
    
      The Adventures of Baja
    

    
      Book 1: 
    

    
      Baja and the Whispering Cricket
    

    
    
      
    

    
      Meet Baja
    

    
      This series is based on a real dog named Bajala James Blast—Baja for short.
    

    
      Baja travels with his family throughout the country, exploring new places, meeting new friends, and finding little adventures wherever he goes. He is always curious and always ready to see what happens next.
    

    
      These stories are inspired by his real-life adventures.
    

    
    
       
      Chapter 1:
    

    
       When the Fair Went Quiet
    

    
    
      When the banners came down and the crowds went home, the fairgrounds grew still.
    

    
      Not sleeping still.
    

    
      More like holding-its-breath still.
    

    
      The kind of quiet that settled heavy over the red dirt, warm even after the sun dipped low across those East Texas skies. Cicadas buzzed in the trees at the edge of the grounds, filling the space where music and laughter had been just hours before.
    

    
      Nearby, a horse snorted impatiently as performers loaded wagons and trailers, leather creaking and hooves shifting in the dirt. Voices called out goodbyes. Wheels rolled. One by one, everyone headed out, leaving the fairgrounds to themselves again.
    

    
      The tents sagged a little in the dim light, canvas relaxing now that no one was tugging on ropes or calling out showtimes. The popcorn stand sat empty like it had forgotten what it was for. The jousting field stretched wide and quiet, the rails standing patiently, as if they were waiting for someone to shout, “Charge!” just to see if the place would wake up again.
    

    
      And in the middle of all that quiet stood Bajala James Blast the First.
    

    
      This was the part where most people might assume he was just a regular dog.
    

    
      They would be wrong.
    

    
      Bajala, Baja for short, was what you might call a detective. Not the kind with a hat or a notebook, but the kind who noticed things. He paid attention when sounds changed. He listened when places felt different. He trusted his nose, his ears, and the small tickle in his chest that told him when something didn’t quite fit the way it should.
    

    
      So when his ears lifted and turned slowly, carefully, it wasn’t by accident.
    

    
      He was listening.
    

    
      Canvas fluttered. Wood settled. Bugs moved in the grass now that jingling boots and thundering hooves were gone.
    

    
      His nose would twitch too.
    

    
      It was a very good nose—the kind that could sniff out spilled popcorn long after it had been swept away and hear a bug speak long before anyone else realized something strange was happening.
    

    
      All of that came together at once, and that was how he knew something was going on.
    

    
      Most dogs would have taken the quiet as a sign to curl up and take a nap. That had never really worked for him. If anything, quiet made his ears perk.
    

    
      Growing up around fairs meant noise, but growing up traveling, like Baja had, meant even more. Truck stops humming late at night. Long roads stretching forever. Strange new places that all sounded different if you listened closely enough. He had learned that quiet didn’t mean nothing was happening.
    

    
      Quiet just meant you had to pay extra attention.
    

    
      At this particular place, paying attention meant remembering the little things that made it special.
    

    
      Like the magic soda booth.
    

    
      That one was a crowd favorite.
    

    
      The people there poured sweet fizzy drinks into clear cups and added magic—but Baja knew it was really just edible glitter that swirled and shimmered like the drink was alive. Kids laughed when it sparkled. Adults pretended they weren’t impressed. And sometimes—sometimes—a splash spilled on the ground, and a helpful dog was invited to clean it up.
    

    
      Baja learned that glitter stuck around longer than people.
    

    
      He had also noticed that festivals didn’t really end.
    

    
      They just changed shape—quiet where they used to be loud, empty where they used to be full, leaving behind bits and pieces for anyone curious enough to look.
    

    
      Nearby stood Freya.
    

    
      She lived here most of the year. She knew every corner of the fairgrounds and all the places you could trip if you weren’t careful. Even so, her eyes stayed wide, and her ears flicked in every direction like they were always listening for something to go wrong.
    

