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            "...being small doesn't mean being powerless. That noticing things other people miss is a superpower. And that squeaky ducks are severely underrated as tactical equipment."
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Chapter 1: A Terrible Landing
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Rain tapped against the sidewalks of Biscuit Bay like a thousand tiny fingers drumming on glass. The streetlights glowed orange through the downpour, turning puddles into pools of liquid gold, and the whole city smelled of wet pavement and possibility.

Private Detective Clive B. Bug stood tall on the corner of Maple and Fifth, chest out, ears alert, and nose twitching like a finely tuned instrument. He was a brown and white rat terrier, compact, muscular, and absolutely convinced he was the most important dog on this block. Possibly any block.

"There you are," he muttered.

Across the street, perched lazily on the low branch of an oak tree, a gray cat blinked down at the world with the supreme indifference that only cats can truly master. It licked one paw slowly, as if it had nowhere important to be, which, to Bug, made it extremely suspicious.

"No one loiters like that without a reason," Bug said to himself, narrowing his eyes. "Classic criminal behavior. Textbook. Page forty-seven."

He didn't actually have a textbook. But he felt strongly that if one existed, this would definitely be on page forty-seven.

Bug lowered his stance. His legs coiled like springs. His eyes locked onto the cat the way a hawk locks onto a field mouse, except hawks rarely slip on wet pavement.

He charged.

One paw hit the ground. Solid.

Two paws. Still good.

Three.

SKID.

Bug's back legs shot out from under him like they'd received an urgent message to be somewhere else entirely. He slid across the slick pavement with all the grace of a hockey puck wearing fur, arms pinwheeling, tail spinning, before coming to rest with a soft, undignified thump in a patch of soggy grass next to the curb.

There was a pause.

The rain continued to fall, apparently unimpressed.

The cat yawned.

Bug lay on his back, staring up at the gray sky with the rain dotting his face.

"...I meant to do that," he said to no one in particular. "Investigative technique. Ground-level observation."

"Did you?" a voice asked.

Bug lifted his head.

Standing beside him, barely taller than a large loaf of bread, was a very small, very fluffy off-white Pomeranian. His fur poofed out in every direction despite the rain, giving him the appearance of a dandelion that had somehow developed bright, curious eyes and a barely contained smile.

"You fell," the little dog added helpfully.

"I slipped," Bug corrected, quickly scrambling to his feet and shaking water from his coat. Droplets flew everywhere. The Pomeranian didn't flinch. "There's a significant difference. A slip is a calculated risk. A fall is..."

"What happened."

Bug opened his mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

"I was pursuing a suspect," he said, with as much dignity as a soaking-wet dog standing in a puddle can summon.

The Pomeranian glanced at the cat, who was now cleaning behind its ears with an expression of total peace.

"Dangerous one," the little dog said, his voice completely serious.

"Extremely," Bug confirmed.

They stood in silence for a moment. Rain dripped from Bug's ears. The Pomeranian's fluff somehow seemed to be getting poofier.

"I'm Feetie," the small dog said. "Winston B Feetie, technically. But nobody calls me that, because it sounds like a law firm."

Bug straightened his posture, which he did whenever he wanted to feel taller. "Private Detective Clive B. Bug."

Feetie blinked.

"That's...a lot of name for one dog."

Bug chose to ignore that comment. He was very good at ignoring comments that didn't serve his self-image. It was practically a superpower.

"What were you doing in that alley?" Bug asked, nodding toward the narrow gap between two buildings where Feetie had apparently materialized from.

"Napping," Feetie said, without a shred of embarrassment. "I'd found a really excellent cardboard box. Perfect dimensions. Exceptional acoustics."

"You were napping in a box."

"Don't knock it until you've tried it. That box had better lumbar support than most furniture."

Bug studied the Pomeranian. He was small, absurdly small, really, with paws that seemed too big for his body and ears that stood up like satellite dishes scanning for signals. But there was something in his eyes. A sharpness. A curiosity that matched Bug's own.

"You noticed me fall," Bug said carefully.

"Slip," Feetie corrected with a grin.

Bug almost smiled. Almost.

"You noticed," he continued, "and you came to help. Most dogs would have kept walking."

Feetie shrugged, which for a Pomeranian involved his entire body moving. "You looked like you could use a friend. Or at least a witness who wouldn't laugh."

"You're laughing right now."

"Only internally."

Bug regarded him for a long moment. The rain was easing, but the sky remained the color of old dishwater, and somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed. Biscuit Bay was a city that never quite slept, it just dozed with one eye open.

"I'm a detective," Bug said.

"I gathered that from the dramatic chase sequence."

"I work alone."

"How's that going?"

Bug glanced down at the grass stain on his side and the puddle he was standing in. "It has its challenges."

Feetie grinned a wide, delighted grin that made his whole face light up. "Well, Private Detective Bug, lucky for you, I'm excellent at not slipping. Also noticing things. Also snacks. I'm basically a triple threat."

Bug raised an eyebrow. "Are you suggesting you want to be my partner?"

"I'm suggesting," Feetie said, taking a step closer and looking up at Bug with those bright, earnest eyes, "that you need help. And I'm available. And I have nothing else going on. And also I'm bored."

"That's a lot of reasons."

"I'm a thorough dog."

Bug considered this. He had been working alone for months now tracking suspicious cats, investigating overturned trash cans, solving the Great Sock Disappearance of Pawston (it was squirrels, it was always squirrels). He was good at what he did. But he was also, if he was being honest with himself, which he rarely was, a little bit lonely.

He held out a paw.

"Temporary partnership," he said.

Feetie shook it firmly. His paw was surprisingly strong for something that looked like it belonged on a stuffed animal.

"Temporary," Feetie agreed.

It would not be temporary.

Not even close.

As they walked away from the corner of Maple and Fifth, side by side through the thinning rain, the gray cat watched them go from its branch. It blinked once, slowly, in the way cats do when they know something you don't.

And somewhere across the city, in a quiet house on a tree-lined street, a dog named Pippa was running out of time.
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Chapter 2: The Case Arrives
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Bug's office smelled faintly of coffee and very strongly of determination.

It was technically a small apartment on the second floor of a brick building on Whisker Avenue and the kind of building that had seen better days, better decades, and possibly better centuries. The radiator clanked like it was trying to communicate in Morse code. The window leaked when the wind blew east. And the stairs leading upstairs creaked so loudly that Bug never needed a doorbell; he could hear visitors coming from two flights away.

But Bug had transformed the space with the conviction of someone who believed atmosphere was ninety percent of detective work. He'd added a heavy oak desk (rescued from a garage sale), a corkboard the size of a small wall (covered in newspaper clippings, string, and one takeout menu he kept meaning to remove), three mismatched chairs (because you never knew how many suspects might need sitting), and a hand-painted sign above the door that read:

BUG DETECTIVE AGENCY

(VERY OFFICIAL)

(DEFINITELY LICENSED)

(PLEASE KNOCK)

The "definitely licensed" part was aspirational.

Feetie sat on the desk, legs dangling, examining a stack of papers with the concentration of a scholar reviewing ancient texts. He held each page up to the light, squinted, turned it sideways, and occasionally sniffed it.

"Do you know those are upside down?" Bug asked from behind his coffee mug.

"Yes," Feetie said. "I'm seeing if the clues fall out. You'd be surprised how often important things are hiding upside down."
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