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Some are born into greatness. A few have greatness thrust upon them against their will, while many arrive at greatness via hard work, determination, and perseverance. Then there are those who are brought to greatness through a series of incredibly painful operations, multiple genetic modifications, and a fair number of bizarre scientific and chemical experiments performed by a purple-skinned space alien. 
This is THEIR tale …
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1: We’re All Gonna Die


The absurdity of barnyard animals providing perimeter surveillance never occurred to me. I focused on positioning the other animals around the church grounds and neighboring cornfields, a job akin to herding squirrels. Everyone, except the pig, kept leaving their posts to ask me inane questions like, “What should we do if it rains?” or “Can we eat the corn?” Once I finally got them set, I suppressed my worries, for the others would be far from the action. The human agents would handle the raid, though I couldn’t fathom what dangers lurked inside the country church. If not for the half dozen cars in the gravel parking lot, I would have assumed the church to be abandoned. The wood siding of the hundred and fifty-year-old church needed a fresh coat of white paint two decades ago. Moss grew on the shingles of the steeple-less roof. From the outside, only the stained-glass windows differentiated the tiny church from a farmhouse. 
I shifted my focus to my next assignment: reconnaissance. Crouching outside a giant stained-glass window, the best a cow can do, I took a deep breath, rose, and peered inside. No one sat in the pews or roamed the aisles. I stretched my neck to view the empty altar. 
I trotted behind the church, enjoying the sun beating on my leathery back. A whiff of the corn’s floral greens, underscored by a hint of natural fertilizers, harkened me back to my days of grazing on lush pastures. My new life left no room for such leisure. I checked the rooms behind the sanctuary. The pastor sat in his office studying his laptop screen, while a small group of gray-haired ladies occupied the neighboring classroom.
“Cow, do you have a visual on the church interior?” asked Agent Orange, the director of Global Intergalactic Bureau of Defense, commonly known as GIBOD. 
To respond, I needed to tap my earpiece. Easy for Agent Orange and the human agents to do, but not me. I scrunched my shoulder up but came nowhere near my ear. I lifted my right front hoof, but it only stretched to my knee. 
“Cow! Do you copy?” asked Agent Orange.
I smacked the side of my head against the windowsill. “Thhir, I’m here.” Dr. Hash Browns provided me and the other animals with a multitude of amazing enhancements, but he never completely got rid of my lisp. He blamed my enormous tongue.
“Give me your report.”
I positioned myself between the windows of the classroom and office. “I’m not sure what you expected to find inside a church on a Tuesday afternoon. The pastor is at his desk and there’thh a group of old ladies knitting.” 
“How many old ladies are there?”
“Five or thhix.” Dang that lisp.
“Cow, I need an exact count.”
“They’re old ladies. What difference doethh it make how many?”
“Need I remind you this is a training mission? Your performance is being evaluated. Now, give me an exact count on the old ladies.”
I pictured the red marks on our evaluation form. Shut up and take orders. That’s how he trained us. Luckily, the other animals didn’t understand English. They would be unaware of my blunder. Except the pig. He’d know.
I raised my head and took another look inside the classroom. “Five. There are five old ladies knitting.”
“Cow, return to your position on the side of the church. Agents, it’s time.” 
I made my way back to the large stained-glass window as oversized military trucks roared to life and lurched down the quiet country road. It’s a mystery how no one inside the church heard them coming. For that matter, they should have seen them coming. Flat cornfields and grazing pastures spread out for miles in all directions, without a tree or a building to provide cover. 
The trucks approached from opposite directions and simultaneously turned into the church parking lot like Shriners in a parade. Agents in black military uniforms poured out of the trucks. Agents Burgundy and Maroon positioned themselves outside my window, while others paired up outside the other windows of the church. A dozen agents lined up on either side of the giant wooden front doors.
Agent Burgundy raised an eyebrow. “Cow, why aren’t you invisible?”
“That’s your one superpower. That’s why they sent you to case the joint,” said Agent Maroon.
“It only lastthh a few minutes,” I lied. I had forgotten to activate it. “It must have worn off.”
“Cow, go invisible. And everybody cut the chatter,” said Agent Orange, as I glimpsed his black Suburban pulling onto the church’s front lawn.
In a hushed tone, Agent Burgundy asked, “How is he hearing us?”
Agent Maroon pointed to my earpiece.
“Thhorry,” I said, as I smacked my head against the windowsill to turn off my mic. I closed my eyes, let out a deep breath, and concentrated on activating my invisibility. With the buzz of a moth frying in a bug zapper, my cloaking power expanded across my hide.
Agent Maroon cocked his head as he stared at me. “Do you realize your outline is still visible?”
“It’thh more of a cloaking power. It’thh better if I stay still.” Immobilizing my torso had never been a problem, but I struggled to keep my ears from twitching and my tail from swishing.
Agent Maroon held up his index finger. “You remind me of the Predator.” He clicked off the safety of his weapon as he turned to Agent Burgundy. “Remember that movie?”
Agent Burgundy cocked his head in the same manner as Agent Maroon but added a chin scratch and an eye squint. Eventually, he mimicked Agent Maroon’s finger point and said, “You’re right. She does look like the Predator. That’s pretty cool.”
“Thankthh,” I said, with an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. The rabbit and duck had brought this movie up at least a dozen times.
“Of course, the Predator could go fully invisible,” said Agent Burgundy as he readied his weapon.
“What are you talking about, bro?” asked Agent Maroon, both verbally and facially. “The Predator had an outline, just like hers. You saw the movie, right?”
“The outline was a cinematic convention, so the viewers saw the Predator. In reality, it could go completely invisible.”
“Bro, your argument makes no sense. In reality, the entire movie is made up.”
Agent Orange thankfully put an end to the conversation, before I quoted the rabbit’s argument, that the reactions from the other characters clearly indicated they didn’t see the Predator, not even an outline.
“Agents, if you’re not in position, get there now,” said Agent Orange, getting out of his military-grade Suburban. He surveyed the troops through his dark sunglasses. He and his number one, Agent Periwinkle, were the only agents dressed in black dress suits. The others wore black military uniforms. The rabbit and duck insisted GIBOD was actually Men in Black, arguing Agent Orange could easily pass as Agent K. He was a middle-aged white man, with short black hair, who walked as if he was in a military parade, never smiled, and spoke with a tone which made even casual conversation sound like a command. 
On the other hand, the gray-haired, wrinkled faced Agent Periwinkle, whose feet never shuffled an inch off the ground, was no Agent J.
“This might not be the best time, but I’ve wanted to talk to you about your lisp,” said Agent Burgundy as he peeked into the church. “I’ve noticed it’s not consistent. Sometimes you pronounce your s’s just fine.”
