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Gregory the goat had no patience for classification.

To him‚ the world was divided into two categories: things that were his and things that had not yet been head-butted hard enough to become his. The Pottlebury Town Council Barn was unquestionably his. So were three folding tables‚ half of a ping-pong table‚ and every bucket within about half a mile.

Doors were trickier.

Most doors opened‚ closed‚ stuck in damp weather‚ and occasionally collapsed off their hinges in a manner everyone agreed was nobody’s fault. Pottlebury also had the other kind: doors that slid out of walls where no wall had ever made such an offer‚ doors that vanished from places they should not have appeared‚ and doors with opinions about who‚ if anyone‚ should be allowed through.

Gregory did not care for opinions in architecture.

Which was unfortunate‚ because by late winter the far door of the council barn had begun developing several.

The council barn had begun life as an ordinary barn and had never quite forgiven anyone for promoting it. Over the years‚ duties attached themselves to it: meeting venue‚ overflow storage‚ recreational ping-pong facility‚ and winter residence for the council’s landscaping goat. It carried these titles with the weary dignity of a building that had agreed to help for one weekend and was still being handed keys.

On the morning that this story starts‚ the barn was attempting to resemble what one would expect from proper architecture. The snow weighed down on the roof and caused it to sag in a polite manner. The rafters creaked in an almost smug fashion. Thin strips of pale winter light came through the spaces between the boards. Each board had a clear‚ unspoken understanding of its exact placement.

Gregory glared at all of it.

He was in the middle of what had once been a deep‚ fluffy nest of straw‚ but was now a more flattened nest of straw. His thick winter coat puffed out‚ his yellow eyes narrowed in survey of his domain. A rope circled his neck and was tied‚ at the other end‚ to a stout post. 

Gregory considered the rope an insult to both civil rights and goat rights‚ which in his view were essentially the same thing. He was testing its chewability when the far barn door moved.

It did not swing open. It did not swing shut. Instead‚ the whole rectangle of it seemed to shudder sideways by the tiniest amount as if the barn had suddenly realized it wasn’t quite as wide as it had thought it was and was hurriedly correcting itself. 

Gregory froze mid-chew. The rope tasted of damp wood‚ old arguments about budgets‚ and just a hint of panic‚ all of which was‚ by any standard‚ normal. The air leaking out of the far door was not.

Ordinary doors smelled of wood‚ metal‚ old hands‚ cold drafts‚ and humans standing too long in doorframes. This one smelled of nothing. Not stale hay nothing‚ but clean‚ absolute nothing: the kind that suggested one wrong step might mean falling forever with nobody available to complain to.

Gregory had no word for this. He filed the door under things that were not his and had made a serious mistake. Then he stamped once‚ snorted‚ and gave it a look that clearly meant: Do not do that again.

The door offered no reply.

Gregory’s relationship with time was simple. Humans sliced the day into seconds‚ minutes‚ hours‚ and other units designed mostly to let them arrive late while claiming otherwise. Gregory recognized three periods: Before Bucket‚ Bucket‚ and After Bucket.

Larger seasons existed‚ of course. Cold‚ when straw crackled under his hooves. Hot‚ when insects took personal offense at him. But those were secondary. The true unit was Bucket.

On this particular morning‚ it was unquestionably Before Bucket. His stomach had begun a slow‚ principled protest against injustice and no human had yet appeared to be subjected to his full range of disapproving looks. He jerked the rope hard. The post held fast. He turned back to the far door.

The door shivered again.

This time it was less subtle. The wood grain seemed to slip sideways for the length of a heartbeat‚ as if you took your finger and dragged it through wet paint. Dust particles that were hanging in the air near the latch paused in their drift‚ then skipped along a few inches ahead‚ as if in a hurry to catch up with themselves. Gregory’s pupils expanded until they nearly swallowed up the gold of his eyes.

