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Star Time 202509-2

Life is good (mostly). D.O.G. is still by my side.

I’m back in school like any other sixth grader. I didn’t get to announce that I saved the world. Rules. Rules. Rules. Being a superhero can be a bummer at times.

At least Calvin is with me, so it’s alright. He made the basketball team, and I have my hockey to keep us busy when we don’t have aliens to deal with. We’ve got a lot going on, especially because Solo signed me up for chess club as some sort of practical joke. I don’t have the time to attend the meetings, but it seems Solo does. I suspect he may actually enjoy the game.

Solo and Brace are still stationed at Earth’s Luminal Vanguard Command Center. Half the staff have been sent to other planets, working to free them from Professor Hextron’s control. All good, except one thing—we lost Steele.

Steele had to return to his academy on his home planet of Drunok, leaving a gap in our little team. This school thing gets in the way of a lot. Even Josie is swamped with all her A.P. classes and work.

Mom has been busier than ever, working on a new exhibit about the possibility of a moon station in a moon cave. I think it’s pretty cool, even if it means I have to make my own dinner a lot more often now. Okay, Mom makes it. I confess I just have to warm it up.

Meanwhile, the Luminal Vanguard is keeping its base under the Pet Pal Animal Clinic, watching for any sign of Hextron’s plans resurfacing. D.O.G. is on his trail, constantly sniffing out trouble. But not everything is peachy. Headquarters has a new commander—Zarlaxa Quibblefluff. She’s... unique. Picture a four-foot-tall alien with soft, pastel-colored fur that changes with her mood. Her three eyes—one red, one blue, one green—sit on little stalks that swivel, each seeming to have a mind of their own. And her laugh? It echoes through the air, louder than a flock of honking geese. Weirdest. Boss. Ever.

Despite her unusual appearance, D.O.G. has mad respect for her. He says she is an astute leader, which means she’s smart. I wasn’t so sure. Commander Quibblefluff has banned all those awesome alien video games. The Commander says, “Not during the school year.” Total downer.

To make matters worse, Arabella is at my school now, and it’s all Cynthia’s fault.

Cynthia, in all her Cynthia-ness, decided to buy a house on the border of Dunhaven and Elmsford, bragging to anyone who would listen that she got the “deal of the century.” The place is loaded with over-the-top tech (not alien tech, but for around here, it’s pretty fire): voice-activated lights, a fridge that orders groceries for you, and even a front door that says, “Welcome home, Cynthia,” every time she walks in, as if it’s her biggest fan.

The problem? When the town surveyed the land, they found something hilarious—well, hilarious for me, anyway. Only the driveway is in Elmsford. The rest of the house is smack dab in Dunhaven. And in the world of school zoning, driveways don’t count.

Of course, Cynthia blamed Dad for this “horrible injustice.” Dad, who is already stressed out trying to keep up with Cynthia’s spending habits, just muttered under his breath, “Because you tuned out the builder mid-warning while scrolling on your phone.”

Now, Dad’s always working to pay for Cynthia’s deal of the century. And to make things even weirder, he’s also covering for Dr. Carlisle, who’s gone full-on science-zilla crazy. The other day, I caught Arabella’s grandpa standing on a chair in the kitchen, wearing a strainer on his head. He was aiming a flashlight at the ceiling and muttering something about “adjusting the ion displacement matrix.” I don’t even know what that means, but I’m 99% sure it doesn’t involve the ceiling fan.

Anyway, because Cynthia spent all the money on the house, there’s none left to keep Arabella in her fancy private school. So now, lucky me (and I use that word loosely), I get to share my school life with Arabella. She’s stuck to me like Velcro.

She sits with me at lunch, side-eyes me in gym class, reads over my shoulder in the library, and somehow always manages to claim the desk next to mine in every single class. I’m convinced she has placed a tracking chip on me.

Calvin says Arabella’s not that bad. In fact, I think he might have a crush on her. However, he does have a point.  “It must be hard leaving all your friends behind and starting over at a new school,” he said.

Okay, fine, I sort of feel bad for her, too. But does she have to glue herself to me? Couldn’t she find friends who aren’t mine?

Because let me tell you—having my stepsister as a permanent shadow—not exactly the deal of the century.

My life is never boring, that’s for sure. Right now, I’m sitting on the gym bleachers, writing this while I wait for Calvin to finish basketball practice. D.O.G. says I need to write entries more often.

Suddenly, I spot something moving in the corner by the stage, just behind the basketball goal, and my head pops up like a meerkat. It’s D.O.G. I’d recognize my dog anywhere.

“D.O.G., you’re here?” I ask through our connection.