“What’thh your point?” I asked, annoyed he’d brought this up now.
“You blame it on your enormous tongue, but I think it’s more mental than physical.”
“I had a lisp when I was a kid,” said Agent Maroon. “After some coaching from a speech therapist, I got rid of it.”
Agent Burgundy gave Agent Maroon a nod. “Exactly. With a bit of therapy, you can lick this.”
“Thankthh, guys. I’ll take that under consideration.” I had no intention of taking it under consideration. They had no idea how much “therapy” Dr. Hash Browns had put me through in his attempt to correct my lisp. “We better focus on the mission.”
Agent Orange tapped his earpiece. “Agents. On my mark… Advance!”
Windows and doors on all sides of the church flew open, as agents poured in. 
Knitting needles clinked on the tile floor. 
Pews skidded into each other like a multi-car pileup.
A man screamed. 
The old ladies watched the tiny red dots bounce around their chests and bob up and down their faces, as agents herded them across the stage toward the choral risers in the back. One lady sat down on the first step of the riser with her knitting bag resting next to her and returned to knitting her shawl.
“ON YOUR KNEES!” said Agent Crimson as he whacked the needles and shawl out of her hands. 
The old woman smiled at Agent Crimson as she flexed and stretched her fingers. “Honey, I don’t know what this is all about, but I haven’t been able to get down on my knees since the Clinton administration, and I ain’t about to start now. So, I’m going to sit right here until you boys finish up whatever it is you came here to do.” She picked up her needles. 
The eyes of the tiniest old lady darted from Agent Crimson, to her friend knitting, to the red dots that danced on her blouse. “Marjorie,” she said, “I don’t think it’s wise to provoke these gentlemen.”
“Oh, relax, Blanche,” said Marjorie, as she reached for her knitting bag. “I’m sure these fine men and women are not here to arrest the evil Town and Country Baptist Church Knitting Club.” 
Agent Crimson narrowed his glare and raised his weapon as she fumbled through her bag. He lowered it once she pulled out a new ball of yarn. Marjorie returned to her knitting while the rest of the ladies gasped. A pair of agents dragged the pastor out of his office and deposited him by the altar. Behind them, agents streamed into the back rooms like a mob of looters.
I remained at my post outside the stained-glass window as Agent Orange strutted up the altar steps.
“What is the meaning of this?” asked the middle-aged pastor, running fingers through his hair. A pointless act, since despite being dragged out of his office and tossed to the floor, his hair remained perfectly groomed. He raised to his knees and straightened his back. “This is a place of worship. What could you possibly want with us?”
I had the same question. A briefing on mission objectives would have been nice, but Agent Orange insisted the information was classified.
“Yes, a place of worship. What a perfect cover.” Agent Orange paced to the organ next to my window to play an ominous cord. 
Agent Orange strolled up to the pastor’s prone position and lorded over him. “Pastor Johnson, would you care to explain why a tiny church in the middle of farm country needs three enormous satellite dishes?”  
I ducked as the director gestured toward my window. The three industrial-sized satellite dishes formed a Charlie’s Angels-like pose on the edge of the church grounds, visible from the window I cowered under. I felt ashamed for not noticing them earlier. An agent must be fully aware of their surroundings and note any out-of-place objects. If Agent Orange knew of this lapse in observation, it would be another red mark on my score card. 
The pastor cleared his throat. “We have no right to restrict God’s message of salvation to Earth, so we beam our sermons to the cosmos for intelligent life-forms across the universe to hear.” 
“You’re not fooling anybody,” said Agent Orange. “We know those satellites are used to communicate with the intergalactic terrorist organization known as the Havarti Travel Bureau. We intercepted the transmissions. Transmissions you will decode for us.” 
“This is some kind of joke, right? Where’s the hidden camera crew?” 
I peeked into the church to see the pastor scanning his ransacked sanctuary for a camera crew.
“I assure you, Pastor Johnson, regarding matters of the Havarti Travel Bureau, I do not joke.”
“Look, I have no idea what you’re talking about. We broadcast into space. We don’t receive messages.” The smugness had drained from the pastor’s face and his shoulders slumped.
A door at the back of the sanctuary sprang open. Everyone turned to watch a teenage boy stroll up the side aisle, absorbed in the glow of his smartphone. He controlled it with one hand and adjusted his earbuds with the other. He stopped a step away from my window. His eyes looked up from the device. His perpetually drooped mouth shifted to a gape. He yanked an earbud out. “What the–?”
“Nick,” said the pastor, with pleading arms extended. “You’re part of the tech team. Tell them we’re not receiving any messages on those satellites.”
The boy’s eyes darted around the sanctuary. He took a single step in multiple directions before backing up against the wall. “I, um…, I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His eyes rested on the emergency exit door. 
The agents stopped flipping pews and raised their weapons. 
His eyes popped wide open as red laser dots danced on his chest. He raised his arms above his head. 
A faint pew-pew came from the choral risers. So faint, it would have gone unnoticed, if not for the fireworks-level explosion that followed. The blast obliterated the church organ, spraying wood and ivory splinters across the church like an exploding volcano. The last cords wheezed out of the pipes as organ shards rained to the floor.
“You’re gonna die,” cackled a little old lady. “You’re all gonna die.”
I searched the gang of old ladies, stunned that one of them carried a weapon of such destruction, but found no bazooka or rocket launcher.
Pew-pew. Pew-pew.
Juicy explosions, like microwaved tomatoes, preceded the pastor shrieking like a teenage Elvis fan. Agents dove behind the toppled pews, but Agent Crimson had no time to find cover. His headless body crumpled to the floor.
“He’s dead now.” It was Marjorie, the little old lady who had returned to her knitting. She had dropped her knitting needles and held what resembled a toy water gun. She grinned as she aimed the tiny gun at Agents Burgundy and Maroon, who had the boy cornered. “Now you’re all gonna die.”
The pew-pew came before I could verbalize words of warning. I ducked just in time to avoid a face full of Agents Burgundy and Maroon’s brains. Spitting up cud from my first and second stomachs is a normal part of my digestion, but the sight and sound of the agents' heads splattering across the stained-glass window like the contents of a pail of slop, coupled with the stench of their laser-roasted brains brought remnants from my third and fourth stomachs. I spit the nasty bile flavored cud out on the church lawn.
She had me believing in her catchphrase. What were we thinking? We’re a bunch of misfit lab animals who should have stayed in our laboratory. Why did we want to be special agents? We’re all gonna die on our training mission.
Marjorie broke from her catchphrase. “What are you waiting for? Run, Nick, run.” She hadn’t looked at the teenager as she lined up her next target, Agent Orange.
The boy’s shadow panned over me as he sprinted toward the emergency exit.
