slim had brought this on himself. He had made his own bed and now he would have to call the chickens home to roost in it.

			Chickens?

			Whoa, hold everything! Was that another clue in the mystery? I mean, don’t forget that this whole case started with me answering a Code Three Alert at the chicken house, and chickens had been popping up in my life ever since.

			Hmmmm. I turned to the huge computer screen of my mind and punched in the commands for a key-word search on “Chickens.” Data Control went to work and within seconds . . .

			Okay, skip it. It wasn’t a clue. False alarm.

			Where were we? Oh yes, I was in the midst of a Shunning Procedure and was doing Dead Tail. I hated to take such drastic measures against a friend . . . against a former friend, let us say, but he had brought this upon himself and the chipmunks would have to lie where they fell.

			It was out of my hands.

			Our friendship was over.

			Behind me, I heard Slim’s voice. “Come on, dogs, load up! We’ve got cows to feed.”

			This was very sad. Slim still didn’t understand that he had finally pushed his loyal friend over the edge of the brink. I turned to the little lunatic who was sitting beside me.

			Over the howl of the wind, I yelled, “Drover, you go.”

			“Go for what?”

			“Go for the pickup.”

			He was staring at me with that empty expression on his face. “No, I think it’s Slim.”

			“What?”

			“It’s not a gopher. It’s Slim. He’s in his pickup.”

			“That’s what I said!”

			“I think he wants us to go for a ride.”

			“What? He’s got a gopher inside? I don’t care. You go.”

			Drover twisted his head to the side. “He’s got a gopher named Hugo?”

			I could feel my eyes bulging out of my head. “I didn’t say his name was Hugo! I know nothing about Slim’s pet gopher and I don’t care if his name is Hugo or Leroy or anything else. I’m breaking off all relations with Slim. You go with Hugo and Slim to feed.”

			Drover’s face showed bewilderment. “Hugo’s a slim gopher?”

			The wind was so awful, I couldn’t hear half of what Drover was saying, and couldn’t make any sense out of the other half. Did Slim actually have a pet gopher named Hugo? Was that what Drover had said? 

			At last, in desperation, I put my mouth next to Drover’s ear and said, “Drover, go feed with Slim. I’m staying here.”

			“Oh. You’re not going?”

			“That’s correct. I’ve quit my job.”

			He grinned. “Gosh, I get the whole seat to myself? Oh goodie, I get shotgun! Bye, and thanks, Hank!”

			HUH?
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			I watched with mounting anger as the little mutt scampered over to the pickup, leaped inside and plopped his insolent little hiney down in MY place of honor on the pickup seat. Slim put the pickup in reverse and began backing out of the gravel drive. 

			I cut my eyes from side to side as I found myself plunging into a new and very serious moral delemon. Do you see what I was facing? Only seconds after I had turned in my resignation as a protest, Drover was already moving into the void created by my vacuum and was making himself right at home in my place of honor! 

			Was I just going to sit there and take this outrage? Let the little shrimp ride shotgun in the ranch’s pickup, just as though he had earned the right?

			No, by George, someone around here had to show some maturity! It wouldn’t be Drover, and Slim was such a goof-off . . . it had to come from me. I had no choice.

			I switched off Dead Tail and sprinted after the pickup, doing Broad Swings on the tail section and barking an urgent message: “Hey Slim, hang on! I’ve, uh, had a change of heart and . . . okay, we’ll try to forget your cheap trick. Just don’t let it happen again, hear?”

			He stopped the pickup and opened the door. You see what a powerful force maturity can be? Even though Slim was a shameless joker, he couldn’t resist the high moral example I was setting for the entire ranch. And with words that touched me to the soles of my heart, he said, “Hurry up, bozo, before this wind yanks the door off.”

			Pretty touching, huh? You bet. He was thrilled to have me back on the job. I guess my little protest had thrown quite a scare into him.

			I leaped up into the cab of the pickup, and you’ll be proud to know that I marched straight over to my assistant and addressed him in a soft, mature tone of voice. “Move, pipsqueak, you’re in my spot.”

			He moved and I reclaimed my position of honor beside the window on the passenger side. That’s what “shotgun” means, don’t you know, that special spot beside the window. We call it “shotgun” because . . .

			. . . because back in frontier days, before the invention of pickups and dog food, people and dogs had to ride around in stagecoaches, see, because they didn’t have pickups. And every stagecoach had a window on the right side and if you rode in that spot, you had to carry a shotgun, because . . . well, because the mosquitoes were terrible in those days and were as big as quail and . . .

			Let’s skip this. I don’t know why we call it the “shotgun” seat, but the important thing is that we do. If you have further questions on this, ask a chicken.