“Correct,” D.O.G. answers. “I’m following a strange signal with my new Spectro-Analyzer 3000.”

“Professor Hextron?”

“I do not believe so,” D.O.G. said, looking straight at me. “Beneath you.”

That makes me freeze. Slowly, I look down and see glowing green eyes. Oh, boy. This isn’t good. It’s a brown, marble-colored cat, huge and muscular, with round ears and distinct markings.

“Why is there a cat in the gym?” I wonder aloud.

D.O.G. doesn’t say a word—just bolts straight at it, letting out a battle cry worthy of a mission from Planet Bark. The cat freaks out, launches into the air, and takes off across the gym like its tail’s on fire, with D.O.G. in full chase mode.

Immediately, practice stops, and the boys start laughing. “It’s one of those Bengal cats!” one of them says—until the cat pounces on Calvin.

“Hey! Get this furball off me!” Calvin shouts.  “I’m allergic to cats!”

The cat just stares at him, eyes glowing as if it knows exactly what it’s doing. Then—zap!—its eyes flash, and Calvin gets launched ten feet through the air like a sneezy rocket.

The cat turns to D.O.G. and me, tail twitching and smiling smugly.  “I am C.A.T.—Cybernetic Animal Tracker. Whisperer connection to Calvin: established.”

Oh, great. Here we go again.

[image: A cartoon character next to a dog

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​ONE

[image: ]


A Glitch in the Ordinary

The gym turned into total chaos, as if someone had yelled “Pop quiz!” during dodgeball and everyone lost their minds. Calvin was sprawled on the floor, blinking up at the ceiling as though he’d been run over by a truck or, to be precise, a very large Bengal cat.

The coach and his teammates rushed to Calvin’s side, shouting things like, “Breathe, dude!” and “Is it your asthma? Wait... do you even have asthma?” Meanwhile, Calvin groaned and muttered something about always hating cats.

Perfect. Just the opening I needed. I jumped off the bleachers, pulling my hoodie over my head like a stealth action hero. In a flash—well, two flashes and one epic shoelace fail—I transformed into Blu.

By now, the whole “turning into a super-powered version of myself” thing felt almost normal, as routine as brushing my teeth or grabbing cereal in the morning, but with way more lightning effects and zero spilled milk involved.

My brown hair lit up bright blue, crackling with energy, wild, and impossible to ignore. My hoodie shimmered and shifted into a sleek, armored jacket, covered in glowing blue lines that raced across the fabric like electric rivers. In the middle of my chest, a bold B appeared, surrounded by pulsing rings of blue light.

My sneakers vanished, replaced by high-tech boots straight out of the future, built for running up walls, backflips off vending machines, or maybe even moonwalking on the ceiling. (Not that I actually could moonwalk. I tried once. Let’s just say Calvin laughed for three straight minutes.)

I glanced at my hands as my gloves snapped into place. My fingertips buzzed with energy, crackling with the charge of tiny buzzers, ready to zap anything that dared look at me funny.

And then—schwoop!—my goggles dropped into place over my eyes. Instantly, a glowing display lit up across the lenses. Scanners, maps, threat levels, energy readouts, and something that might have been the school lunch menu. (Note to self: avoid Thursday’s “mystery nuggets.”)

The goggles provided me with real-time updates, as if I were in my own personal video game. “Danger: 20 feet. Incoming: robotic cat. Alert: Calvin is still down on the gym floor.”

The first time this all happened? Total freak-out. But now? It felt just as comfy as my favorite pajamas—if those pajamas came with laser-proof armor, rocket-powered shoes, super-zappy gloves, and smart goggles that made me look awesome.

I flexed my fingers, cracked my neck (because that’s what heroes do, right?), and grinned behind the glowing blue lenses. Bad guys, beware.

Blu was back.

I took a quick glance over at Calvin. He was holding his head in his hands on the basketball court. I wanted to check on him, but I knew I had to catch the slippery cat causing all this commotion.

“Hang tight, Calvin,” I said under my breath. “D.O.G. and I will figure this out and take out that cat. It’s game on.”

D.O.G. was already on C.A.T.’s tail— literally. The robotic feline shot toward the exit with the sneaky skills of a ninja and the attitude of a cat who just knocked over your mom’s coffee mug on purpose, made direct eye contact, and then casually tiptoed across your math homework that took all night to complete with its wet paws as if it was a red carpet.

C.A.T. zipped through the double doors without a second of hesitation. D.O.G. and I charged after it. Well, I charged after it, flailing like someone late for the last slice of pizza. D.O.G., as usual, stayed calm and collected, scanning the area with his Spectro-Analyzer 3000 as he scanned every corner.