Pew-pew. 
I contemplated sprinting for the cornfields, yelling it was every animal for themselves. 
BLAM! BLAM!
The old woman winced.
Agent Orange marched toward her with his pistol aimed at her head. “Don’t even think about picking that weapon up,” he said, kicking her laser gun off the altar stage.
She responded with a mild groan and clutched her wounded hand. 
The exit door flew open.
“Cow, it’s time for your team of animals to put your training to use. I want that boy alive.”
The team had trained hard for this moment and desperately wanted to showcase their skills. I couldn’t run away and let them down. I took a deep breath and smacked my ear into the side of the church. “We’re on it, thhir. We won’t let you down.”
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2: Let the Field Test Begin or The Pursuit of Nick La Conn


Agent Orange called our outside surveillance a perfect first assignment, where we could demonstrate our training, with a low risk of action coming our way. So much for that logic. He now relied on us to capture the prime suspect. But, with a good performance, we would become agents of GIBOD.
Nick bolted out the emergency exit near the back of the church. He turned the corner and disappeared. His rapid footsteps crunched on the gravel of the back parking lot.
I prepared to whack my ear against the side of the church to activate my mic before remembering it was already on. In Cheddarian, I said, “Team! The suspect is sprinting through the back parking lot. Does anyone have a visual?” 
The chicken poked her head out of the cornfield behind me. “My sense of sight is still working. Why would you think otherwise?”
“What’s a, um…, what’s a suspect?” asked the dog, who insists he does not stutter, but instead has an endearing Jimmy Stewart stammer.
“You idiots,” said the pig, patrolling the field on the other side of the church, along with the fish. “The cow wants to know if anyone sees the boy who ran out of the church. Cat, you should see the suspect. He’s coming right at you.”
“If what you refer to as ‘the suspect’ is a slender built adolescent male humanoid sprinting across the church’s back parking lot, then yes, I have a visual,” said the cat.
“Yethh, that’thh him! Stop him!”
“Cow, the adolescent male humanoid is over ten times my mass. How am I supposed to, as you say, ‘stop him’?”
“Just get in his way and slow him down,” said the pig, “so I can catch him before he reaches the cornfield.”
I galloped around the corner of the church as the cat sprinted out of the cornfield and under the Old West style wood fence that marked the edge of the church property. She scampered into Nick’s path. He weaved to avoid her, but she kept getting in his way. I winced and briefly stopped my pursuit when, without breaking stride, he kicked the cat into the cornfield.
“Cat, are you ok?” I asked as I raced across the gravel parking lot.
“I am surprisingly unharmed.”
“I got him,” said the chicken as she broke into her hyperspeed. Her blur whizzed past me and straight at Nick. Her image briefly appeared when she slowed down to peck at the young man’s face. He flailed his hands in the air as if swatting a swarm of gnats. The blur of the chicken swooped around his arms, delivering pecking blow after blow.
“Duct tape him,” I said.
The blur dissolved into the chicken. “Did you say something?” she asked, perched on top of Nick’s baseball hat.
“DUCT TAPE HIM!” I said.
Nick, whose face resembled someone who had lost a knife fight, wiped away blood with one hand as he reached for the chicken with the other.
The chicken hopped to avoid Nick’s reach and fluttered to the ground. “Well, I didn’t bring any duct tape. I’m working on new attack methods.”
Nick glared at the chicken, showing no signs of surprise that a hyperspeeding chicken had attacked him or that said chicken spoke in a screechy alien language. He raised his foot to chicken stomping height.
She hopped from side to side, casually avoiding Nick’s Converse high-top. “That duct tape bit was getting old, don’t you think?” 
“No, it wasn’t getting old. I loved the duct tape attack.” 
“Thank you. I’m glad you like it. Now I wish I had brought a roll.”
I couldn’t believe the chicken didn’t bring her primary weapon on our test mission. I should have spotted this and corrected it earlier. This would be another red mark on our performance evaluation. No time to worry about it now. “Forget about it. Go back to what you were doing.”
“Sure thing, boss.” But before she jumped back into hyperspeed, Nick swooped down and grabbed her by the neck. He spun around and tossed the chicken into the cornfield in a manner akin to the track and field hammer throw. 
The cat and chicken’s efforts slowed the suspect. I was only a few gallops away from pouncing on him. The pig approached from the opposite direction, running as fast as a waddling goose on his tiny hind legs. Dr. Hash Browns’ experiments turned the pig’s forehooves into karate-clench hooves, a virtual equivalent of hands, which forced him to walk on his hind legs. As he shuffled toward me, I remembered how glad the rest of us were when he started wearing pants.
Nick glared at me and then at the pig. He shifted into a boxer’s pose. “Bring it on, you mutant freaks.”
We closed in on him from either side. 
I readied myself for a final gallop.
The pig jumped.
I lowered my head.
Nick calmly took a step backward. 
The pig and I both tried our best to pivot and change directions. Hooves and gravel don’t mix. Rocks and dust sprayed into the air as we skidded into a collision. The pig’s forehooves pushed off my chest, sending the two of us tumbling in opposite directions. Thankfully, we didn’t wear body cameras, so there would be no video record of us slamming into each other for Agent Orange to critique in the post mission meeting.
The boy chuckled. “Later, losers.” He hopped the waist-high wood fence and disappeared into the tall corn of the neighboring farm. 
“Cow, you idiot. I had him dead to rights.” 
He didn’t. I had him dead to rights. But I didn’t get the chance to argue my point. The low rumblings of an enormous engine vibrated my chest, diverting my attention. I surveyed the farmland. Several hundred yards into the field, the largest piece of farm equipment I had ever seen chewed a path in the corn.
“Cow! I’m hearing a lot of static on the line, but it’s not that ear-piercing chatter you call Cheddarian,” said Agent Orange. “What’s your status?” 
“We have visual on the suspect and are in pursuit, thhir.” 
“Visual is not good enough. I need to hear ‘we have the assailant apprehended.’”
“Yethh, thhir.”
“I’m on it, sir.” The pig sprung back to his hind legs and restarted his chase. “Assuming no further interventions by the other animals, I’ll have him in a couple of seconds.” 
I groaned and shot a glare at the pig, which he never saw. I resumed my pursuit, determined to make this a team win and not a showcase for the pig. In Cheddarian, I said, “Rabbit. Duck. He’s heading into the cornfield behind the church toward your position. Do you copy?” 
There was no response. 
“Rabbit! Duck! Report!” 
Still no response.
