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      Why did they always put the Christmas tree in the middle of the living room?  It only got in the way.  It dropped needles and made a mess and smelled…well, it smelled really good.  It smelled like the outdoors and she liked the way the outdoors smelled.  She did not, however, like Christmas trees.

      Year after year, there was a tree in the house.

      Just sitting there.

      Look at the way the tinsel glittered on the branches.  The way the decorations gleamed.  The twinkling lights, the shiny star on top, all of it.  Just hulking there in its stand, innocent and sanctimonious!  It was like the tree was mocking her with its silence.  Taunting her to try climbing its branches, all the way to the top.

      She could almost hear its coniferous voice teasing her.

      Come on…you know you waaaant to…

      Yeah, she did.  She really, really did.

      Tiptoe smiled a feline smile and swished her tail back and forth as she stared the tree down.  This was gonna be so much fun.  After all.  There wasn’t a cat in the world who could just walk away from a dare.  You challenge a cat, you got the claws.

      It was one of the immutable laws of the universe.  In fact, that was the whole reason why cats chased mice.  The little creeps just kept running right out in front of cats with those cheese-eating smiles and their tails in the air like they were begging to be caught.  What was a cat to do?  Mice were smug, and they deserved to be chased.  She had never hurt one intentionally, but she was real good at catching them.  She released them, of course…after letting them know why it was in their best interests to never come back.  So far, not a single mouse had ever wanted to cross her path twice.

      But the tree was different.  She couldn’t teach the tree a lesson and expect it to go on its merry way, back to the woods where it belonged.  Oh, no.  This was going to be different.  This was going to be fun.

      Still the tree stood there, taunting her.

      Tiptoe turned her head away and twitched her tail again, letting her gray fur ripple with feigned indifference, flicking her one black-tipped ear.  She watched the tree out of the corner of her eye to make sure it wasn’t going to try anything.  She sat there, poised and ready, waiting for the right moment…waiting…waiting…

      Then she leapt, a quick jump with her claws out.  Before the tree even knew what was happening, she was skittering up the trunk, twisting between the branches that sprouted in every direction, feeling the spiky needles brush sharply through her fur.  Eyes wide, whiskers laid back, she climbed higher and higher.

      Every few branches, she would stop, and knock off a silver bell or a shiny red icicle ornament.  They would fall to the floor with a heavy, muted thunk.  Good.  They deserved it for taunting her with their flash and their flicker and the way they swung to and fro whenever she climbed a little higher.

      Why did Darcy put this thing here, anyway?  The family always insisted on a real tree, not a fake one.  She had to know what would happen whenever Tiptoe saw it, and smelled the piney smell.  It was a cat’s sacred duty to prove they could climb higher than anyone else.  This tree would be conquered.  She would reach the top.  She would be the queen of this arrogant, outdoorsy, supercilious Christmas tree—!

      “Bow-rowr-ruff!”

      Tiptoe’s claws slipped as she startled in surprise at the sudden barking.  She caught herself halfway down, snug to the trunk, tail thrashing, heart beating a mile a minute.  Why was it whenever you tried to do something fun there was always a dog around to bark at you and ruin the whole thing?

      When she was sure she wasn’t going to fall flat on the floor she snapped her head around to look over a shoulder, and saw Cha Cha sitting on the edge of the tree skirt, looking back up at her with those big brown eyes.  He sniffed at her energetically, bouncing on his front paws, making his long, floppy ears wobble.

      She shot him a sharp glower before hissing in frustration.

      He was a Bassador Hound, and his legs were way too short to climb trees.  Cha Cha could barely walk a straight line without dragging his belly on the floor!  He was so low to the ground that caterpillars had to crawl around him to get to the other side!  He would need roller skates with rockets strapped to them just to win a race with a turtle!  He was…

      He was…

      Well, she couldn’t come up with another insult at the moment but when she wasn’t clinging to a Christmas tree for dear life, then she’d think of something good, and then boy would he look silly!

      “Why you up the tree?” Cha Cha asked her, his question slow and deliberate.  His dog accent made it a little difficult for her to understand him sometimes, but they’d lived together in the Tinker-Sweet household for years now, and she could usually get the gist.