			Where were we? Oh yes. It was March, an ugly windy day in March. Drover and I had gone out with Slim Chance to feed cows and I rode all the way to the pasture sitting in the Shotgun Position. Once in the pasture, Slim parked the pickup on a hill. There, he honked the horn and waited for the cows to come in to feed.

			The wind was screaming straight out of the west, blowing so hard that we could feel it rocking the pickup. Oh, and it moaned through the cracks in the pickup doors, a very moinful morn. 

			Moinful moan.

			Moanful moin.

			Mournful moan.

			Slim gazed out the window and shook his head, then turned his red-rimmed eyes on me. 

			“You know, dogs, I’ve got a feeling that our forefathers didn’t come to this country in March, ’cause if they had, our foremothers would have told ’em to keep driving. Man alive, this wind is awful!” A strong gust of wind sent a shower of sand against Slim’s window. “And it’s getting my nice clean pickup dirty.”

			Nice clean pickup? I stared at Slim and tried to . . . okay, it was a joke. It wasn’t funny but I made the Supreme Effort and squeezed up a smile. That’s part of a dog’s job, don’t you know. We not only have to Share Pain, but we’re responsible for Joke Responses too. When they make corny jokes, we’re expected to laugh, or at least smile. I know, it seems kind of silly, but that’s what we do for a living. 

			It beats chasing quail or dragging a sled over frozen tundra.

			But I noticed that Drover wasn’t doing his part. Instead of laughing or smiling, he seemed to be in one of his stuporous states, staring out the window at . . . we’re never sure what Drover sees when he’s in one of his dreamy states. And I really didn’t care. The point was that he was being a slacker and a half-stepper, while I was carrying the whole load for the Security Division.

			“Drover, I feel that you’re not paying attention to your business.”

			His gaze drifted over to me, and through the fog of his mind, I saw his eyes come into focus. “Oh, hi. Are we home yet?”

			“No, we’re not home. We are waiting for the cattle to come into the feed ground.”

			“I’ll be derned. That’s what I’m doing too.”

			“Of course that’s what you’re doing, because you’re here in the pickup with me and Slim.”

			“I’ll be derned. I knew I was somewhere.”

			“That is, your body is here in the pickup. We’re not sure where your mind is.”

			“Oh, it’s right here with me. We always go places together.”

			I glared at the runt. “Drover, Slim’s bored and he’s starting to make corny jokes. He expects a reaction from us dogs, and you’ve left me to do all the work by myself. Do you suppose you could trouble yourself to listen and maybe even laugh now and then?”

			“Oh sure. Ha ha ha. Hee hee hee. That was a good one.”

			“You didn’t hear his joke.”

			“Oh. What did he say?”

			“He said . . . to be honest, Drover, I don’t remember.”

			“Gosh, it must not have been very funny.”

			“It wasn’t funny, but that’s the whole point. If his jokes were actually funny, I wouldn’t need your help. It’s the corny jokes that make this job difficult.” I went nose-to-nose with him. “Now, I’d appreciate it if you’d . . .”

			You won’t believe what happened next. I was shocked.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven: Danger! High Voltage!
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			See, when I put my nose right next to Drover’s nose, a spark of electricity jumped across the space between them, giving both of us a jolt. 

			I found myself staring into his eyes. “You just . . . you just shocked my nose!”

			“No, I think you just shocked mine. And it hurt. Oh, my nose!”

			“Drover, I was sitting right here and saw the whole thing. You sent a spark of electricity through your nose and into HICK mine.”

			“Gosh, you’ve still got the hiccups.”

			“I do not still have the hiccups, and don’t try to change the subject. HICK.”

			“Then how come you just hicked?”

			“I did not hick. I said ‘stick,’ as in stick to the subject.”

			 “Yeah, but I forgot the subject.”

			“You shocked my nose. Don’t try to deny it.”

			“Well, okay. But I didn’t do it.”

			“Drover”—I put my nose into his face again— “how can you sit there and . . .”

			ZAP!

			It happened again, another huge jolt of electricity. It must have been, oh, ten thousand votes. Volts, I guess it is, volts of electricity. At least fifty thousand volts. Did it hurt? You bet it did.
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			Drover grinned. “See? I didn’t do it.”

			“I saw it, pal, and you did do it! That didn’t come from me. I don’t know what you’re up to, Drover, but I’m fixing to . . .”

			At that point, I noticed that Slim was looking at us and beaming such a wide grin that I could see particles of dust and grit on his teeth. And he said (this is a direct quote), he said, “Heh. This old wind’s making so much static electricity, y’all dogs are throwing up sparks.”