“I’ve got him in my sights,” said the fish. “He’s coming right at me.” The fish’s assertion that he had him did not fill me with confidence. Dr. Hash Browns engineered the fish with the ability to swim through the air and solid objects, the same as ordinary fish swim through water. Unfortunately, this power provided no help in apprehending a fleeing suspect. The fish hovered in the air directly in the boy’s path. I could only surmise the fish planned to use his other power: hypnotism. I groaned at the thought. Seventy-five percent of the time, the fish hypnotized himself instead of his target.
The roar of the farm machinery grew louder as it lumbered in our direction.
The pig and I entered the rows of corn. We weaved through the stalks, scanning for the boy. 
The pig pointed with a forehoof. “There he is. Don’t get in my way this time.”
Nick looked back at us as he ran. He never saw the fish. 
The fish hovered firm and passed straight through the boy’s head.
Nick wiped his face and shook off the sensation of running through a cobweb. I knew the experience well.
“Yeah, I don’t have him,” said the fish.
“Rabbit! Duck! Where are you?” 
Still no response. Perhaps they couldn’t hear me over the increasing engine roar. I hope they’re not in its path.
“I’ve, I’ve…I’ve got him,” said the dog, who is usually afraid of everything from beady-eyed stuffed animals to moldy cheese. He sprang out of the corn stalks to my right and tackled Nick. The two tumbled, snapping cornstalks. They wrestled and rolled, creating a tiny crop circle. Nick grabbed the dog by the throat and tossed him off.
The pig and I fought through the depths of the corn forest as the cat and chicken effortlessly weaved between the stalks. 
Nick and the dog scrambled to their feet. 
Despite my height advantage, I could no longer see the farm machinery, but the engine chugged louder, like a slow approaching train.  
Nick squatted in the classic wrestler’s pose.
The engine roar drowned out the dog’s growls.
The pair rotated slowly in the patch of fallen corn.
Nick faked a couple of hand moves. 
The dog lunged for Nick’s ankle. His fangs dug into the boy, who screamed as he tried to fling the dog off. The dog continued to growl as he flopped from side to side until he lost his grip and tumbled into the corn. He sprang right back to his paws.  
By this time, the rest of us caught up. The pig, cat, chicken, dog, and I formed a circle around the boy. We had him. And we’d done it as a team. “We have him surrounded, thhir.”
“Cow, I can’t understand you. Too much interference,” said Agent Orange.
We could ignore the blaring engine no longer.
“It’s a combine! Run!” said the pig in Cheddarian as he grabbed the cat and the dog.
We scrambled and dove out of the way, except Nick. He stood there motionless, staring at the giant combine. As the gigantic rotating blades of death made their final approach, he raised his arms to the sky and tilted his head back as if in prayer. 
I turned my head, which, for a cow, is not an effective method to look away. So, I closed my eyes. I expected to hear the hideous snapping of bones and be splattered with the blood and guts of the teenage boy. I braced for gasps from my barnyard friends and a blood-curdling scream from the young man. 
None of that happened.
“Did you see that?” said the chicken. 
“What?” I asked as I opened my eyes, expecting a gruesome sight of mangled body parts tumbling in the spinning blades, but the blades were clean.
“That black blur,” said the chicken. 
“I witnessed no black blur, but did observe the human adolescent male’s disappearance in the fraction of a second before his dismemberment by the combine would have occurred,” said the cat. 
“Where did he go?” I looked around the cornfield for pieces of Nick.
“Excellent question. His whereabouts are unknown,” said the cat.
“Nobody else saw that blur?” asked the chicken. But before we could answer, she blasted into hyperspeed, only to arrive back in less than a second. “Nobody saw that?”
“No,” I replied.
The chicken took off again.
Inside the cabin of the combine, the rabbit and duck hopped and flapped around, smacking buttons and turning knobs, but the blades kept spinning and the combine kept moving. Their only accomplishment was turning the radio on full blast to a Christian radio station. 
“Idiots.” The pig grabbed the backend of the combine and lifted the massive tractor off the ground. 
I wished he had used his superstrength before the spinning blades of death reached the boy. Then maybe he wouldn’t have disappeared. 
The pig tipped the combine. The rabbit and duck rolled out like dice from a cup. He set the running combine down and climbed in. After he whacked a couple buttons and spun a couple of knobs with his karate-clench forehooves, the giant blades of death slowed to a stop. He stomped on the pedals and pulled a lever. The enormous farm equipment jerked to a halt. Only the soothing melody of Bill Gaither’s ‘Because He Lives’ remained, which the pig quickly silenced. 
The pig jumped down. “Are you two complete morons? What were you thinking? Why’d you take a joy ride in the middle of a mission?”
“Dude, we just saved the day,” said the duck as he brushed himself off.
“We spotted this runaway tractor coming toward us and took action, man,” said the rabbit.
“And we were about to get it stopped before you dumped us out. Not cool, dude,” said the duck.
“Yeah, man. Not cool.”
“Morons. You were not even close to turning it off. And you made us lose our suspect,” said the pig.
The blur of the chicken streamed back toward us. She stopped right in front of me and rocked back and forth like the cartoon Road Runner. “No sign of the suspect in the cornfields, sir.”
“Great. We lost him,” I said.
“Yes, we have, but I don’t understand how that is great. Considering this is our training mission, I don’t think the loss of the suspect will give us good grades.”
“Chicken, you do remember the definition of sarcasm?” said the fish as he swam up to her.
“Yes, I remember, but it’s very confusing.”
“I used sarcasm to express my irritation,” I said.
“Why didn’t you yell and cuss? Lots of people do that when they’re irritated. It’s much easier to understand,” said the chicken.
BLAM!!
A shotgun blast ended the conversation, for which I was thankful. The other animals and I scrambled toward the church.
“Cow! Was that a gunshot I heard?” asked Agent Orange in my earpiece.
“Yethh, thhir.” The tinier animals led the way, weaving through the rows of corn with the fish and duck skimming the corn tassel. I galloped behind them with the trotting pig in the rear.
BLAM!! 
“DUCK!” I yelled, serving the dual purpose of getting the duck’s attention and getting him to duck into the cover of the corn. 
“Who’s shooting?” asked Agent Orange.
“I don’t know, thhir.”
“It’s the farmer,” said the pig in English.
“Great,” said Agent Orange. “Just what we needed. Did you at least get the boy?”
“No, thhir. We lost him.”
“WHAT?”
“He disappeared, thhir. Vanished right in front of our eyes.”
Agent Orange went silent while we broke out of the corn, hopped the short fence, and scrambled across the back parking lot. Human agents rushed past us and entered the corn. 
I surmised Agent Orange had put us on mute while he unleashed a steady stream of expletives. Finally, he spoke. “Cow, get your team to the truck. We will discuss your failures later.”
“Sir,” said the pig in English, “you’ll have my full report by evening.”