    
      She was scared of most things.
    

    
      Loud noises. Quiet noises. Shadows that moved when they shouldn’t. Shadows that didn’t move at all.
    

    
      She liked Baja, though.
    

    
      That was the problem.
    

    
      Being scared all the time and liking someone who wasn’t scared at all meant you often ended up in places you hadn’t planned to be.
    

    
      So even when her paws told her to turn around and hide under a bench, Freya stayed close instead.
    

    
      A little farther back was Nelly.
    

    
      Nelly was older. She moved slower than she used to, but every step had purpose. She was loyal to a fault and had taken it upon herself—long ago—to watch out for him, whether he asked for it or not.
    

    
      She had already seen plenty of excitement in her life.
    

    
      She didn’t mind peace.
    

    
      Out in the open space near the jousting field, Baja was hopping and spinning, darting back and forth like an invisible opponent stood in front of him. He reared back, pounced forward, and skidded in the dirt like he was charging into battle.
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
      The playing stopped.
    

    
      Ears lifted.
    

    
      The spinning ended.
    

    
      Nelly saw it immediately.
    

    
      She sighed in a way that sounded like a full paragraph.
    

    
      “Please don’t,” she muttered.
    

    
      He didn’t answer.
    

    
      He lowered his nose and moved past the old stage where acrobats once tumbled and people clapped until their hands hurt. He wandered toward the wooden sword booth, sniffing the ground just in case a popcorn kernel had escaped. Sometimes one did, and the old man who ran the booth would laugh and let a certain very helpful dog take care of it.
    

    
      Good places were worth checking twice.
    

    
      Then he stopped in his tracks.
    

    
      Because he heard it.
    

    
      Not a bark.
    

    
      Not a footstep.
    

    
      A whisper.
    

    
      Soft. Careful. Almost like someone was trying not to be noticed at all.
    

    
      “Pssst… Baja…”
    

    
      Freya ran straight into him.
    

    
      She gasped and scrambled backward, paws skidding in the dirt. “What was that?” she whispered, shaking slightly as she looked around.
    

    
      His tail lifted.
    

    
      His eyes widened—not with fear, but with interest.
    

    
      Some dogs wagged their tails when they got a bone.
    

    
      This one wagged his tail when he sensed a mystery.
    

    
      “Did you hear that?” he whispered.
    

    
      Nelly stepped closer, eyes narrowing. “If you say the festival is haunted, I’m going back to camp.”
    

    
      “Someone said my name,” he said calmly. “It could be haunted.”
    

    
      Freya stiffened.
    

    
      “But,” he added, “I’m not sure yet. I’ll have to investigate.”
    

    
      Freya swallowed hard.
    

    
      “That feels like something we shouldn’t investigate,” she whispered.
    

    
      He stared into the tall grass near the stage, nose twitching again as the trees hummed around them.
    

    
      “It’s interesting,” he said.
    

    
      And interesting was his favorite kind of thing.
    

    
    
    
      Chapter 2: 
    

    
      The First Cricket
    

    
    
      The grass near the stage looked ordinary.
    

    
      But something was off.
    

    
      Baja didn’t trust ordinary.
    

    
      He stepped closer and stared until his eyes started to water.
    

    
      “Before anyone panics,” Baja said without looking back, “I’m just checking something.”
    

    
      Freya shifted her weight. “Checking what?”
    

    
      “The grass,” he said. “I think something is in there.”
    

    
      Nelly let out a slow breath and lowered herself onto the warm dirt nearby, easing her joints carefully. One eye stayed open. “Just don’t take all night,” she muttered.
    

    
      Baja didn’t answer.
    

    
      He was busy staring.
    

    
      Ordinary places usually stayed ordinary only if you ignored them. Baja had learned that if you stared long enough—really stared—things tended to give themselves away.
    