The smell of nothing was still there‚ but now there was also something that was pale and sickening under it‚ the dread of a bucket that was not going to be coming. To Gregory this was the worst idea he had ever encountered. He lowered his head. 

Somewhere else in the town‚ one of the council members sat bolt upright in bed and was seized by a sudden‚ groundless chill. This was the universe clearing its throat. In the barn‚ the effect was much the same‚ although instead of cosmic destiny‚ it took the form of a goat deciding to make practical‚ violent decisions. Gregory threw his full weight against the post. Rope tightened. Wood groaned. Straw slid in small waves under his hooves. The post did not move. The door did not so much as rattle.

He added it to a growing tally of grievances to be dealt with later with horn-related emphasis and returned to waiting‚ in a thoroughly foul mood‚ for Bucket.

In the interests of fairness‚ the bucket was entirely blameless in this. The bucket was being carried by the assistant town clerk‚ who had been sent out by the actual town clerk with instructions to “Feed Gregory if you are going that way anyway‚” which was the way that Pottlebury’s bureaucracy expressed its genuine concern that one of its municipal assets might die and embarrass everybody.

The near barn door swung open. A gust of cold air slipped in‚ blowing past the clerk and causing them to stamp snow from their boots. In front of them was a barn door and a focused beam of goat resentment so strong it almost made them apologize.

“Morning‚ Gregory‚” they said instead.

Gregory narrowed his eyes. The greeting did not distract him from the angle of the light. This was not Bucket. The sunbeam through the eastern boards was still firmly in Before Bucket‚ and while early hay was not a tragedy‚ it was suspicious‚ unlawful‚ and personally offensive.

He glared at the clerk‚ then at the bucket‚ then back at the clerk. The clerk‚ who had been stared down by many a human while instructing them on how to work a photocopier and felt they had long since seen worse‚ did not blink. They tipped the hay into the trough.

The scent rose‚ dusty and comforting. There was the parched sweetness of old grass‚ a note of oil from the geriatric tractor in the bay next door‚ and‚ underneath all that‚ the slight rubbery whiff of ping-pong paddles.

Gregory sniffed and every hair on his spine prickled up. He recognized that bale of hay. Not in the way that all hay from the same bale is sort of recognizable‚ but in a prickling‚ certain way. The slightly darker stem on the left‚ the awful seed head that always made him sneeze‚ the crooked section that always jutted out at the most annoying angle. He had seen this arrangement of hay‚ been offended by it‚ and committed it to memory.

Déjà vu did not flash into his mind in so many words. He simply noted the repeat of the insult.

He snorted‚ turned his head away to indicate his moral high ground‚ then‚ after a brief internal debate and a reminder that goats as a species are deeply divided over whether or not one should eat suspicious hay‚ bent down and ate it. Hunger was a powerful mediator.

Outside‚ the assistant clerk pulled the near door shut. They glanced up at the sky and frowned. Something about the quality of the light didn’t match the time in their head.

“I thought it was later than that‚” they said‚ then shuffled back to town.

The door sagged back into place. Time‚ pleased with its little experiment‚ smoothed back out the kink it had just inserted and went back to pretending nothing had happened.

A few days later‚ after three more buckets‚ one failed attempt at the rope‚ and a bitter fight with a broom‚ the council held a meeting in the barn. The usual room was “closed for repairs‚” a phrase that in Pottlebury covered burst pipes‚ mushroom growth‚ and mornings when a room found itself a few degrees off from the plans.

The near door was propped open and the cold marched in. Councilors followed‚ huddled in padded coats‚ folders and clipboards in hand‚ and wearing the sort of expressions worn by people who have firm opinions on salt. Gregory watched them file in with the wary annoyance of a landlord who knows his tenants have invited guests without asking. 

In his mental list they fell under headings such as Tall Goat With Keys‚ Tall Goat Who Drops Things‚ Tall Goat Who Smells Of Anxiety And Printer Toner‚ and other‚ less polite ones he did not care to repeat.