Agent Orange hadn’t asked me to provide a report. Did he have the pig spying on us? The pig had grown increasingly critical of our performance over the last month. His report would sink our hopes of becoming agents. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath of the country air. 
Agent Orange thanked the pig before doling out other orders. “Periwinkle, control the farmer situation. Take Agents Eggshell and White with you. The rest of you, we have a suspect on the loose. Our suspect’s name is Mr. Nicholas La Conn. You know the drill. Let’s get those checkpoints set.” 
With my eyes back open, I began the walk of shame. As we approached our truck, I rationalized this might be for the best. We weren’t cut out to be secret agents. Best to leave the dangerous work to humans.
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3: The Waiting Game


For the next three days, my stomachs churned as I relived every second of the mission and every mistake we made. I should have prepared the team better. If we could get one more chance, we would catch the boy. Our mission grades would be bad, but why hadn’t we heard a single word from Agent Orange yet? I wished he’d just fail us and ship us off to the safety of a secluded farm. That would be for the best, anyway. 
A year had passed since Dr. Hash Browns’ company canceled his project and threw us out with the trash as failed experiments. We fought back, found our way to Earth, and saved the planet’s cow population from the company’s thieving corporate executive. Our heroics caught the attention of GIBOD, and they asked us to join their agency. After decades of being cooped up in Dr. Hash Browns’ lab, the others couldn’t wait to join. Except the pig, who insisted joining would be a death sentence for us all. 
“Within a matter of minutes, we will all end up on autopsy tables next to the Area 51 space aliens.” That’s what he said then. Now, he loves the secret agent life and the humans more than any of us. 
My eyes burned, and I wished for hands to rub them. The same paragraph of Warren Bennis’s On Becoming a Leader stared at me. I had read it a dozen times but hadn’t comprehended a word. After slamming the book closed with my tongue, I stared at my cowbell. Though not the original bell bestowed upon me, it still symbolized the honor of once being the bell cow. My farmer saw leadership potential in me when I was but a calf. I became the youngest heifer in herd history to wear the bell. As soon as I strapped it around my neck, the herd trusted me to lead them to the barn for milking and out to the fields for grazing. Why was I concerned about my leadership skills? I didn’t need books to teach me how to become a better leader. I was born to lead.   
My stomachs churned at a milder rate as I strolled out of my office with renewed confidence and my head held high. I surveyed the shared living space of what we call the BarnYard Heroes Academy. In reality, I walked into the large open area in the center of the barn where the agency housed their “special” animals. They insisted we keep a low profile. We weren’t supposed to refer to ourselves as the BarnYard Heroes or call the barn the BarnYard Heroes Academy.
Despite our renovations, the barn maintained its rustic motif, especially the open space. The wood framing remained unfinished, and we hadn’t replaced the dirt floor. Our renovations focused on the private living spaces. On the second floor, the wheels of the rabbit and duck’s skateboards raced through their obstacle course. Dust rained down on me. I have only seen photos of their makeshift course. It’s impossible for me to climb the rickety ladder and fit through the small opening to the second floor. 
The main floor housed six stalls and an office. We claimed the stalls as our bedrooms, while the cat converted the office into a computer lab. I missed the office. It gave the barn and our team some class and a sense of professionalism. So, I turned my stall into an office. Plus, I loved the antique metal desk and office chair that had been in the old barn office and didn’t want to see them trashed. 
I strolled past the stalls. The cat’s room was directly across from mine, with the fish’s next to hers. The cat spent the majority of her time in her computer lab, working on the translator, but retreated to her stall for her frequent power naps. A cat tree large enough for a party of eight dominated her space, with a couple of blankets and cat beds scattered about. The agency originally installed an automated litter box, which she found demeaning and disgusting. She demanded they remove it.
The fish made no changes to his stall. He didn’t see the point of having furniture he couldn’t sit or sleep on. He wasn’t in his stall, because I’d sent him to spy on Agent Orange to learn anything he could about our mission review.
The chicken’s stall came next, with the dog’s across from hers. They converted the chicken’s space into an art studio/board-game room and used the dog’s room for relaxing and sleeping. The cat had summoned the pair to the computer lab, where she continued to bark orders at them.
Home gym equipment took up most of the pig’s stall, which sat between my stall and the dog’s. I sneered at the dust accumulating on the equipment he hadn’t used in months. He preferred doing his workouts in the agency’s weight room. I assumed he did this to show off his super strength in front of the humans, whom he now spent most of his free time with. In fact, we hadn’t seen him since the raid on the church. My cheeks burned, remembering he provided a report to Agent Orange on our training mission performance. I hadn’t seen it. All he told me was he didn’t candy-coat the truth. But I’m sure he gave himself high marks.
I walked away from his stall and stood in front of my office, thus completing my loop past the empty stalls.
“Hello.”
The sudden appearance of the fish triggered a stationary gallop flinch. “Geez! Where’d you come from?”
“Sorry.” He dropped his chin down. “I swam through the walls. I forget that can startle folks.”
“It’thh okay. Thho, what did you learn?”
Before the fish answered, the rabbit and duck bounced down from the second floor and rushed toward us. 
“Dude, you’re back. What’s the news?” asked the duck.
“Yeah, when are we becoming agents, man?” asked the rabbit.
Our miserable performance outside the church failed to curb the rabbit’s and duck’s excitement. As soon as we got back to the barn, they put on tailored tiny black suits they’d ordered from the internet and still had them on three days later. Somehow, they believed we deserved excellent ratings on the mission and insisted that the two of them saved the day. 
“Well, they just completed a senior-level meeting,” said the fish.
“Was Agent Orange there, man?”
“I said senior-level, so yes, Agent Orange, the director of GIBOD, was there.” The fish prepared to say something else, but didn’t get the chance.
“Dude, was Agent Orange’s creepy manservant there?”
“What?” The fish snapped his squinty eyed head back. “Agent Orange does not have a manservant.”
“Sure, he does, man. That grandpa that’s always following him around.” The rabbit pantomimed an old man walking with a cane.
“That’s not his manservant, and he doesn’t walk with a cane. That’s Agent Periwinkle. And yes, he was at the meeting, because he’s a senior agent.”
“Emphasis on the senior, if you know what I mean, dude.”
“Was the pig’s girlfriend there, man?”
“The pig has a girlfriend?” I asked.
“Yeah, man. That’s why he doesn’t hang around the barn anymore.”
“He’s busy making googly eyes with Agent Lavender, dude.”
“I cannot confirm her romantic involvement with the pig, but I can confirm she was at the meeting,” said the fish.
“The pig wasn’t at the meeting, was he?” I worried he had been promoted to our leader.
“He wasn’t.”
“Dude, stop keeping us in suspense and tell us what happened.”