“D.O.G., where’s it going?” I asked through our neural comm-link.

“It appears to be fleeing outdoors,” D.O.G. replied, annoyed for having to give an obvious answer. “Feline entities excel at evasion. This will be... irritating.”

“Great,” I said, taking off after that thing. As I ran, I racked my brain for any gadget that could stop a turbo-charged robo-cat without draining the last drop of my energy. I was already wheezing as if I’d just run a marathon. (Note: I hadn’t. I’d run maybe twelve feet.)

D.O.G. blasted through the doors, and we hit the schoolyard at full speed.

“Hey! No pets allowed at school!” the janitor hollered as we streaked past him, waving a mop as if it was a lightsaber.

“Not a pet! Definitely not a pet!” I shouted over my shoulder, nearly colliding with a trash can. Seriously? This guy was panicking over a dog and a cat but totally ignored the superhero tearing across the pavement. I mean, come on. A little recognition would’ve been nice.

C.A.T. leaped onto the walkway canopy as though it was training for the Feline Olympics, graceful, smug, and 100% infuriating. It turned back to face us, tail flicking with annoying confidence, and meowed mockingly.

“Oh, it’s ON!” I growled, channeling every action hero I’d ever seen. Who was this cat? I had fought Robo-Raiders. How hard could it be to catch this menacing pest?

I found out quick enough. The chase was ridiculous. C.A.T. zigged. I zagged. D.O.G. zipped around, as if he was a heat-seeking missile on overdrive, but every time we got close, C.A.T. would pull some impossible feline ninja move, vaulting over a fence or slipping through a gap that didn’t even look big enough for air to pass through.

At one point, it scurried up a tree and knocked a hornet’s nest straight down at us. While D.O.G. barked furiously at the hornets, I got stung at least three times and did a dance that I’m pretty sure looked like a seizure.

“D.O.G., this cat is mocking us!” I yelled, swatting at a hornet that clearly had a personal vendetta against me. “Can’t we just blast it?!”

“It is employing advanced psychological warfare,” D.O.G. replied, calmly without any trace of irritation I was feeling. “And succeeding. We must act as a coordinated unit. You distract it.”

“Distract it how?” I snapped. Despite our bond, I wondered at times if D.O.G. really knew me. I wanted to ask, Sing it a lullaby? But I knew D.O.G. wanted me to think for myself.

Think, I told myself. Think. Okay, I’ve got this.

I clicked my visor and activated the tracker. A string of glowing, digital paw prints lit up on the ground, and I followed them to the back of the school, weaving past a tipped-over recycling bin and what I think used to be someone’s science fair volcano.

C.A.T. reappeared near the dumpsters, a fenced-off zone that reeked of expired tater tots and old tuna sandwiches. It slinked out from behind the bins, moving with the stealth of a spy on a secret mission. Just as it crouched to leap over the fence, D.O.G. skidded to a halt beside me.

“This ends now,” he said in his best robot-dog-of-doom voice. (Which, honestly, had more of a ‘turn left, genius’ GPS vibe.)

“What’s the plan?” I panted, hands on my knees.

D.O.G. didn’t answer with words. Instead, a panel on his shoulder flipped open, and out popped a high-tech net, that launched through the air, curving in a perfect arc and snagging C.A.T. mid-jump, just as it tried to vault over the dumpster.

The cat let out a startled MEEOOOW that sounded suspiciously like “NOT COOL,” then flopped to the ground, caught in the mesh.

“Gotcha!” I yelled, pumping my fist.

But instead of struggling, C.A.T. stood up, not hissing, not squirming. She just... purred, obnoxiously loud.

“Take me to your leader,” C.A.T. said in a smooth voice, purring so annoyingly that even the hornets seemed to roll their eyes.

D.O.G. snarled, the kind that said I’ve had enough of this nonsense. “Your theatrics are unnecessary.”

C.A.T. smirked—yes, smirked—and said, “Oh, but they’re delightful, aren’t they?”

I facepalmed. “D.O.G., please tell me we’re not taking orders from a cat.”

“Never,” D.O.G. replied. “However, we must interrogate the TechPal. My scans are incomplete. Something is interfering with my analysis, possibly a cloaking subroutine. We cannot risk taking it to headquarters until we know more.”

Whoa! Did I hear what I thought I heard? “You’re saying this thing is a TechPal?” I asked, dumbfounded. “I thought the Luminal Vanguard disabled them all.”

“Obviously, not all,” D.O.G. said in a way that made it clear he thought I should’ve realized this the second the glowing-eyed cat spoke.