Papers were spread out and chairs were unfolded. Before the formal opening of the meeting‚ there were disputes about where the snowplows would go. The barn groaned as if it remembered a simpler time when its only responsibility was cattle and was now bearing the weight of democracy on its wooden beams.

Gregory was not very interested in agendas. He did‚ however‚ care about the usual side effects: humans distracted enough to leave food unattended; humans careless enough to forget which objects were truly out of reach for a determined goat. 

By the back row of chairs lay a small crust of sandwich‚ attractive and so far untouched. He stretched his neck and shuffled forward until the rope refused to budge any further. He angled his head‚ ran a mental calculation involving his maximum reach and the crust’s location‚ and was well underway with a maneuver that would bring together horn‚ rope‚ and gravity in profitable cooperation when the world skipped.

The skip was small. A human might have mistaken it for a momentary lapse in concentration‚ the sort of blankness that happens when one reads the same sentence about wastewater infrastructure for the third time. The councilors continued to talk. For a fraction of a second‚ there were two of each of them‚ slightly overlapped‚ speaking and gesturing heatedly about the same comma.

Gregory felt it differently. One moment the sandwich crust was out of reach. The next it was on his tongue. He tasted bread‚ mayonnaise‚ the faint guilty memory of ham. Then his mouth snapped shut on air. The crust was back on the floor where it had been. The rope‚ which had been pulled tight‚ slackened and tightened again as if reality had tried a different version of events‚ disapproved of it‚ and switched back.

At the back of the barn‚ the stacked half of the ping-pong table shuddered and settled. From behind it‚ there came a single‚ tentative knock as if someone with very poor aim had rapped on the wrong side of the universe.

No one looked around. No one‚ that is‚ except Gregory‚ who stared at the wall and decided‚ with the firm simplicity available only to goats‚ that this was now his problem.

Goats are rarely invited to scientific conferences‚ mostly because their preferred method of inquiry involves eating the apparatus. Gregory began a series of experiments anyway.

The barn had two main exits. Near Door was the one associated with humans and buckets and the broom. The Far Door was one of Wrong. Wrong‚ which was a category of which he knew little‚ but which included the unnatural smell‚ the habit of moving sideways like it had forgotten how doors were supposed to behave‚ and an unfortunate tendency to stand around when not in use. Gregory tugged thoughtfully at his rope and then began to make use of his most trusted scientific tool‚ his head.

He was looking at the base of the post. When he charged toward it‚ it vibrated. The rope seemed to strain under the pressure. In response the barn gave out a long creak that sounded like it was disapproving of him. Once the last echo had faded‚ all remained still. Gregory grunted and pulled back on the rope as far as it would allow. The post remained stable. The door stared at him with blank wood.

Reluctantly‚ he turned to patience.

Waiting‚ in his experience‚ was a form of torture. His muscles twitched. His horns felt unused. A part of him‚ lodged somewhere near his stomach‚ remained in constant awareness that if he just looked in the right place there must surely be something that had not yet been rammed. Even so‚ he fixed his gaze on the Far Door and waited. He watched the angle of the light‚ the position of the shadows‚ the way tiny points of highlight shifted on the metal nails.

When the wood flowed‚ he moved.

The grain slid sideways. The frame seemed to slip half a thumb’s width out of true. Gregory lunged. His hooves tore matching grooves in the straw. The rope pulled tight‚ and the post‚ which had been reliable for years‚ suddenly reevaluated its priorities‚ jerked loose from the floor‚ and toppled. For one triumphant‚ weightless instant‚ Gregory was free.

He charged across the barn. His hooves thudded on old boards. Folding chairs were hurled aside. A stack of information leaflets on the proper construction of responsible snowmen burst into the air like startled pigeons. Several councilors shouted his name with varying levels of accuracy and alarm.

The Far Door made a show of looking ordinary. It didn’t quite manage it. Just as Gregory reached it‚ the dark outline of the frame slid sideways once more and then jumped back into place‚ like a badly hung picture being nudged on a wall.