The fish opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the rabbit asked, “They were talking about us, weren’t they?”
The fish narrowed his lips. “Well, I’d love to tell you all about it, but I couldn’t understand a word they were saying. When is the cat going to get that translator contraption working?”
When we’d first arrived on Earth, Hector Spector, a human scientist and eccentric cow enthusiast, kidnapped me along with over forty regular cows. He experimented on us in his underground mad-scientist lab, hoping to accomplish his life's goal of talking to cows. He created a contraption that had zero effect on regular cows, but somehow meshed with my enhancements, instantly allowing me to understand English. The cat had spent the past year attempting to adapt Hector’s device into a universal translator that would download English into the rest of us animals. The agency even dragged Hector in to assist, but he couldn’t fix it.  
I looked at the computer lab, as the blur of the chicken zoomed out, circled past us, and zipped back to the lab in less than a quarter second, leaving behind a dust cloud trail. I stomped over to the lab. This did not look to be translator related work.
The others flew, hopped, and swam into the office. I poked my head through the doorway. Three rows of tables piled high with computers filled the room, leaving no space for me.
“Cat! What are you doing?” I asked.
She sat on top of a second-row table tinkering with electronic equipment. “Testing my hyperspeed detector.” She never took her eyes off her work.
“Thho, not working on the translator,” I said.
“Affirmative.” The cat typed commands into a computer, turned a few dials on what looked like an old stereo receiver, tapped a button on a handheld device and said, “Go.” The white blur of the chicken blasted past me and circled the open center space of the barn in a fraction of a second. After the chicken reappeared in front of her, the cat shook her head and let out a quiet sigh as she glared at her laptop.
“We don’t need you playing gamethh with the chicken. We need you to get that translator working.”
“First of all, as I am sure you are well aware, my progress on the translator is, and has been, blocked for the past week due to the fact this agency’s IT department is incapable or unwilling to fulfill a simple request for a basic cloud computing environment.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“I copied you on all of my email inquiries to this most incompetent of organizations.”
“We have email?” I asked.
The cat sighed, rolled her eyes, and continued to scroll through some computer log files. “Yes, we have email. Something our IT department has managed to not screw up, yet. Now, to address your other statement; I do not play games. For your information, I am working on a solution to find our lost suspect, which is infinitely more productive than sulking over our poor performance at the church raid, which is all you’ve done for the past three days.” 
“I haven’t been sulking. I’ve been… Okay, maybe a bit.” I’d hoped the others hadn’t noticed.
The cat finished scrolling through the log files, entered a couple of commands, and said, “Go.” 
The chicken hypersped through the barn.
“Thhorry, but what are you doing?”
“Moments before the disappearance of the suspect, known as Nick La Conn, multiple sources reported an anomaly.” She adjusted the dials and typed another command into the computer.
“By multiple sources, you mean the chicken and the fish?” I asked.
“Affirmative. The anomaly these two described resembled the white streak observed by those of us in standard time mode, witnessing the chicken travel at her time-shifted hyperspeed.” The cat smacked the stereo-like machine and tapped the handheld device. “Go!” 
Once again, the chicken zipped around the barn.
The duck’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. “But, dude, the streak was black, not white.” 
“Naturally. My theory is that another creature possesses the same time-shifting hyperspeed ability Dr. Hash Browns engineered into the chicken. I surmise this other creature to be primarily black, making the anomaly black instead of white.”
“I guess that makes sense, but what are you building, man?” asked the rabbit.
“As I mentioned previously, I’m creating a hyperspeed detector. I suspect this is not the first time this creature has time-shifted into hyperspeed. More importantly, nor will it be the last. Once I get this device functioning, we will be able to track the creature’s movements. We locate this creature, and it will lead us to our prime suspect, a one Mr. Nicholas La Conn. Go!” The chicken streaked off and reappeared from the opposite direction less than a second later.
“That’thh clever. Nice job.”
“Your gratitude and praise are unnecessary,” said the cat. “The mental stimulation this project provides me far exceeds any gratification I experience from the accolades of other creatures.”
“Fine. It’thh a stupid idea, and you did a lousy job with it.”
“Your attempt to irk me with mean-spirited sarcasm has no effect on me.” Her grumpy tone suggested otherwise.
I silently chuckled, pleased with myself. “Let’thh get back to discussing the translator. Agent Orange made it clear that we all need to learn English. What can we do to get this translator working that doesn’t require IT’s help?”  
“You know what the pig would say.” The fish dropped his voice to baritone levels and rocked his shoulders. “Of course there is. You could all learn English the old-fashioned way, by studying, like I did.” 
“You know, I remember every sound and word the humans say,” said the chicken. “But this English language is messed up.” The cat said go, and the chicken sped through the barn, returning so fast she continued talking without a pause. “I think I figure out what a word means, then I hear that same word again, and it can’t possibly mean what I thought it meant. It’s like the same word has two different meanings.”
“They do that a lot. In fact, I’d say most words in the English language have multiple meanings,” I said.
“That’s crazy. Why would they do such a thing?” asked the chicken.
“If you think that’thh crazy, there are also homonyms like there, they’re and their.”
“Dude, you just said the same word three times in a row. What are you trying to do? Summon a demon?”
“It’thh three different words. They’re spelled different and have different meanings, but sound the same.”
“Humans have no concept of how to design a proper language,” said the chicken. “There is no way I’ll learn English on my own. Their language is impossible. It’s like they’re making it up as they go.”
The duck turned toward the cat with open wings. “Dude, you’ve got to get the translator working. A big dump of the language into my brain is the only way I’ll speak English.” 
“Chicken, you can take a rest. I have enough data at this time,” said the cat, scrolling through a series of graphs on her computer.
The south doors clanked open with authority. The pig marched into the barn with his front hooves folded behind him, back straight, and chest puffed out. He’d swapped his gym shorts for the black shorts and gray T-shirt worn by the human recruits.
The duck flew to greet the pig. “Dude, what can you tell us?”
The rabbit hopped in the air as he asked, “Our sources say your girlfriend was at some big important meeting. Did she tell you anything?” 
“Did she tell you when we’re becoming agents, dude?”
“Guys, for the umpteenth time, she is not my girlfriend.” The pig’s pink face turned darker as he power-walked past the pair.
“You sure spend a lot of time with her, dude. Are you sure she’s not your girlfriend?”
“She sure acts like your girlfriend, man.”
“I’m not doing this with you two again.” The pig’s cheeks had gone full rosy by the time he approached me. His stern expression and mini eye-roll hinted that anger caused the flushness, but I believed embarrassment was the reason. “Cow, get everybody assembled. Agent Orange is on his way.”