      Darcy Sweet and Jon Tinker made the Tinker-Sweet household a home, along with their children Colby Sweet and Zane Tinker.  Boys kept the Tinker last name in this house, and girls kept the Sweet name.  She supposed that would technically make her Tiptoe Sweet, and that annoying mutt down there would be Cha Cha Tinker.  Yeesh, what a mouthful.  Thankfully, animals usually only went by one name.

      “I’m climbing this tree,” she told him, as if it was any of his business.

      “Um…why?” he asked.

      “To teach it a lesson, of course.”  Dogs.  Why couldn’t they ever see what was right in front of their nose?  “Now, buzz off.  You’re breaking my concentration.”

      “Well, maybe we can glue it,” the overly friendly mutt said, trying to be helpful.

      She looked back at him again, eyes narrowing.  “Maybe we can glue what?”

      “Your constant-tainer,” Cha Cha explained.  “If I broke it, maybe we can fix it with glue.  My boy broke the flower vaws and he glued it.  Darcy and Jon never knewd it!”

      He chuffed a laugh that only made Tiptoe roll her eyes.

      “It’s concentration,” she corrected him with emphasis, “and it’s not something you can fix with glue.  And, it’s ‘vase’ like base, not ‘vaws’ like claws.  Say it right.”

      He smiled up at her, tongue lolling out of the side of his mouth, as he said, “Vaws!”

      “Vase,” she insisted.

      “Vaws…”

      “Vase!”

      “Vaws, vaws, vaws, vaws…” the dog barked and barked, making enough racket to wake the dead…which in the home of Darcy Sweet and Jon Tinker was a real possibility.

      Eyes narrowed, claws holding tight to the tree, she hissed at him, “Will you be quiet!”

      Which was when someone flicked on the light switch, and the living room was taken from the dim illumination of red-green-yellow Christmas tree lights to the brightness of the ceiling lamp.

      Tiptoe snugged tighter to the tree, finding balance for herself with her hind feet on a sturdy branch.  She threw a quick glare down at Cha Cha, intending to warn him that he better not give her away…but the dog was already bounding off in his cute, lurching sort of way to greet Jon and Darcy as they came down the stairs.

      Not that she thought Cha Cha was cute.  She didn’t think any dogs were cute.  That would just be crazy.  Cats rule, and dogs drool.  Every feline knew that.

      Still, she was the only one of her litter mates that had stayed here, in the house where she was born, and without any other family she supposed that sort of made Cha Cha her brother.  Her slow, dimwitted brother.  Her annoying, frustrating little brother who was always ruining her fun.

      She smiled to herself, where Cha Cha couldn’t see.  It was nice to have family.

      Even if it was a dog.

      “See?” she heard Jon saying to Darcy.  “It was just Cha Cha.  He was probably just excited by the Christmas tree lights.”  He yawned before adding, “I’ll start turning them off before we go to bed.  Promise.  Christmas is still a week away, and I don’t want to get woken up every night until Santa comes by this little dog of ours.”

      “Six days,” Darcy reminded him.  “Closer than you think.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is.  Still, I’ll start turning the lights off at night.”

      “See, I know you say you’ll do that.”  Darcy said it with love in her voice, not rebuke.  “But, you’re like a little kid when Christmas is here.  You like the lights, and the decorations, and all the yuletide joy.  It’s fine.  The lights can stay on.  I guess I was just jumpy.  I’m just…uneasy, I guess.”

      Tiptoe edged away from the trunk a little, ears up.  She needed to hear this.  Whenever Darcy got uneasy, it was a safe bet that something was wrong.  Something in town, or with one of their friends, or maybe even in their own home.  Whatever the trouble was, Tiptoe knew she was going to have to help Darcy fix it.  After all, that was a cat’s whole purpose in life.  Helping humans fix things that humans screwed up.

      Through the close-set branches she could see Jon put his arm around Darcy’s shoulders and lean in close.  “I know it’s upsetting.  The whole town worked hard to get this Santa Claus festival up and running, and right out of the box there’s tragedy.  You worked harder for it than anyone else.”

      “Well, it wasn’t my idea,” she said modestly.  “I just ran with it.”