    
      He leaned in, nose hovering just above the blades of grass. Nothing smelled wrong. Nothing sounded wrong.
    

    
      That made his tail twitch.
    

    
      A breeze shifted, carrying the scent of crushed wildflowers from nearby. Baja’s nose drifted sideways before he could stop it. He took a quick sniff—sweet, dusty, familiar—then shook his head sharply.
    

    
      “Focus,” he told himself, sitting back up straighter.
    

    
      Freya watched this whole process with growing concern. “You’re doing the thing again.”
    

    
      “What thing?” Baja asked.
    

    
      “The thing where you’re about to find something.”
    

    
      That was when the grass moved.
    

    
      Not a rush. Not a scramble. Just a small, careful nudge forward, like whatever lived there wanted to be seen—but didn’t want to make a big deal about it.
    

    
      Baja yelped and leapt straight into the grass, paws landing exactly where the movement had been.
    

    
      “There!” he barked happily. “I knew it!”
    

    
      Freya jumped back. “Why would you jump into it?!”
    

    
      Nelly lifted her head fully now, eyes sharp instead of sleepy. “Because that’s what he does,” she said. “Whatever it is, it picked the wrong dog.”
    

    
      Baja’s nose was already working, tail wagging hard as he sniffed the spot.
    

    
      Then he paused.
    

    
      “It’s a cricket,” he said.
    

    
      He leaned back just enough to let the others see.
    

    
      It was a cricket.
    

    
      Not a big one. Not a shiny one. Just a regular-looking cricket with twitchy legs and alert eyes, like it had been waiting for this exact moment and was a little annoyed it had taken so long.
    

    
      Baja leaned down. “Hello.”
    

    
      Freya inhaled sharply and clamped her mouth shut.
    

    
      Nelly tilted her head. “Hmm,” she said. “I was expecting something with more teeth.”
    

    
      The cricket tilted its head and hopped a little closer.
    

    
      As Baja leaned in, the cricket lifted one of his floppy ears and whispered.
    

    
      “Follow the glitter trail.”
    

    
      Baja sat back on his haunches, a puzzled look crossing his face.
    

    
      “Glitter?” he said slowly, like the word itself might explain things.
    

    
      Freya stared at him. “Why did you just say glitter like that?”
    

    
      Nelly squinted at his face. “You’re listening again, aren’t you?”
    

    
      The cricket’s legs twitched. “The glittering path!” it said, sounding slightly annoyed this time.
    

    
      Freya backed up. “Glitter is never good.”
    

    
      Nelly snorted. “Glitter is how you know something has gone wrong.”
    

    
      Baja thought about that.
    

    
      He had seen glitter on fair people. On cloaks. On masks. On the ground after a parade. On a child’s face. On a jester’s hat. On a sword that was definitely not a real sword but the person holding it acted like it was.
    

    
      Glitter didn’t automatically mean danger.
    

    
      Sometimes it just meant someone was being dramatic.
    

    
      Baja respected dramatic.
    

    
      He leaned closer to the grass. “Where’s the trail?”
    

    
      The cricket angled its body and pointed with one tiny leg.
    

    
      “Past the tea booth,” it whispered. “Toward the Bubble Pavilion.”
    

    
      Baja sprang straight up.
    

    
      “The Bubble Pavilion?!” he barked. “I love bubbles!”
    

    
      Freya’s ears flattened. “I do not love bubbles.”
    

    
      Nelly pushed herself to her feet, stretching carefully. “It’ll be fine,” she said. “Bubbles don’t bite.”
    

    
      “That’s what they want you to think,” Freya muttered.
    

    
      “And kids go there,” she added quickly. “Kids are loud. And sticky. And they run.”
    

    
      Nelly rolled her eyes. “You’re not scared of kids.”
    

    
      “I am absolutely scared of kids,” Freya said. “They don’t look where they’re going. Sometimes they smell bad…”
    

    
      Baja’s tail wagged harder as he turned toward the path between the booths. “See? Perfect timing. No kids, just clues.”
    