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4: And the Envelope Says…


Agent Orange’s bodyguards, Agents White and Eggshell, slid the double barn doors open for him and his second-in-command, Agent Periwinkle. I’d seen and talked with Agent Periwinkle on numerous occasions and simply considered him an experienced agent. But as he shuffled behind his boss, the words of the rabbit and duck ran through my head. His black shoes scraped the dirt floor with every short stride he took. A noticeable limp suggested a hip replacement to be well overdue, and I wondered how he managed without a cane. His hair appeared grayer and his face more wrinkled. For the first time, I pictured him in the role of Batman’s butler, Alfred. 
“Attention. Director in the room,” said Agent Eggshell. 
The pig snapped to attention in the center of the barn. The rabbit and duck stopped mimicking their old-man-with-a-cane walk, then scrambled to line up next to the pig. With a huff, the cat sauntered into her customary regal sitting position, a safe distance from the rabbit and duck, who purposely bumped into each other. 
Agent Orange stomped to a halt in front of our in-progress line construction. He closed his eyes and squeezed the bridge of his nose with the index finger and thumb of his right hand. He opened them with a groan. 
The dog and chicken fidgeted from side-to-side, and back and forth, increasing the jaggedness of our ill-formed formation. As I took my position at the start of the line, the fish swam through my head. I shook off the sensation of having a cobweb dragged across my brain and cleared my throat with an authoritarian tone. The others paid no attention. The wiggling and pushing continued.
Agent Periwinkle shuffled up next to Agent Orange. His perpetual frown curved further down as he eyed our row. 
The pig growled and shouted, “ATTENTION!!”
The dog and chicken stopped fidgeting, the rabbit and duck ceased roughhousing and the fish settled into position. I scanned our ranks. Of course, the pig demonstrated the perfect legs together, forelegs at his side, chest out, head held upright posture, while the rest of us either slouched or straightened into uncomfortably stiff statue poses.
Agent Orange ran his eyes down the lineup. His angry squint increased along the way, and he ended with a quick eye-roll. “At ease.”
The pig took a precise step to his right and folded his front hooves behind him. The rest of us wiggled into slightly less uncomfortable positions. 
Agent Orange took a deep breath before saying, “The raid on the church was not just a key component of your training. It was an important mission for this agency. I cannot begin to describe my disappointment in the outcome; in particular, your failure to apprehend the suspect, Nicholas La Conn.”
“Cow, what’s he saying?” asked the fish.
Agent Orange groaned and gave me the stink eye. “When will you have the translator fixed?”
“IT has the cat blocked, thhir. We could use your help to escalate her equipment request.”
“I don’t want to hear about that right now.” Agent Orange paced toward me. “Just paraphrase what I said. Tell them they all stink and wrecked an important mission.” 
“He thhaid we ruined a very important mission,” I said in Cheddarian.
“Why was, why was the mission so important?”
“Dog, I don’t know. He didn’t thhay.”
“And, and, there’s something that’s been, that’s been bugging me. What’s the deal with the, with the Havarti Travel Bureau?”
“Dog, thithh is not the time. You had three days to ask me that.”
“Cow, are we ready to continue?” 
I heard Agent Orange but couldn’t see him. I turned my head and there he was, his face inches from my snout. Agent Orange used invasion of personal space as intimidation, but he failed to understand that in my case, he entered my blind spot. This ruined the intimidation factor and bordered on comical.
“Yethh, thhir.”
“Okay, here’s the deal. When you all joined the agency, I envisioned an elite team of super beings. A team with amazing superpowers that couldn’t fail. I was a fool.” Agent Orange had walked away from me and paced in front of our irregular line.
The others looked at me, waiting for the translation. “He said we’re an elite fighting force.” 
“The dude’s got that right.” The duck gave the rabbit a webbed foot to paw fist bump.
“That’s not what he said,” grumbled the pig out of the corner of his mouth.
Agent Orange stopped us with a hand gesture. “No more translating. Fill them in when I’ve finished.” He paused for a deep breath. “Your collective performance at the church proved you are far from invincible and far from a team. I have concluded I cannot keep your team together. I have assigned a majority of you animals to manual labor or desk jobs. If, and I’m not promising anything, but if we deem it necessary to call upon one of your special talents, we may individually call on you to join a mission. Agent White will provide your assignments. Do you have any questions?”
“Thho, does this mean we’re agents?”
He backed up and shot a glance at Agent Periwinkle, who shrugged his shoulder. Through puzzled squinted eyes, Agent Orange muttered, “Well…, technically, yes.”
“We’re agents!” I said in Cheddarian. 
Except for the pig, the others pumped wings, paws, and fins into the air.
The rabbit and duck did a chest bump.
“We did it, dude!!”
“Time to pop the champagne and spark up the stogies, man.”
“Dude, do we get to pick our agent color names now?”
With a furrowed brow, Agent Orange took a step back and examined our celebration. “I think I’ve given you the wrong impression.”
The pig broke out of his at-ease pose and stormed up to me. In English, he said, “You’re not telling the full truth!” He turned to Agent Orange. “Sir, I don’t think you meant to say all of us have become agents. What about the rabbit and duck?”
Agent Orange gave a nod to the pig. “Right. Thank you.” His forehead relaxed as he addressed me. “I need to clarify. Not all of you have become agents. Not the rabbit and duck. The rabbit and duck will never become agents of GIBOD.”
“What? Why?”
Agent Orange snapped his head back. “You ask why?” His furrowed brow returned, but this time with narrowed eyes. He took a step toward me. “Were you not paying attention during the church raid? They left their post, nearly killed the rest of you, and single-handedly led to the loss of the suspect. And then there’s their training record. They failed every test, every evaluation, and every exercise. Yet, you ask why they are not becoming agents?”
The rabbit poked my ankle. “Are you asking about our color names, man?” 
I shooed him away with my hoof. “Thhir, you will find nobody more excited and dedicated to becoming agents than the rabbit and duck. Sure, they’ve made mistakes, but no one tries harder than those two.”
Agent Orange backed away. “Enthusiasm alone does not make an agent.”
The pig waddled into the vacated space. “Cow, why do you keep covering for them?” he said in English. “They’re a menace. They just about killed us all.”
I turned my head so I could glare at him with a single eye. “You knew this already? I bet you lobbied to make sure they didn’t become agents.”
“This is for the best, and you know it. If we take those misfits out on another mission, they will get somebody killed.”
“You’re not denying it. You lobbied for this.”
The others stopped their celebrations. With quizzical expressions, they gathered around the pig and me. They didn’t understand our words, but they recognized the tone.
“They sealed their fate on our mission.”