      “Whoever’s idea it was, you’re the one who hired the Kringle Jingle Players to come here, spreading joy and happiness with all of their Santa performers.  I mean, the festival hasn’t even officially started yet, and one of the Santa Clauses has died.  That’s enough to upset anyone.”

      “Not just any Santa, Jon.  The lead Santa.”  Darcy shook her head as she leaned into her husband, the two of them comfortable as always in each other’s arms.  “Max Chambers.  That poor old man, dying from a heart attack just as he was about to play Santa for the kids one last time.  He told me he was going to retire after this year.  He just wanted one last, big Christmas celebration.  He was so into being Santa Claus and now he’s dead…”

      Tiptoe narrowed her pearlescent-green eyes.  What were they talking about?  Santa was…dead?  Santa couldn’t be dead.  He was the jolly elf dude who brought toys to kids on Christmas Eve.  She’d met him once, but that was a story she’d never told anyone…oh, wait.  Right.  Jon and Darcy weren’t talking about the real Santa.  They were talking about that Santa festival Misty Hollow was putting on.  There were something like a dozen Santa actors in town, all of them playing the role in a big Christmas celebration.  It was supposed to be fun.

      Tiptoe didn’t see the attraction, but then again, cats didn’t have a jolly old elf to bring them presents.  Jon and Darcy always gave her little gifts each Christmas, and that was good enough for her.  They always included her and Cha Cha.  She supposed it would only be right for her to help them save their holiday from whatever was going on.

      She rolled her eyes again.  A cat’s work is never done, as her father used to say.

      “I know it’s sad,” Jon assured Darcy, “but people die, sometimes.  Especially when they get old, like Max was.  He just had a heart attack.  It happens.”

      Tiptoe wondered if it really was that simple.

      “I know,” Darcy sighed.  “People die sometimes, but this is Misty Hollow.”

      Tiptoe flicked her tail.  Exactly.

      “These things happen,” Jon said.

      Tiptoe twitched her whiskers.

      “I suppose so,” Darcy said.

      Tiptoe licked a paw thoughtfully…and nearly fell out of the tree again.

      She sank her claws in good this time, and told herself to stop moving around.  She could think without moving.  Cats were good at thinking.  Think now, move later.  No way would she give this tree the satisfaction of watching her fall!

      Interesting.  A dead Santa Claus at Christmastime.  Wow.  If Tiptoe had a catnip ball for every time she’d seen that happen in this town…well, like Darcy had said.  This was Misty Hollow.  That would add up to a lot of catnip balls!

      “Come on, Darcy,” Jon said after a moment where the two of them were just quietly holding each other.  “Let’s get back to bed.  We don’t want to wake the kids up.  Zane would want to stay up the rest of the night and Colby would give me that teenager glare she does so well whenever her dad intrudes on her life.”

      Darcy laughed softly.  “For Pete’s sake, you know that’s not true.  Colby adores you.  Why else do you think she wants to become a forensic technician, and work in law enforcement just like her police chief father?”

      “Uh-huh.  This week, Colby wants to be a forensic technician.  Last week, she was toying with the idea of becoming a nurse.  I believe the week before that she was back to being a reporter.  Or a novelist.”

      “A writer?  Perish the thought,” Darcy said, with another little laugh.

      Tiptoe wondered what a ‘novelist’ was.  It sounded intriguing.  Let’s see, she thought.  ‘Novel’ means new.  A ‘list’ was something that told you all the things you needed to do for the day.  New List?  So…a novelist was like, someone who told you what to do every day?  Wasn’t that what a personal trainer was for?  Or your parents?

      Hmm.  Or did they mean ‘novel’ as in book?  So, like, someone who wrote books?  Told stories?  Her cat ears pricked up again.  Was that an actual job?  For real?

      That sounded like something she would enjoy very, very much.

      If only she had opposable thumbs…

      Shaking her head to focus on the moment, she went back to listening.

      “Let’s go back to bed,” she heard Jon saying again.  “I’ll rub your back for a bit, help you drift off.”

      “Mmm,” Darcy murmured.  “That sounds nice.”