He cracked it with a sound remarkably like a very surprised xylophone. On the other side‚ half a dozen ping-pong paddles flung themselves off a shelf. His skull rang. The door affirmed its solidity with the stubborn enthusiasm of an injured shin. 

But for a stretched‚ stomach-dropping instant his horns had punched through something that was not wood at all‚ into a space that did not support them‚ where echoes pinged and clanged like the sound of enormous pipes ringing somewhere very deep underground.

He smelled that same awful nothing‚ thin and clean‚ and underneath it a vague‚ unfocused attention brushing over him‚ pausing to take notes on the fact of goats. Then the barn remembered what it was supposed to do. Boards pressed together. Frame snapped back into ordinary geometry. His horns chewed into real wood and ripped splinters free.

From the councilors’ point of view‚ a goat had just rammed himself into a wall.

“Good grief‚” the town clerk said. “Why is the goat loose?”

“Gregory‚ no!” someone shouted‚ optimistically.

Hands‚ ropes‚ and anxious voices closed around him. Gregory shook his head and took one last sniff near the Far Door. Beneath the wood‚ faint and far away‚ something hummed.

He allowed himself to be led away. The door was no longer merely wrong. It was his.

The storm that hit later was in a very good mood about itself. By late afternoon‚ the town had stopped distinguishing between snow and wind and settled on “sideways” as the practical term.

After several pointed suggestions from the universe regarding local infrastructure‚ the council had declared the barn an emergency shelter. The community center was again “closed for repairs‚” having recently reopened from a book club meeting with one additional exit nobody remembered installing.

People came in pairs and small groups: families wrapped in blankets‚ neighbors carrying “just overnight supplies” and a great deal of interest in one another’s business‚ lone individuals with thermoses and expressions that said they would be fine alone unless someone insisted otherwise.

They stamped snow from their boots‚ shook off scarves‚ and drifted across the floor until the barn resembled a very untidy and unorganized meeting place. Gregory‚ who had been in a calmly seething mood for much of the day‚ reached full indignation at this point. His winter cave‚ his carefully curated blend of hay and dust and old wood‚ was full of Tall Goats. 

They put their chairs in his prime glaring positions. They blocked drafts he had staked out as his own property. One of them set a thermos down on the precise patch of floor he reserved for thinking dark thoughts about buckets. He glared at the thermos and tried to will it to implode. It continued to sit there‚ smugly cylindrical.

Outside‚ the wind pushed against walls and rattled them for emphasis. A foghorn blew at intervals‚ a long‚ mournful note that could as easily have been about rocks as the weather. The barn quaked. Its joints creaked. Somewhere in that‚ the town’s sense of where its walls were supposed to be began to loosen. 

The change first came as a whisper. The hard angles of the Far Door darkened and thickened. On the boards‚ nearby shadows moved into new rectangular shapes‚ like doorways that were only half committed to being. They began as smudges and deepened into lines. Gregory smelled it before anyone looked that way. 

The combination of wet wool‚ smoke‚ and grumbling conversation faded. A high‚ empty smell slid in above it‚ the scent of a place with no floor. It carried with it the same unpromising promise as the first nothing‚ only broader now‚ like a hole that had been widened.

He stamped and shook his head. Then he let out a loud‚ unambiguous bleat. People in the nearest row jumped and turned.

“Poor thing is nervous‚” someone said‚ and patted the air in his direction as though that would help. Gregory was not nervous. He was furious‚ and more importantly‚ correct.

The shadow-doors brightened. A person leaning against that wall might have felt the prickle that comes when you suspect a piece of furniture of listening in on you. To Gregory‚ faint lines of pale light ran where nails should have been‚ and for a moment the boards seemed uncertain which way gravity was supposed to point.

He trod furrows into the straw‚ put his weight on the rope‚ and felt the fibers begin to give. The rope had already suffered one jailbreak that week. It creaked and parted and surrendered. Gregory leapt.

