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Chapter 1: Glitter Loop, Nine Lives Remaining
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Dewey tumbled out of the portal and landed with an undignified thump on something that felt suspiciously like plush carpet. The ground squeaked beneath him, as if he had fallen onto a giant stuffed toy. Glitter glyphs whirled through the air, with pastel symbols pulsing like emojis that had escaped from a sticker pack. The whole place shimmered with the kind of over-saturated brightness that made his eyes ache.

“I’ve landed in a Lisa Frank fever dream,” he thought sourly. “If this is the afterlife, I want a refund.”

Before he could shake the glitter out of his whiskers, a transformation sequence tried to hijack his body. Ribbons of light whipped around his limbs, tugging at his fur as if they were trying to dress him in sparkles. A disembodied voice boomed overhead, syrupy, and insistent: “Mascot mode: activate! Emotional resonance detected! Initiating sparkle sync...”

Dewey flattened his ears. “If I wake up wearing a tiara and talking in friendship rhymes,” he muttered, “I’m using one of my lives.”

A translucent HUD flickered into existence in front of him, hovering in the air like a video game overlay. It smelled faintly of bubblegum, which was deeply unsettling.


HUD Overlay (In-World Text)

[Life Counter: 9 Remaining.] 

[Genre Alignment: Magical Mascot – Pending...]

[Emotional Echo: Dormant.] 

[Suggested Catchphrase: ‘Believe in your sparkle!’]


Dewey blinked at it. “Why is there a HUD? Who installed a sparkle-based operating system in my brain?” He swiped at the projection as if it were a mosquito. The display glitched, then rebooted with a cheerful chime and a spray of animated confetti.

“Great,” he sighed. “My genre identity’s being decided by a glitter algorithm.”

He tried to stand, but the ground bounced like a trampoline, throwing him off balance. Somewhere in the distance, a chorus of pastel animals giggled, and their laughter echoed through the shimmering air. Dewey narrowed his eyes. “I swear,” he muttered, “if one of them sings a friendship song, I’m down to eight lives.”

Dewey swiped at the floating HUD again, hoping it would vanish, but instead, a glittering menu unfolded in midair. It looked like a pastel pop-up ad that had escaped from a Saturday morning cartoon. The options shimmered in front of his nose: Log Out, Help, Accept Destiny, Customize Catchphrase, Report a Glitch. He stared at it with the same expression he usually reserved for hairballs.

“Finally,” he muttered. “A menu. Let’s see if I can uninstall this genre.” He jabbed at Log Out. The HUD blinked, then flashed a cheery denial: Error: Cannot log out of narrative immersion while emotional echoes are pending. Dewey groaned. “Of course, genre jail has no exits.”

He tried Help next. A syrupy voice immediately filled the air, as if it had been waiting for him. Welcome, Cat-alyst! You are experiencing a standard Mascot Awakening Sequence. If you are confused, disoriented, or sarcastic, please remain still and await your team. Dewey rolled his eyes. “I’m not confused, I’m annoyed, there’s a difference.”

Before he could swipe the HUD away again, the sky erupted in a sparkle explosion. Three magical cats descended in perfect formation, each striking a pose as if auditioning for a cereal commercial. The first was Pawlette, a wide-eyed calico with oversized ears and a glitter wand, radiating the kind of energy that belonged in a kindergarten classroom. Beside her landed Clawdia, a sleek tabby with eyeliner sharp enough to cut glass, twirling a battle ribbon like she was born to brood. Last came Meowgenta, a neon tiger balanced on a hoverboard, grinning with the reckless confidence of someone who had never once read the fine print.

“He shimmered into existence!” Pawlette gasped, clasping her paws together. “That means he’s emotionally ready!”

Clawdia tilted her head, unimpressed. “He doesn’t look ready. He looks... sarcastic.”

Meowgenta’s grin widened. “That’s how you know he’s the real Cat-alyst.”

Dewey flattened his ears. “I’m not your Cat-alyst, I’m just a plain old cat. Come on, there’s a difference.”

The HUD chimed again, as if eager to contradict him. New Quest Unlocked: Lead the Cat-alyst Team to Genre Harmony! Dewey groaned. “Nope, that’s definitely a hard pass. I don’t even lead my own naps.”

The three cats circled him like judges at a talent show, their eyes glittering with expectation. The air itself seemed to lean in, pressing against Dewey’s fur with the weight of narrative inevitability. The HUD pulsed brighter, its pastel borders tightening around him as if trying to box him in. Genre Alignment: Magical Mascot – Pending... Suggested Role: Team Leader, Emotional Anchor, Sparkle Source.