      “Besides.  It won’t do anybody any good to have Misty Hollow’s mayor fall asleep at her desk tomorrow.  What kind of a message would that send if mayor Darcy Sweet started snoring at work?”

      “That I’m human just like everybody else?”

      Darcy laughed, but she stifled a yawn of her own as she did.  Humans weren’t typically night creatures.  Not like cats.

      Cha Cha barked at their heels, just once, cocking his head the way that dogs did sometimes when they wanted people to know they needed attention.  It was such a dog thing to do.  Cats just sat in the middle of a room and waited for the people to remember how important they were.  Any person who didn’t notice a cat just wasn’t worth their time.  Unless it was time for dinner.  Then a cat did what a cat needed to do to get someone’s attention.  Jump up into the middle of the book they were reading, or claw at the couch, or knock a vaws off the desk…

      No, not vaws!  Vase, she meant to say.  Vase!  Darn it, now that dog had her doing it, too!

      Jon bent down to pick the Bassador Hound off the floor, holding him in both arms as he and Darcy started back up the stairs.  “Come on, Cha Cha.  Let’s bring you up to Zane’s room.  You two can sleep away the rest of the night together.”

      Through the branches, Tiptoe saw the dog looking back at her, with a big smile on his face.  For a canine, being held by someone as they brought you to bed was as close to perfect as a night could get.

      For Tiptoe, the night was just beginning.  There had been another death in Misty Hollow.  What mystery was coming this time?  Could it be nothing, like Jon had said?  Doubtful.  Darcy Sweet was as sensitive to the finer music of the universe as any human Tiptoe had ever seen.  She had a way of knowing when trouble was coming.  If she was uneasy about all this, then chances were good that something wicked was afoot.

      Something wicked was on its way.

      Something wicked…this way…pounced?

      Whatever.  However that human saying went, that was what was happening here.  Tiptoe would bet all the catnip toys in the world on it.

      She had a feeling it was going to be up to her to find the proof and let Jon and Darcy know about it before it was too late.  She sighed, already making a New List in her mind.  Find the trouble.  Find the proof.  Bring it to Darcy and Jon.

      But first, at the top of her list…was showing this tree who was boss!

      Claws hooking into the bark, she climbed a little higher, and knocked off an annoying silver bell just to watch it fall.

      One paw at a time, she went back to slowly making her way to the top, where she would slap that silly gold star off.  Then she would take it, and hide it under the couch, where nobody would find it until Easter!
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      “Mom!  The star’s not on the tree!”

      Darcy huffed out a sigh, using it to blow away a strand of her raven-black hair that kept falling across her face as she worked in the kitchen.  Why did she ever let it grow long again?  She’d been happy when she had it cut short, back when Zane was just a baby and had developed this habit of grabbing hold of it whenever she carried him.  A shorter hairstyle meant fewer tugs and ows and embarrassing moments in public.  Now he was nine, long past the age where he would think something like that was fun.  He was not, however, too old to bring her bad news in the morning.

      She puffed at the hair again, wondering why she still thought of it as black like a raven’s feathers, when there was enough gray in it now to be a constant reminder that she would be fifty years old in a few short months.  Gray hair, grown children, a house full of noise and love.  It wasn’t that she minded getting older—much—but why couldn’t she still look like she had when she was a teenager?

      With a smile on her lips she went back to fixing breakfast for everyone.  She couldn’t rush right out to see what Zane was talking about, or the eggs would stick to the bottom of the pan and the home fries would be burnt pieces of charcoal.  One thing at a time, after all.  Stirring the scrambled eggs so they wouldn’t stick to the bottom of the pan, she called back to her son, “What do you mean, the star’s not on the tree?”

      There was a moment of silence from the living room as her son thought about her question.  “Um.  I mean it was on the tree yesterday, and now it’s not.”

      “Well, it can’t just get up and walk away.  Maybe it fell off.”  She added a dash of pepper to the potatoes, and stirred them again.  “Have you looked around the floor out there?”

      “Yes,” she heard him say, in that tone of voice kids used so well.  The one that said I’m not stupid, you know.  “Want me to check the ceiling, too?  Maybe it crawled away instead of walked away.”

      “Ha, ha,” she told him, concentration still on her cooking.  “It is to laugh.”