“Hey!” someone shouted.

“Catch the goat!” another cried‚ once again misapprehending the situation entirely.

The junior councilor‚ assigned to shelter duty because he had once walked past a fire extinguisher while looking vaguely responsible‚ stood nearest the Far Door. He turned to say something about hot chocolate just as the wood behind him took a breath.

Depth folded inward. A narrow‚ dark corridor opened where planks had been. The junior councilor leaned toward it‚ because humans are not built to leave dangerous openings alone.

Gregory smacked him solidly in the back at exactly the speed righteous anger can manage when it has hooves.

The man went skidding forward‚ arms flailing‚ and landed a few feet away on the floor‚ sliding through slush and scattered straw. His momentum carried him just far enough that when the opening flexed wider‚ he was no longer in its direct line. The goat did not slow. He drove his horns into the patch of wall above where the gap had been.

For a stretched‚ jangling second‚ they did not meet wood. They thrust into a place that did not recognize solidity in the usual way. Sounds clanged distantly‚ as if enormous pipes were being struck somewhere deep underground. Gregory smelled himself from far away and caught the raw edge of memories he had not yet had and felt a cool‚ vast curiosity settle on him. Whatever lay beyond the gap did not know what a goat was but was very interested in finding out.

Then the barn corrected itself. Boards slammed back into position. Shadows peeled back from the wall like guilty conspirators. His horns tore through real timber. Splinters and crumbling paint showered down. Seen from outside it was exactly the scene of a goat having decided that moment to attack a wall.

“Good grief‚” the town clerk said again. “What is wrong with that animal?”

Gregory stumbled back‚ head ringing. There was no mystery in it. The Not-Fence had reached into his space. He had removed one Tall Goat from danger and introduced his skull to the problem. This was reasonable behavior.

Hands gripped his collar. Voices chided and soothed in equal measure. Someone knelt beside the junior councilor‚ who blinked like a man emerging from a bad dream.

“He pushed me‚” the councilor said faintly. “The goat pushed me. I was‚ there was‚” his words tangled. He looked at the wall. Rough boards‚ a goat-shaped dent‚ a smear of snow. No corridor. No nothing. No evidence that reality had decided to take liberties. “I must have slipped‚” he finished‚ not even convincing himself.

“Too much excitement‚” someone murmured. “Come and sit down. You need some tea.”

They settled him in a chair and pressed a warm mug into his hands. Gregory‚ harnessed once again‚ regarded the Far Door with a long‚ unforgiving stare. At that moment it looked as innocent as a piece of wood could manage.

In the weeks that followed‚ people talked about the storm‚ the roof leak‚ and the junior councilor who claimed a goat had saved his life. Most listeners assumed this was a metaphor for responsible government and did not ask questions.

The barn was repaired with nails‚ sanding‚ and a laminated sign near the entrance reminding everyone not to feed Gregory during meetings. The Far Door did not twitch again‚ at least not while humans were looking.

Gregory watched it anyway.

Some nights‚ when the wind dropped and the foghorn called from the headland‚ he heard a faint humming under the floorboards‚ like bees arguing in a distant hive. Sometimes the rafters miscounted themselves and hurriedly corrected the error. Sometimes the echoes came back from directions that did not belong to the coast.

Buckets continued to arrive more or less on time. The Tall Goats remained alive. Gregory accepted this as the result of his vigilance. Whenever he passed the Far Door‚ he paused‚ sniffed‚ and gave it a look that promised consequences.

One morning‚ after the thaw began and the snowbanks slumped into gray heaps around the barn‚ Gregory stood in the doorway and took stock of his world. Pottlebury creaked and murmured beyond him‚ adjusting itself in ways its residents would not recognize for some time.

He lowered his head toward the town.

If the world intended to come apart plank by plank‚ it would have to come through his barn first.

Then he went to find something else that required ramming.
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