Dewey bared his teeth in a humorless grin. “Sparkle source? I’m barely a nap source.” He swiped at the HUD again, but this time it resisted, clinging to his vision like a sticker that refused to peel off. 

The ground beneath him rippled, and a new voice seeped into the Glitter Loop. It was low and deliberate, with the cadence of someone reading from a clipboard. The sound carried the faint echo of a zoo intercom, the kind that announced feeding times with bureaucratic cheer. “All mascots must be catalogued,” the voice intoned. “You are a Category Seven: Sarcastic Sidekick with Redemption Potential.”

Dewey’s tail lashed. “Excuse me? I’m not a sidekick. What’s with redemption potential? I haven’t even done anything wrong yet.”

The voice ignored him, continuing with clinical precision. “Category Seven mascots are prone to quips, reluctant heroism, and eventual tearful sacrifice. Please prepare your emotional arc accordingly.”

Dewey sat back on his haunches, unimpressed. “I’m a Category Nine: Cat with Boundary Issues. My arc involves ignoring you until you go away.”

The HUD chimed approvingly, as if it had misunderstood his defiance as compliance. New Trait Acquired: Reluctant Humorist. Confetti rained down in digital bursts, sticking to his whiskers.

“Fantastic,” Dewey muttered, shaking his head. “I’m being rewritten by a glitter-happy HR department.”

Pawlette clapped her paws together, eyes shining. “See? He’s already resisting the system! That’s what a true Cat-alyst does!”

Clawdia smirked. “Or he’s just cranky.”

Meowgenta leaned on her hoverboard, grinning. “Doesn’t matter. Either way, he’s ours now.”

Dewey groaned. “If this is what destiny looks like, I’d like to unsubscribe.”

The HUD pulsed brighter, its pastel borders closing in like a cage. Dewey felt the pressure of the Glitter Loop trying to overwrite him, tugging at his fur, his voice, even the rhythm of his thoughts. The Cat-alyst Team leaned forward expectantly, as if waiting for him to burst into a theme song.

Instead, something else stirred. A flicker of memory that was sharp, stubborn, and entirely his own rose up from deep inside. He remembered the first time he had chosen his own name, not the one a librarian or a system had tried to assign him, although he did learn to accept the Dewey name from the humans in his life. That act of defiance, small, but absolute, pulsed through him like a heartbeat.

The HUD stuttered. [Error: Emotional Echo Detected. Alignment Pending...] Confetti froze mid-air, then fell in slow motion, dissolving before it touched the ground.

Dewey’s whiskers twitched. “Yeah, that’s right, I’m not your sparkle-pet, I’m me.”

The Glitter Loop shuddered, its pastel walls rippling like a soap bubble about to pop. For a moment, Dewey thought he might actually break free. He lunged toward the edge of the loop, claws digging into the trampoline-like ground. The HUD screamed warnings in cheery fonts:


[Warning: Unauthorized Autonomy Detected!] 

[Life Counter: 9 → 8.]


The world jolted. Dewey felt something tear loose. It wasn’t from his body, but from a piece of his narrative slot. He stumbled, gasping, as if he had just burned through one of his nine lives.

The Cat-alyst Team gasped in unison. Pawlette clutched her wand. “He resisted the Awakening Sequence! That’s impossible!”

Clawdia’s eyes narrowed. “Or it means he’s more dangerous than we thought.”

Meowgenta grinned, unbothered. “Dangerous is good and that means fun.”

Dewey straightened, still panting, and his tail lashing. “If this is what destiny feels like, I’ll take my chances with free will.”

The Glitter Loop trembled again, cracks of raw narrative light spider-webbed across its surface. Somewhere above, the Curator’s voice returned, colder now, as if noting a breach in protocol. “Subject unstable. Reclassification required.”

Dewey smirked, the Curator’s return didn’t exactly shock him even as the ground shook beneath him. “Good luck classifying me. I don’t fit in your filing cabinet.”
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Chapter 2: Transformation Hijack
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The Glitter Loop did not take Dewey’s rebellion kindly. The pastel air thickened, ribbons of light snapped back into place with renewed force. They coiled around his legs and tail, tugging him upright as if he were a reluctant marionette in some saccharine stage play. The ground beneath him bounced like a trampoline, refusing to give him purchase. Above, a chorus of unseen voices began chanting in syrupy unison: “Mascot mode, activate! Mascot mode, activate!”