			Huh?

			Static electricity? Okay, maybe Drover hadn’t actually . . .

			See, when the wind blows long enough and hard enough, it sucks electricity out of the electric power lines and flings it into the air, and all at once the air is . . . I don’t know. Somehow the wind does something and these deadly electrical currents are . . .

			The point here, the important point, is that I suddenly realized that the atmosphere all around us was loaded with deadly high-energy electrical zapazoids and it was no longer safe for me to go nose-to-nose with my assistant. 

			And at that point, I did what any normal, healthy American dog would have done. I backed away from Drover and muttered, “Drover, sometimes I think you’re trying to make a mockery of my life.”

			To which he said, “Oh, thanks. Me too.”

			Just then, Slim opened his door and got out to feed the cows, and my thoughts were buried under a cloud of windblown sand and dust. The cab of the pickup was suddenly transformed into a wind tunnel, with dust and sand and bits of grass flying through the air. 

			Above the blast of wind, I heard Slim yell, “Outside, dogs! Y’all need to answer the call of the wild!”

			Outside? Into that wind? Was he crazy? Forget that, Charlie, I was doing fine inside the pickup.

			“Get out of my pickup and take care of your business!”

			Okay, fine, but he didn’t need to screech at us like we were deaf or something. For his information, I wasn’t deaf and I didn’t need to answer any “calls of the wild,” to use his silly expression, but if he was going to scream and yell and make such a big deal out of it . . .

			I jumped out of the pickup and was promptly blown sideways by a blast of wind. The moment Drover’s paws hit the ground, he felt the slap of that wind in his face. He drew himself up into a knot and began to moan. “Oh, I hate this wind!”

			I could barely make out what he was saying. “You ate what?”

			“This wind!”

			“You ate the wind?”

			“Yeah, with my whole body and soul!”

			“You ate the wind with your soiled body? Drover, if you’d actually eaten the wind, you would have eaten it with your mouth, not with your soiled body.”

			“What’s a spoiled potty?”

			He wasn’t hearing me, so I raised my voice over the howl of the wind. “No, I said, you eat with your mouth, not with a soiled body.”

			He gave me a blank stare. “A mouse spoiled the potty?”

			“What? You saw a mouse? Drover, why wasn’t I informed at once?”

			“No, you said a mouse ate the spoiled potty.”

			“What? Louder! You say a spoiled mouse is acting naughty?”

			“No, I said . . .” All at once, he fell to the ground and burst into tears. 

			I rushed to his side. “What is it, son? What’s happened to you?”

			Through his tears, he moaned, “I don’t know what we’re talking about! I’m so confused, and I hate this wind!”

			“What?”

			“I said, I HATE THIS WIND!”

			“This is no time to be thinking of food, son, not in this terrible wind. Let’s not try to talk.”

			The sky had turned a dirty shade of brown and tumbleweeds were flying through the air. Down along the creek, big cottonwood trees groaned and twisted in the screaming gale.

			We watched as Slim struggled to string out a sack of feed on the ground. The edges of the bag were flapping in the wind and the brim of his hat had folded around his ears. If he hadn’t held the hat down with his hand, it would have been on its way to Mexico.  

			When he’d finished pouring out the feed, he staggered back to the pickup and yelled, “To heck with this! Load up, dogs, and let’s head for the barn!”

			Yes sir! In a flash, I sprinted to the door and was waiting there when Slim arrived. I went into Deep Crouch and waited for him to open the door. I had it all planned out, see. The very instant he opened the door, I would go flying inside the cab, out of all the wind and dust.

			Pretty clever, huh? You bet. It’s the kind of special technique we often use in the Security Business. We’ve found that careful planning can save a lot of time. 

			He grabbed the door handle and pulled, and I timed my jump perfectly so that . . .

			BONK! 

			Okay, Slim couldn’t get the door open, because of the wind, and I . . . uh . . . wrecked my nose on the side of the pickup, shall we say, and it HURT. It not only hurt my nose, but it also caused me great HICK embarrassment and humiliation.

			[image: ]

			Tears of pain filled my eyes, and through the shimmering wateriness of my vision, I looked up at Slim and saw that he was . . .

			You’d think that if a loyal dog bashed his nose into the side of a pickup, his cowboy friend might show some concern, right? Well, he didn’t. You know what he did? He laughed, and yelled, “It works better when the door’s open, pooch.”

			Very funny. 

			Did I need to be told that jumping into a pickup works better when the door’s open? No. But that didn’t stop him from . . . never mind. Let’s just skip it.

			Oh, and one more point. You’ll be glad to know that the shock of bashing my nose against the side of the pickup cured my hiccups.