    
      He took off at an eager pace, nose low, eyes bright.
    

    
      Freya hovered for a moment, then hurried after him,  slightly annoyed that bravery had won again.
    

    
      Nelly followed behind—not because she had to, but because she liked to keep an eye on him. Someone always should.
    

    
      Behind them, the cricket slipped back into the grass, its job was done.
    

    
      The path toward the Bubble Pavilion wound ahead of them, quiet now, but clearly up to something, and Baja’s tail wagged just a little faster.
    

    
    
      Chapter 3:
    

    
       Freya’s Bad Feeling
    

    
    
      Freya had a bad feeling.
    

    
      Freya had a lot of bad feelings.
    

    
      Freya’s bad feelings had bad feelings.
    

    
      She stayed close to Baja anyway.
    

    
      For Freya, being brave didn’t mean charging ahead. It meant moving forward even when her paws wanted to turn around, her ears wanted to flatten, and her stomach felt like it was sliding downhill. She did that now, one careful step at a time, because Baja didn’t hesitate—and somehow that made her just a little less scared.
    

    
      They passed the blacksmith’s forge.
    

    
      During the fair, Freya hated this part. The clanking. The sparks. The fire snapping and popping like it was going to jump right out and get her. The loud bang-bang of metal on metal made her feel like her insides were going to explode.
    

    
      Now the forge sat dark and cold. The fire pit was empty. The big tools leaned against the wall like they were sleeping.
    

    
      Freya still didn’t fully trust them.
    

    
      Things that could be loud were still dangerous in her opinion, even when they weren’t being loud right now. She watched the forge carefully as they passed, just in case it decided to wake up.
    

    
      Baja, on the other paw, loved the forge.
    

    
      Even now, he slowed, sniffing the air, half-expecting the blacksmith to step out at any second. He had spent hours watching things get made there—shiny rings, hooks, and tiny swords hammered out of old nails. Kids thought they were the coolest thing in the whole fair.
    

    
      Sometimes those kids dropped them by accident.
    

    
      Those were the best days.
    

    
      Baja had proudly carried more than one tiny nail sword across the grounds, chest puffed out like he was part of the show himself, imagining he looked just as important as the actors striding around in costume. He always made it to the lost-and-found table eventually—but not without enjoying the walk there first.
    

    
      Nelly barely noticed the forge at all.
    

    
      She’d heard plenty in her life. These days, her ears didn’t catch everything, and she was fine with that. What she noticed instead were patterns—who lingered, who rushed, who stayed a bit too close, who stayed too far away.
    

    
      Protector mode never turned off with her.
    

    
      Next, they passed the empty popcorn stand.
    

    
      Baja stopped so suddenly Freya nearly walked into him.
    

    
      He sniffed the air once. Then again.
    

    
      “That’s suspicious,” Baja said.
    

    
      Freya leaned closer. “What is?”
    

    
      “There’s no smell,” he replied. “Popcorn always smells like something. Butter. Salt. Old kernels. Even when it’s gone.”
    

    
      He sniffed again, slower this time. “Nothing doesn’t just happen by accident.”
    

    
      Freya crouched slightly. “I don’t like nothing.”
    

    
      “Neither do I,” Baja said. “Nothing usually means something’s hiding.”
    

    
      That definitely wasn’t comforting.
    

    
      Freya whispered, “Maybe we should go back.”
    

    
      Baja tilted his head. “Why?”
    

    
      She glanced around the still booths and dark corners. “Because… because it’s quiet.”
    

    
      Baja looked at her like she had just announced

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      	
        
          What was your favorite part of the story?
          

        
      

      	
        
          Have you ever been scared and had to be brave like Freya?
          

        
      

      	
        
          If you were Tex, what would you choose to do differently?
          

        
      

      	
        Where do you think Baja will go next?
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