Dewey dug his claws into the plush surface, but the ribbons only tightened, pulling him into a pose that looked suspiciously heroic. His fur bristled as the light tried to braid itself into a cape. “Oh no,” he growled, “I am not starring in a Saturday morning toy commercial.”

The HUD flared back to life, brighter and more insistent than before. This time it came with a jingle, a nauseatingly cheerful tune that sounded like a committee of toy marketers had written it.


[Transformation Sequence: 18% Complete.] 

[Assigned Role: Inspirational Mascot Leader.] 

[Costume Unlock: Sparkle Cape (One Size Fits All).] 

[Accessory Pending: Translator Collar™—Because Every Hero Needs a Voice!] 

[Suggested Theme Song: ‘Believe in Your Sparkle!’]


The jingle swelled into lyrics, sung by a chorus of invisible mascots: 

“When the world is dark and scary, 

Shine your whiskers, bright and merry! 

Friendship’s power, never late—

Transform now and sparkle-vate!”

Dewey gagged. “If you think I’m singing that, you’ve got the wrong cat.” He swiped at the HUD, but the ribbons only cinched tighter, forcing his tail into a dramatic curl. A glittering cape materialized across his back, shimmering like a disco ball.

Pawlette squealed, bouncing on her paws. “It’s working! He’s manifesting his costume!”

Clawdia folded her arms, unimpressed. “He looks more like a rejected cereal mascot.”

Meowgenta pumped a paw in the air, hoverboard humming beneath her. “Rejected mascots are the best mascots!”

The HUD chimed smugly:


[Transformation Sequence: 42% Complete.] 

[Catchphrase Auto-Generated: ‘Paws Up for Justice!’]


Dewey’s ears flattened. “No, absolutely not. If I ever say that unironically, just bury me in the litter box.”

The Glitter Loop pulsed harder, trying to force the words out of his mouth, but instead of parroting the catchphrase, Dewey’s emotional echo surged again. The stubborn memory of naming himself, of refusing to be labeled. The HUD glitched, the ribbons faltered, and the cape flickered between sequins and static.


[Error: Emotional Echo Interference Detected.] 

[Transformation Sequence: 42%... 29%... Rebooting...]


Dewey spat glitter from his mouth and smirked. “Guess your sparkle software doesn’t come with a sarcasm patch.”

Above, the Curator’s voice cut in, colder than before, like a zookeeper scolding an unruly exhibit. “Subject noncompliant. Escalating containment protocols.”

Dewey flexed his claws, glaring at the crack widening in the Glitter Loop’s surface. “Contain this,” he muttered, and lunged toward freedom.

The Glitter Loop, rattled by Dewey’s resistance, shifted tactics. The ribbons of light loosened, only to reform into a glowing stage beneath his paws. A spotlight snapped on overhead, blinding him with pastel glare. Rows of plush-like animals materialized in the audience, their button eyes wide with expectation. The HUD chimed again, its fonts now styled like motivational posters.


[Trial Initiated: Emotional Echo Sequence #1.] 

[Theme: The Power of Friendship.] 

[Objective: Deliver Heartfelt Speech to Unlock True Potential.]


Dewey squinted at the crowd. “You’ve got to be kidding me. A friendship speech? That’s your big test?”

The audience of mascots leaned forward, silent, but eager. The HUD projected a scrolling prompt in front of him, as if feeding him lines: ‘Friends are the family we choose.’ ‘Together, we can overcome anything.’ ‘Believe in each other, and the magic will never fade.’

Dewey read the lines aloud in a flat monotone, then flicked his tail. “Wow, just riveting. This is truly the cutting edge of cliché technology.”

The HUD buzzed in disapproval. [Tone: Insufficiently Heartfelt. Penalty Pending.]

The plush animals in the audience began to whimper, their button eyes trembling with manufactured tears. The stage itself quivered, as though the entire Glitter Loop were offended by his lack of sincerity.

“Fine,” Dewey said, rolling his eyes. “Here’s my heartfelt speech: I don’t need a team, I don’t need a destiny, and I definitely don’t need a glitter cape. Friendship is great if you’re into synchronized singing, but I prefer naps, snacks, and not being emotionally blackmailed by a pastel death trap.”

The HUD sputtered, glitching between fonts. [Error: Sarcasm Detected. Emotional Echo Misaligned.] The plush animals gasped in unison, clutching their tiny paws to their chests.