			Fifteen minutes later, we made it back to ranch headquarters and pulled up in front of the machine shed. Loper was standing inside the barn, looking out at the weather. We dived out of the pickup and sprinted into the shelter of the barn. There, we stared out at the storm and listened to the wind as it rumbled across the tin roof. And fellers, it was RUMBLING. Even though we all knew the barn was pretty stout, we began to wonder if it could stand the force of that wind. 

			I noticed that Slim and Loper lifted their eyes and were checking out the rafters. Then Loper said, “The radio says the wind’s gusting up to sixty miles an hour. Tell you what. Let’s shut ’er down for the day and go to the house. This wind’s bad enough to hurt somebody.”

			Slim nodded his agreement.

			Loper waved good-bye, took a good grip on his hat, and trotted down to the house. Slim closed the sliding doors on the machine shed and ran to his pickup. He started the motor and drove away, leaving me and my assistant . . . well, just sitting there to be thrashed by the wind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve: This Ending Is Pretty Scary, So Beware
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			So there we were, standing out in front of the machine shed. Drover let out a moan. “Everybody but us has a house, and now they’ve all gone. What’ll we do?”

			I braced myself against a powerful gust of wind. “We’ll just . . . I don’t know what we’ll do, Drover, but it won’t be much fun. You know, it’s a sad day when a couple of loyal dogs are turned out into a screaming windstorm and left to be . . .”

			A huge gust of wind oblatherated . . . obitterated . . . obliterated my words, and it was so powerful, the whole barn shook and rumbled.

			Drover’s eyes grew wide with fear. He looked around and said, “Hank? Do you remember what J.T. said?”

			“No. I’ve never trusted the testimony of chickens.” There was a moment of silence. “What did he say?”

			“He said . . . he said when the wind starts blowing hard, it’s a sign the sky’s fixing to fall.”

			“Rubbish. We’ve already discussed this twenty times today and there’s nothing more to say.”

			“And . . . and remember what Pete said last night?”

			“Drover, I never listen to cats, and you should know that too.” There was another moment of silence. “What did Pete say that relates to our, uh, present situation?”

			Drover rolled his eyes to the brown-colored sky. “Don’t you remember? He predicted the sky was going to fall. Today.”

			“What are you saying, Drover? Are you trying to frighten me? I’m sorry, it won’t work. For your infomation . . .”

			At that very moment, a huge, enormous, incredibly powerful blast of wind struck us, blowing us both off our feet and sending us rolling across the gravel drive. We rolled twenty or thirty feet, and might have rolled twenty or thirty miles if we hadn’t lodged against the north side of the water storage tank. 

			There, I struggled to my feet, which was no easy job, let me tell you. I mean, that wind was getting worse by the minute. My ears were blown straight back on my head and I could hardly open my eyes. Oh, and the air was now filled with flying objects: tumbleweeds, an empty paint can, a grocery sack, and several chicken feathers.

			[image: ]

			Whoa! Chicken feathers? Was that a clue? See, in the Security Business, we have our facts and our clues. Sometimes a fact is just a fact, but sometimes it’s more than just a fact and it becomes a clue. And, to be honest . . . 

			Do we need to take another HICK look at the Secret Clue List? Maybe I can summarize. Pay close attention because I don’t want to repeat this, not in this terrible wind.

			Okay, over the past twenty-four hours, we had assembled a Secret Clue List, right? Many, or even most, of those clues had related in one way or another to chickens, right? I mean, the word “chicken” just kept coming up, over and over again, and somehow it always seemed to be pointing back to . . . 

			Over the howl of the wind, I yelled, “Drover, I’m having second thoughts about this.”

			“What? Help, murder, oh my leg!”

			“Drover, we both agreed that J.T. is just a dumb cluck and that we should ignore his silly forecast about the sky falling, remember?”

			“Help!”

			“Well, I’m beginning to think . . . Drover, we need to take cover immediately! I don’t want to alarm you, but all at once, I’m beginning to suspect . . . that THE SKY IS FIXING TO FALL!! Follow me, son, our very lives are in danger!”

			“Help! This leg’s killing me!”

			So there we were, two brave dogs struggling in a world turned upside down by one of the most ferocious winds ever recorded. You probably think we ran to the Security Division’s Vast Office Com­plex and took shelter in our gunnysack bunkers. That would have been a sensible thing to do. I mean, no place is safer, warmer, friendlier, or more secure than a gunnysack bunker. 

			Unfortunately, it was too late for that. We had no choice but to seek shelter in the closest building at hand, which happened to be a little wooden toolshed that sat on a cinder block foundation just west of the chicken house.