“And Calvin—he’s connected to that thing?” I stood dumfounded, pointing toward the smugly purring cat. “We need to disconnect it. We can disconnect it, right?”

“A true Whisperer connection is permanent,” D.O.G. stated. “Disconnection without bad consequences is unlikely. However, this one behaves differently. When C.A.T. announced its connection, it did so through a digital pulse. You heard it because we are linked, but Calvin did not. I suspect their synpact connection is incomplete, but C.A.T. has clearly done something. We must determine what that is... and fast.”

“Fantastic,” I grumbled. “Let’s just figure this out before Calvin realizes that wasn’t a normal Bengal cat.”

C.A.T. purred even louder, clearly enjoying itself. Yeah, this thing wasn’t giving us answers anytime soon—not unless we offered it a tuna feast and threw a parade in its honor, possibly with confetti cannons.
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​Secrets, Sheds, and Smug Cats

“Blu, are you listening?”

“Huh?” I snapped back to reality as D.O.G.’s voice cut through my wandering thoughts.

My attention had been completely distracted by Commander Zarlaxa Quibblefluff’s three eye stalks, each swiveling in a different direction. One stared straight at me, the second at D.O.G., and the third looked as if it was daydreaming about snacks or space travel. Hard to tell.

“Stop googly-eyeing the Commander,” D.O.G. said, with that disapproving tone he saves just for me.

“I’m not googly-eyeing,” I protested. “I’m just... fascinated. How does it work, seeing in three directions at once? That would be so cool.”

Commander Quibblefluff let out a noise somewhere between a honk and a giggle. “I find your curiosity delightful, Blu. Most creatures can’t appreciate the practicality of triple vision.”

D.O.G. totally ignored my mumbling about how awesome it would be to play goalie with three eyeballs. I mean, come on—seeing the puck from all angles? That’s basically a superpower. But no, D.O.G. was already in full mission mode.

We’d hauled C.A.T. to an out-of-the-way secret base for the Luminal Vanguard, hidden in the last place anyone would think to look: Southie Dog Park. (Yeah, the park where it all began.) Specifically, in a weird old shed next to the dog agility course.

To the rest of Earthlings, the shed appeared to have given up on life years ago, faded wood, a rusted hinge that squeaked as if it was auditioning for a horror movie, and a broken padlock that was really just for show. The sign on the front said: Equipment Storage—Keep Out!

Even if someone felt the need to go inside, it would seem to be a regular storage shed filled with old frisbees, tennis balls, and poop bags. But if they continued snooping where they didn’t belong, they’d be in for a very bad—and very weird—day.

First, the shed would scan them, and if detected they weren’t on our team, they would get blasted with a puff of skunk-scented deterrent spray (harmless, but deeply regrettable). Then, if they still hadn’t gotten the hint, the ground would rumble, and a pack of robotic squirrels would pop out of hidden compartments, launching acorns with the force of tiny, nut-powered cannons.

Last week, some poor delivery guy wandered too far inside while trying to drop off a box of dog treats. The shed flung open a trapdoor beneath his feet and hurled him safely into the sandbox across the park. He’s fine. Probably. Still twitchy around sheds, though.

While on the outside it gave the impression of a totally normal storage shed, once you passed through the Vanguard’s invisible security barrier, boom—it was a whole different world.

The inside was way bigger than it had any right to be, as if the walls had decided to play a trick on physics. The floor gleamed, polished to a shine that made it look straight out of a spaceship showroom, and the walls glowed soft blue, not just to look cool but to block out sound so nobody outside could hear anything, not even Mrs. Peabody’s basset hound, who barked at anything that moved. In the center sat a round table that lit up with maps, mission files, and other top-secret Vanguard stuff with just a tap.

This was one of the Vanguard’s secret satellite offices, built for exactly this kind of weird emergency: something strange, possibly dangerous, but not yet “blow-up-the-world” level.

It wasn’t nearly as big or flashy as the real HQ. Still, it had all the basics: secure walls, surveillance tech, emergency defense systems, and, most importantly, a containment unit strong enough to hold one smug robo-cat until we figured out what it was actually doing here.

“This is... quite disturbing,” Quibblefluff continued, turning back to the problem at hand. “The last confirmed reports were clear—all TechPals were fully disabled. Completely. Wiped from the grid. This should not be possible.”

D.O.G. didn’t speak right away. He tilted his head slightly with his eyes blinking rapidly, clearly crunching data the way a kid wrestles with a word problem right before recess.

“That is correct,” he said finally. “All TechPal units were decommissioned after the incident. All programming destroyed. No backups. No reboots.”

“So how is this one running around
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