But then something unexpected happened. The memory of Dewey naming himself—that stubborn echo of autonomy—pulsed again, stronger this time. It wasn’t friendship that gave him strength, but the refusal to let anyone else define him. The HUD flickered, its objectives scrambling.


[Recalibrating Emotional Echo...] 

[New Input Detected: Self-Definition] 

[Trial Outcome: Inconclusive]


Dewey smirked, with his whiskers twitching. “Guess I failed your friendship test. Good, because I’d rather flunk than fake it.”

The Curator’s voice returned, clipped and irritated. “Subject continues to deviate. Recommend escalation to Tier Two containment.”

Dewey stretched, shaking glitter from his fur. “Escalate all you want. I’m not here to pass your tests, I’m here to break them.”

The Glitter Loop groaned like a collapsing stage set, its pastel walls trembling under the strain of Dewey’s refusal to play along. The cracks he had opened earlier spread wider, jagged seams of raw narrative light tearing through the scenery. The plush audience that had demanded his friendship speech dissolved into static, and their button eyes flickered out one by one. Even the ribbons of light that had tried to bind him unraveled, snapping into glitter dust that rained down in uneven bursts.

The Cat-alyst Team huddled together, their poses no longer confident, but uncertain. Pawlette clutched her wand, her ears twitching nervously. “This isn’t supposed to happen. The Awakening Sequence never fails.”

Clawdia’s tail lashed, though her voice remained cool. “Maybe he isn’t the Cat-alyst we thought. Maybe he’s something worse.”

Meowgenta, still balanced on her hoverboard, grinned as if the chaos were a fireworks show staged just for her. “Worse is better and could mean he’s interesting.”

The HUD sputtered, fonts shifting wildly as if it couldn’t decide what genre it was supposed to enforce. 


[Warning: Narrative Instability Detected.] 

[Containment Breach Imminent.] 

[Redirecting Subject to Auxiliary Realm.]


Dewey shook glitter from his whiskers, unimpressed. “Auxiliary realm? That’s just bureaucrat-speak for ‘we don’t know what to do with you.’”

The cracks widened, and the Glitter Loop began to peel away like wallpaper, and revealed a swirling void beyond. Through the gaps, Dewey glimpsed flashes of cages, enclosures, and signs painted in garish fonts: “Pet the Genres! Feed the Tropes! Fun for the Whole Narrative!”

The Cat-alyst Team gasped in unison. Pawlette whispered, “The Genre Petting Zoo...” as if naming it might make it less real.

The Curator’s voice returned, clipped and clinical. “Subject reassigned. Containment will resume in controlled environment. Please enjoy your visit.”

The floor buckled, tilting like a trapdoor. Dewey dug in his claws, but the plush ground offered no grip. He slid toward the widening crack, and the Cat-alyst Team tumbled after him in a flurry of capes and ribbons.

“Fantastic,” Dewey muttered as the void swallowed them whole. “From sparkle jail to a petting zoo. My lives are really being well spent.”
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Chapter 3: The Genre Petting Zoo
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Dewey hit the ground with a thud, rolling through a patch of hay that smelled faintly of ink and cotton candy. He spat out a tuft of narrative fluff and staggered to his paws, blinking at the bizarre landscape around him. Wooden fences stretched in every direction, painted in garish carnival colors. Signs dangled from posts, each one scrawled with cheerful slogans:

“Pet the Plot Devices!” 

“Feed the Foreshadowing!” 

“Don’t Tap the Fourth Wall!”

Behind the fences, enclosures writhed with impossible creatures. A herd of Chekhov’s Guns clattered their triggers nervously, each one mounted on spindly legs like startled gazelles. A flock of Red Herrings flopped in a shallow pond and their scales glittered with misleading clues. In the distance, a towering Deus Ex Machina dozed in its pen, its golden wings twitching as if waiting for the perfect moment to swoop in and resolve everything.

The Cat-alyst Team tumbled in behind him, landing in a heap of capes, wands, and hoverboards. Pawlette scrambled upright, brushed hay from her fur, and exclaimed, “We’re alive! The system redirected us safely!”

Clawdia rose more slowly, her eyes narrowing as she scanned the enclosures. “Safely is a generous word. This place reeks of narrative containment.”

Meowgenta laughed, spinning her hoverboard in a lazy circle. “Containment or carnival, it’s all the same thing. Look at all the exhibits! It’s like a theme park for tropes.”