My jaw tightened as I scuffed my forehoof in the dirt and contemplated clobbering the pig. Dr. Hash Browns taught me to count to ten in moments like this. I got to two, then glimpsed Agent Orange and Agent Periwinkle heading for the door. I bumped the pig aside and caught up to them. “Thhir, you said you gave the rest of us desk jobs. Isn’t there a desk job you can assign to them? That’thh not dangerous.”
Agent Orange stopped at the open barn doors. “Cow, what kind of desk job could they do? They don’t have hands. They don’t understand English. They can’t type. They don’t sit still. Give it up.”
I blurted out their one skill he could not dispute. “They’re excellent pilots.”
“Any aircraft small enough for them to pilot already fly themselves. We call them drones. Heck, even our larger planes practically fly themselves nowadays. We have no need for pilots anymore.” He and Agent Periwinkle exited the barn. 
Agents White and Eggshell remained by the doors.
“The director has left the building,” said Agent Eggshell.
Without hesitation, I rushed out of the barn. I needed answers about what to say to the rabbit and duck. “Wait! What are they supposed to do?”
“I told you.” Agent Orange did not turn or slow his pace. “Agent White has your assignments.”
I rushed in front of him and Agent Periwinkle, forcing them to stop. “I mean the rabbit and duck.”
“They don’t have assignments. Why are you struggling with this concept? Those two are a menace. They will not be agents.”
I flared my nostrils at him. “That’thh my point. If they don’t have orders, what are they supposed to do? Where are they supposed to go? What am I supposed to tell them?” 
“I don’t care. Tell them they’re free to do as they please.” He tried to sidestep past me.
I slid my behind around to block his escape. “You can’t just kick them out into the streets. They have no place to go.” 
“I don’t have time for this. I’m too busy cleaning up the mess you made.” Agent Orange shoved my butt out of his way. 
Agent Periwinkle grabbed his boss’s arm. 
Fire brewed in Agent Orange’s eyes, as his gaze slowly rose from Agent Periwinkle’s grabby hand to his cloudy old man eyes.
“Sir, she brings up a good point. We can’t let those two loose on society. We’ve seen how that goes. Remember how they almost wiped out Maple Park?”
“Those two tell a different story. They claim they fixed the tornado siren just in time to save the town.”
“That’s not what the video showed,” snapped Agent Orange. “Stop defending them like they’re your children.”
“My point, thhir, is that it would be best if they stayed in the barn, where we can keep a close watch on them.”
Agent Orange groaned and crossed his arms. “Fine. The rabbit and duck can stay in the barn, but we’re not paying for any more modifications to their obstacle course or their skate park thing.”
“Yethh, thhir. Thank you, thhir.” I stepped out of their way and trotted back toward the barn, happy the rabbit and duck would continue staying with us, but worried about how they would take the news about not becoming agents.
Agents White and Eggshell still stood by the barn entrance, as if they were guarding it. Agent White attempted to hand me a stack of manila envelopes.
I reached to grab them with my mouth, but the agent pulled them away. “You’re slobbering.”
“I don’t have hands. This is how I grab things.”
“How about we email them to you?” said Agent Eggshell. 
“Give them to me,” said the pig as he walked up and snatched the folder from Agent White with his karate-clench hooves. Agents White and Eggshell ceremoniously clicked their heels, spun, and left the barn. 
The pig read off the assignments one by one. I heard the words, but none of it registered. My thoughts focused on how to break the news to the rabbit and duck in a compassionate manner, that added a positive spin.
Once the pig finished, the room went silent.
The rabbit and duck exchanged glances.
“Dude, what about us?”
“Yeah, man, what’s our assignment?” 
The question registered. I had run out of time. I needed to tell them.
The pig scoffed and chuckled.
I cleared my throat and prepared to deliver the news in a straightforward yet compassionate manner.
“You both failed basic training, failed the entrance exams, and nearly got us all killed on our training mission. Neither of you became agents, nor will you ever become agents.”
Of course, that wasn’t me speaking. The pig delivered the news.
The rabbit’s mouth and the duck’s bill hung open, as their heads, in unison, slowly turned from the pig to me.
“You said we were agents, dude.”
“We all celebrated. What gives, man?”
“Sorry. I misunderstood Agent Orange’thh initial statement. But even though you’re not agents, you can stay here in the barn. Which is nice.”
Their mouths closed, but their bottom lip and bill quivered. Their eyes watered and reddened. 
“Is what the pig said true?” asked the rabbit.
“We’ll never become agents?” asked the duck.
Neither used their customary man or dude.
“I know that’thh what the director said, but I don’t believe it. I’m sure if you continue to work hard, they’ll give you another chance at the tests.”
The rabbit loosened his black tie. “But we worked so hard.” 
The duck used his bill to remove his black suit coat and whipped it to the floor. “We saved the people of that town. We’re superheroes. This agency should be honored to have us in their ranks.”
The pig gave the pair a sideways stare. “That’s not what the video shows.”
The rabbit wiped away his tears and stepped up to the pig. “The video shows us fixing that emergency siren speaker.”
“What I see in the video is you two numbskulls trashing that speaker. And then there’s our mission. What were you two idiots thinking when you took that combine for a joyride?”
The duck waddled up to the pig. Fire raged in his beady eyes. “The combine started by itself.”
“Lucky thing we were there to take action to stop it.”
“But you didn’t stop it.” The pig pointed a hoof at his own chest. “I stopped it.”
“We slowed it down.” The rabbit removed his tie and let it drop to the floor as he walked away from the pig.
“Pig! Take it easy on them.” I should have stopped the tactless pig the moment he opened his mouth. “This is a tough moment for them.”
The pig’s stern eyes and tight face softened a bit. “Look, I’m sorry about how this played out, but we’re just trying to keep everyone safe. GIBOD field work can be dangerous. We’ve seen how our special powers don’t always save us.”
It annoyed me that the pig might be right, and his show of genuine compassion surprised me. But none of that mattered. I focused on his use of we. “Thho you admit it. You were part of the decision to ban the rabbit and duck from the agency!” 
“They asked for my input, and I provided it, but Agent Orange made the decision.”
The rabbit spun, hopped twice, and lunged at the pig. “You betrayed us!!!”
The duck flew behind him. “And you knew all along we wouldn’t be agents and you didn’t tell us!”
The pig casually sidestepped their attack. As the pair rolled across the dirt floor, the pig said, “I know you’re both angry, but I believe this is in your best interest.”
“We’re a team. They can’t split up the team and cast two of uthh away like yesterday’thh stale bagels. I will not stand for this. I thhay we all quit. We don’t need this agency. We’ll be fine on our own. Who’thh with me? Who’thh ready to start a new chapter in our lives?”
The pig raised an eyebrow. “What’s your plan? Open a bar?”
The
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