      She couldn’t see him around the doorway that separated the two rooms, but she could only imagine his face, pinched up in deep thought, staring up at the top of their Christmas tree where a tin, gold-painted star had disappeared without a trace.

      “Are you sure it’s gone?” she asked him, trying to make the question sound innocent.

      “Mo-o-om,” he complained.  “I was the one who put it on this year, ‘member?  I know it was there.  I’m looking at the tree and it’s not there now.  That means it’s gone.”

      His attempt at sarcasm was followed by two sharp barks.

      “Cha Cha agrees with me!” he told her, translating from canine to human.

      “He always agrees with you,” she told him, but she was smiling as she said it.  “Why don’t you come on in here and have breakfast, and we can look for it together later, okay?”

      Zane loved his little four-footed friend.  Cha Cha the Bassador Hound had been a great addition to their family, once their already-in-residence cat, Tiptoe, had gotten used to him.  The dog and his boy hardly went anywhere unless they went together.  Except for school, of course, but if Zane could figure out a way to sneak Cha Cha into class, she had no doubt that he would.  Thankfully it was Christmas break this week, and school wouldn’t interrupt their friendship for a few days.

      Jon walked into the kitchen a moment later, dressed in his second-favorite blue suit and ready to head off to work.  The kids might be on recess from school, but the Misty Hollow police department never took a break.  He was wearing the red-and-blue striped tie with the outfit.  The one Darcy really didn’t like.  She gave him a look to remind him of that fact which he managed to tactfully ignore.  With a quick kiss on her cheek, he stole a piece of egg out of the pan.

      “What was Zane saying?” he asked as he chewed.  “Something about the tree topper?”

      “The star is missing, apparently.”  Darcy slapped his hand as he tried to pluck another piece of egg out.  “Everything will be ready in five minutes.  There’s blueberry muffins cooling on the counter and the bacon’s already on the table.”

      “Mmm,” he murmured appreciatively.  “I’ll grab a muffin to go.  Sorry, I can’t wait.  I’ve got to get to the office.  Somebody kept me in bed extra long this morning.”

      Darcy felt the warmth blossoming on her cheeks.  She had been that someone, and she didn’t remember him complaining at the time.

      “What’s the big rush this morning?” she asked him, changing the subject before her entire face turned red.

      “Well, we’re having a briefing about the itinerary for the Santa festival.  There’s the caroling in the park tonight, and the parade at the end of the week, the story time for the kids with those little toys they’re going to give out…just a lot of stuff we need to work out.  Staffing, and traffic control, and security.  All that stuff.”

      “Security?”  Darcy shut the burner off and scooped the fluffy yellow eggs into a shallow plastic bowl that would go on the table, next to the bacon and the home fries.  “For Pete’s sake, how much security can you possibly need?  We’re talking about thirteen guys with beards in festive red suits.  Is there really a lot of security for something like that?  I mean, this isn’t the President visiting us, it’s Santa Claus.  Who would want to hurt Santa?”

      He smiled, and when he did little lines crinkled at the corners of his deep blue eyes.  “It’s more like crowd control to make sure no one swamps the Kringle Jingle Players trying to get their kids to be first in line for the photo op.  We’ve got a lot of people coming in from out of town for this, from what I understand.  Your publicity campaign really worked.  The parade route is going to have half the streets in town blocked off, too, because we’ve got a lot of community groups wanting to join in.”

      She gave him a feigned look of dismay.  “Oh, no!  Did you have to work really hard for this, Mister Police Man?”

      He laughed, taking the jest as it was intended.  “Okay, okay.  You and the selectmen for the town did all the work setting it up, I know.  I can’t imagine what you put poor Sarah Fender through.  Your secretary deserves a raise and a trip to the Bahamas.”

      Darcy shook her head.  “Definitely not in the budget.  Maybe a trip to New Jersey, but not the Bahamas.”

      Jon snorted.  “Who would want to go to Jersey?”

      “Exactly.”

      They smiled at each other, and she adored the love she could see in his eyes.

      “Anyway,” he said after a quick moment.  “Yes, the Santa festival is kind of a headache for us, but
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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