Dewey flicked his tail, unimpressed. “Yeah, a theme park where the rides eat you if you get too close.” He eyed a nearby pen where a pair of Love Triangles hissed at each other, their sharp angles sparking whenever they collided. “And I’m not buying a ticket.”

The HUD blinked back to life, its fonts now styled like a zoo brochure. 


[Welcome to the Genre Petting Zoo!] 

[Objective: Learn Cooperation by Touring Exhibits with Your Team.]

[Warning: Do Not Feed the Metaphors.]


Dewey groaned. “Great, a field trip, that’s just what I needed.”

The Cat-alyst Team perked up at the directive, as if the HUD had handed them a mission. Pawlette clapped her paws together. “This is perfect! We can bond as a team while exploring the exhibits.”

Clawdia’s ears twitched. “Or we can watch him fail again.”

Meowgenta grinned. “Either way, it’ll be fun.”

Dewey sighed, already dreading whatever “lesson” the Zoo had in store. He padded toward the nearest enclosure, muttering under his breath. “If this ends with me singing another theme song, I’m using one of my lives to escape.”

The HUD blinked insistently, its fonts now styled like a cheerful zoo brochure. 


[Objective: Learn Cooperation by Touring Exhibits with Your Team.]

[Warning: Do Not Feed the Metaphors.]


Pawlette perked up immediately, with her wand twinkling as she pointed toward the nearest enclosure. “Look! The Red Herring Pond! This is the perfect place to start.”

The pond shimmered with fish that glowed in misleading colors. Some were painted with arrows pointing toward nonexistent exits, while others had flashing signs like “This Way to Destiny!” Dewey crouched at the edge, unimpressed. One particularly gaudy herring leapt out of the water and slapped him across the whiskers before flopping back in.

“Subtle,” Dewey muttered, shaking off the splash. “A whole pond dedicated to wasting my time.”

Clawdia smirked. “Maybe if you followed them, you’d finally get somewhere.”

“Yeah,” Dewey shot back, “straight into a dead end. Which, come to think of it, is probably your idea of progress.”

The HUD chimed approvingly at the Cat-alyst Team’s enthusiasm, ignoring Dewey’s sarcasm. [Team Bonding: +1]

They moved on, herded by invisible narrative pressure toward the next enclosure. A chain-link fence rattled as three angular creatures inside hissed and snapped at each other. Two sharp triangles circled a single point, colliding in sparks of melodrama. A sign above read: “Love Triangle Enclosure—Pick a Side!”

Meowgenta leaned on her hoverboard, grinning. “Ooooh, I love this one. It’s interactive.”

The triangles froze, swiveling their sharp edges toward Dewey. A booming voice echoed from nowhere: “Choose your ship!”

Dewey blinked. “My what?”

“Choose your ship!” the voice repeated, louder this time. The triangles hissed expectantly, their sparks intensifying.

Dewey sat down, curling his tail around his paws. “Fine. I choose the S.S. Leave Me Out of This.”

The triangles screeched in outrage, sparks flying as they collapsed into a tangled heap of unresolved tension. The HUD flickered. [Choice Rejected. Narrative Instability Rising.]

“Nice going,” Clawdia muttered. “You broke the exhibit.”

“Good,” Dewey said, standing. “It was broken to begin with.”

They pressed on. The Zoo’s paths twisted like a carnival midway. Overhead, a golden shadow passed across the ground. Dewey looked up to see a massive bird perched in a towering aviary, its feathers gleaming like polished brass. A sign read: “Deus Ex Machina—Do Not Rely on for Personal Problems.”

The bird stirred and stretched its wings. For a moment, Dewey thought it might swoop down and pluck him out of the Zoo entirely. Instead, it yawned, tucked its head under a wing, and went back to sleep.

“Figures,” Dewey muttered. “The one time I wouldn’t mind a cheap rescue, and the thing’s on break.”

The Cat-alyst Team giggled, as if the absurdity were all part of the fun. The HUD chimed again, its fonts flickering with strain. 


[Warning: Subject Noncompliance Detected.] 

[Redirecting Toward Emotional Echo Trial.]


Dewey’s whiskers twitched. He could already feel the weight of another trial pressing in.

The path narrowed as the Cat-alyst Team herded Dewey toward the Foreshadowing Pen. The air grew colder, the carnival colors faded into muted grays, and a crooked sign swung overhead, its letters scrawled in dripping ink: “Foreshadowing Pen—Enter at Your Own Risk.”