			Against incredible odds, we staggered against the screaming wind and through a shower of stinging sand and flying debris, oh, you should have seen us! Ordinary dogs would have been blown away and then smashed flat by the falling sky, but somehow we made it to the toolshed. 

			I had feared we might have to crawl underneath the shed and hide in the dusty darkness with the black widow spiders and lizards and centipedes, but luck was with us. The door of the shed had been ripped off its hinges by the wind, so we were able to leap inside and take cover.

			Whew! Even though the wind was causing the shed to rock on its foundation and roaring across the tin roof, we knew we were safe at last. 

			Drover even managed to squeeze up a weak smile. “Gosh, we made it.”

			“Of course we made it. Did you ever doubt it?”

			“Well, yeah, I was kind of worried . . . Hank, you really think the sky’s going to fall?”

			“No question about it, son. I mean, the clues in this case have followed a crazy back-and-forth pattern, but through it all, I never doubted for a moment that the sky was going to fall on this very day.”

			He stared at me in wonder. “No fooling? But I thought . . .”

			“I was thrown off the track once or twice, but every time I kept going back to the Clue List. That tells the story, Drover. Those clues, which we’ve amassed over the past twenty-four hours, point to one conclusion: very soon, the sky is going to fall. Fortunately, we’re in a place that will withstand the force of falling clouds and so forth.”

			Drover let out a gasp. “Gosh . . . then J.T. was right all along. And so was Pete.”

			I gave him a burning glare. “Drover, we threw out their testimony.”

			“Yeah, but they were right.”

			“They were right for the wrong reasons. We suspect there was a strong element of luck in their phony predictions, so we’ve removed them from our files, so to speak.”

			“You mean . . .”

			“Exactly. I predicted this all along. The sky will fall, Drover, and let the record show that I . . .”

			Suddenly, as if the forces of nature had conspired to fillfull my prediction, the air was shattered by the sounds of the sky falling all around us. It was deafening, terrifying, scariest bunch of sounds I’d ever heard. There was a roar of wind, the screech of tin being ripped to shreds, the snap and groan of lumber being twisted into toothpicks.

			See? Didn’t I tell you? The sky was falling around our very ears.

			As you might expect, Drover and I hit the floor, covered our eyes with our paws, and . . . well, hoped for the best. When the sky starts falling, there’s not much else you can do. You just hunker down and wait for the sky to do its damage.

			We waited and waited. The minutes passed. The wind slacked off, then fell to a whisper.

			“Drover, are you there?”

			“I think so.”

			“Good. Nice work, son. I think we can come out now. On the count of three, we will remove our paws from our eyes and see what’s left of the outside world.”

			I took a deep breath of air, counted to three, and opened my . . . 

			HUH?

			Drover was the first to speak. “Hank? Oh my gosh! The sky’s still up there but . . . the roof’s gone!”

			I cut my eyes from side to side. My mind was racing. “Of course! Why didn’t I think of this!”

			“You said the sky was going to fall, but it didn’t. The sky stayed but the roof left.”

			“That’s my whole point. Don’t you get it? I followed the clues, I had it all right, but I forgot one tiny detail.”

			“What’s that?”

			I clapped my paws together and laughed. “I forgot to decode the Secret Clue List! How foolish of me!”

			Drover’s eyes were crossed. “I still don’t get it.”

			“The Secret Clue List was written in code, Drover, to confuse our enemies in case they penetrated our systems. Here, listen to this.” In a burst of insight, I began pacing. “All the clues came out saying that the sky would fall, right? But when we decode the message, it comes out saying . . .”

			Drover’s eyes popped wide open. “. . . the roof’ll fly off!”

			I stopped pacing and whirled around, giving the runt a triumphant smile. “Exactly! Do you see what we’ve done, Drover? We’ve solved the mystery! Our systems and procedures worked to perfection. Twenty-four hours ago, we predicted that the roof would blow off this toolshed!”

			“Yeah, and I even had a dream about it, remember?”

			“Right. Great job, soldier. And the best part is that we have totally discredited J. T. Cluck, Pete the Barncat, and the entire chicken-house rabble. Congratulations, Drover, this may be our finest hour.”

			Well, there isn’t much left to say. When they write the history of our ranch’s Security Division, I have a feeling they’ll point to this case as a classic example of cowdog intelligence, dedication, and determination. 

			And you had a front row seat and got to see the whole thing. And the crowning triumph of the deal was that the storm had cured me of my hiccups! Pretty amazing, huh? You bet. 

			So there you are. The sky didn’t fall and we had managed to pull the ranch through another dangerous event. Does it get any better than that? I don’t think so. See you around.

			Case HICK closed.
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