Inside, shadowy creatures slithered and prowled, their forms shifting like smoke. Some resembled cats, others birds, and others nothing Dewey could name. They whispered constantly, their voices overlapping in a chorus of ominous half-sentences. “He will fall again...” 

“The eighth life burns soon...” 

“Beware the gilded loop...”

Dewey flattened his ears. “Great, it’s a pen full of spoilers. Just what I needed.”

The HUD blinked into view, its fonts now jagged and foreboding. 


[Trial Initiated: Emotional Echo Sequence #2.] 

[Theme: Accepting Fate.] 

[Objective: Embrace the Prophecy to Stabilize Narrative.]


Pawlette gasped, clutching her wand. “This is it! If you accept the prophecy, you’ll finally align with your destiny!”

Clawdia’s eyes gleamed. “Or he’ll prove once and for all that he’s unfit.”

Meowgenta just grinned, clearly enjoying the spectacle. “Either way, popcorn moment.”

The shadows swirled tighter around Dewey, their whispers sharpening into commands. “Say the words. Accept the fate. Nine lives dwindling, one by one...”

Dewey bared his teeth. “I don’t need a prophecy to tell me I’ve got nine lives. I’ve been keeping count just fine.”

The HUD pulsed angrily. [Resistance Detected. Penalty Pending.] The shadows lunged, wrapping around his chest like chains. For a moment, Dewey felt his breath catch, as if the weight of inevitability itself were pressing down on him. His vision blurred, and the HUD counter ticked. [Life Counter: 8 → 7.]

The Cat-alyst Team gasped in unison. Pawlette cried out, “You’re supposed to accept it, not fight it!”

Dewey staggered, but the stubborn echo inside him flared again. He forced a ragged laugh. “If fate wants me to roll over, it’s going to have to try harder, because I don’t do spoilers.”

The shadows recoiled, hissing, their whispers unraveling into static. The HUD glitched, fonts collapsing into nonsense. 


[Trial Outcome: Inconclusive.] 

[Narrative Instability Escalating.]


The Foreshadowing Pen cracked apart, its fences splintering as the entire Zoo trembled. The creatures scattered into the void, their whispers echoing faintly: “...the gilded loop... the gilded loop...”

Dewey shook himself. He was panting and his fur was bristling. “That’s two trials, two failures, and two lives down. At this rate, I’ll be lucky to make it to the gift shop.”

The Curator’s voice boomed overhead, colder than ever. “Subject continues to deviate. Escalation to next containment realm required.”

The ground split beneath them, and the Zoo collapsed into a whirl of narrative fragments. Dewey dug in his claws, but the pull was irresistible. The Cat-alyst Team clung to each other, their eyes wide with a mix of fear and excitement. And then the floor gave way, hurling them all into the next realm.
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Chapter 4: The Genre Enforcement Bureau
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The landing was less of a crash and more of a hard filing. Dewey and the Cat-alyst Squad slammed into a courtyard paved with concrete tiles, each one stamped with paw-print insignias. Towering banners flapped overhead, emblazoned with the Bureau’s motto: “Order Through Trope Compliance.”

Before Dewey could shake the dust from his whiskers, a pair of German Shepherds marched forward in perfect sync. Their uniforms were crisp, their clipboards gleaming with checklists. One barked, “Formation!” 

The other echoed, “Hero Pose, now!”

The Cat-alyst Squad scrambled into dramatic stances. Pawlette with her wand raised, Clawdia with her claws extended, Meowgenta balancing effortlessly on her hoverboard, and Dewey sat down and licked his paw.

The Shepherd with the clipboard frowned. “Non-compliant protagonist posture detected.”

“Write me up,” Dewey muttered.

A shadow fell across him. The Doberman loomed at the edge of the yard, silent, his eyes glowing faintly red. He didn’t speak, but the low rumble in his chest was enough to make the Squad stiffen.

Then came the Chihuahua. He scurried out from behind the Shepherds, a stack of forms clutched in his tiny paws, his voice was shrill enough to pierce the banners overhead. “Violation! Violation! Subject’s whiskers are asymmetrical! Tail not aligned with heroic axis! Catchphrase quota unmet!”

Dewey blinked down at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m being audited by a squeaky toy?”

The Chihuahua puffed up, stamping each form with a dramatic ka-chunk. “Non-compliance will not be tolerated! Article
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