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      Every once in a while a cat just needs to go off on his own.

      We’re solitary creatures by nature.  Sure, we make friends with other cats.  Sometimes other animals, too.  Even dogs.  And sure, we make strong attachments with special humans.  If you have the love and trust of a cat, then count yourself lucky.  We don’t get attached to just anybody.

      Me, I’m lucky enough to be good friends with my owner, Darcy Sweet.  She’s definitely one of the special ones.  Sometimes she understands me better than even other cats can.

      But even the best humans can’t spend all their time with their cats.  Sometimes they need to be with other humans.

      Darcy just got married to that man of hers, Jon Tinker.  Me and Jon got off on the wrong paw when I first met him, but we like each other well enough now.  Darcy’s a part of both our lives so I’ve learned to make him part of my life, too, for her sake.

      Now that they got married, they’re going on a trip to some place called Australia.  I don’t know where that is, but I get the impression it’s a long ways off.  They’ll be gone for a few days.  Our neighbor is making sure I get fed while she’s away, which I appreciate for sure, but a cat gets bored with nothing to do.

      I need to stretch my legs.

      I’m supposed to be locked up all safe in Darcy’s house, but there’s plenty of ways for an enterprising young cat to get out of a house when he’s got a mind to.  Well.  Maybe I’m not that young anymore, but I can still sneak around with the best of them.  After Jon and Darcy left with their bags full of clothes and things, all smiles and secret winks for each other, it only took me a day to get restless.  I decided it was time to have some fun.

      Downstairs in the basement is my usual escape route.  The top part of the walls here are above ground level, so with the help of a few loose stones it’s a simple matter to make it outside.  Even when the doors and windows are all locked up like they are now.  I might be a little dusty, but I’m out.  I can sneak back in some other time and no one will ever know I was even gone.

      Outside, the world was peaceful and I took the time to stretch out and enjoy the warmth of the sun.  It’s the simple things in life that I really enjoy.

      Being surprised is one of those things I do not enjoy.  I’ve had too many surprises in my life turn out to be bad ones.  That’s the reason I’m missing one of my nine lives.

      What I want and what I actually get in life aren’t always the same thing, though.  Life enjoys sending me surprises.  You learn to live with it.

      Ready to face the day and find some excitement, it found me instead.

      Surprise.

      A yowling ball of tiger-striped fur came barreling into me at full speed, knocking me into the dirt and then tumbling over and over to land on his feet with his tail in the air.  Cats are supposed to be light on their paws.  I don’t think Tony ever heard that saying.

      It took me another long moment to untangle my own feet.  I got up again, but only when I was sure he wasn’t going to come running into me again.  You never really know with Tony.

      Yes.  Tony the tiger-striped cat.  Whatever human named him must have thought they were really funny.

      “Smudge!” he hollers my name.  I don’t know why he’s shouting.  He knows who I am and I can hear him just fine.  “Smudge!  Smudge, I need your help.  Well, not me.  A friend.  Your friend.  He needs help.”

      “Good morning, Tony,” I say very politely.  Except for a flick of my tail I don’t let him see how annoyed I am that my day out is being interrupted.  Tony is… unique.  He’s a good friend, a cat who likes to live on the street but who would give up his last scrap of food to anyone who needed it, friend or stranger alike.

      “Uh, good morning,” he says, blinking, finally slowing down a bit.  “Sure.  Hi.  Good to see you.  You, uh… you heard me, right?  Friend?  Help?  All of that?”

      One of my ears flicked involuntarily.  “Yes, I heard.  Kind of hard not to hear you, Tony.  I’m pretty sure every animal in town heard you.”

      He smiled like I’d just given him a great compliment.  “So, what are we waiting for?”

      Sometimes talking with Tony makes me feel like I’m chasing my own tail like a dog, round and round in a circle.  “Tony, maybe if you start from the beginning again.  Where exactly do you think we’re going?”

      He was already starting across the side lawn when my question brought him up short, his claws digging into the soil, nearly sending him tumbling over his own four feet again.

      “We’re going to see your friend,” he told me, as if that explained everything.

      It didn’t explain a thing, really, but I could either stay here and play twenty questions with him or I could just go with him and see who this friend was.  It was going to be a whole lot easier to see what was going on for myself.

      A cat’s work is never done.

      “Lead the way, Tony.”

      He bounded off so quickly that I had to race to keep up with him.  I’m faster than him, but not by much.

      He knows that I like to help the animals of Misty Hollow when they’re in trouble.  All the animals in town know that.  I help the people, too, but I sort of have to do that anonymously.  Most people would never accept help from cats.  Even cat people usually won’t take direction from their four-footed friends.  My owner Darcy is an exception but like I’ve already said, she’s one of a kind.

      I wasn’t sure where he was leading me until we took that last turn   I should’ve figured.  Tony spends most of his days behind the deli in town so he can get his first pick of the meat scraps they toss out with the trash.  I know the woman who runs the deli.  She’s a good person.  I think she puts out a few good pieces along with the scraps sometimes so Tony has enough to eat.

      The trash bins are behind the deli.  Next to the bins, my friend is waiting for me.

      Now, I’ve lived most of my life here in Misty Hollow, but I’ve had friends that have moved on from here to other towns for whatever reason.  It’s always sad to see them go.  I miss a few of them.

      I’ve probably missed Houston more than all the rest.

      Shouting his name out loud I pounce and tackle him like we used to do when we were just kittens growing up here in town.  We were pretty evenly matched back then.  Now, Houston has quite a bit of size on me.  He’s burly, and he’s strong.  There’s a lot of muscle underneath that pure black hair.  He let me take him down once, but after that he rolls me around but good, laughing the whole time.

      “I can’t believe it’s you!” I tell him when we finally get back to our feet.  “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again!”

      “This one here didn’t tell you?” he asked, nodding his head at Tony.  “He was supposed to tell you I needed your help.”

      Tony looks a little uncertain, turning from Houston to me.  “I said your friend needed help… didn’t I?”

      Sure he did.  He just forgot to tell me which friend it was.

      “Don’t worry about it, Tony.”  Like I said, Tony always means well.  He’s just not the sharpest claw on the paw.  “Houston, did you really come all this way just to ask for my help?”

      Houston shifted his weight between his two front paws, the cat equivalent of a shrug.  “You were always the smart one.  I remember when we were just kittens and you were always thinking like a human being.”

      I’m really not sure that’s a compliment, but I’m going to let it slide.  There must be something really wrong if Houston came to find me and ask for my help after all this time.  “Okay, so I was the smart one.  I still don’t understand why you’re back in Misty Hollow.”

      “You need to ask?  Smudge, if you’re too busy…”

      “Houston, of course I’ll help you.  Actually you came at the right time.  It turns out that I’ve got a few days away from my owners.  Tell me what the trouble is and I’ll do whatever I can.”

      “Me, too!” Tony declares.

      Houston and I both turned to look at him.

      “Oh, come on guys,” he says to us both.  “Sure, you guys are friends, but I’m Smudge’s friend, too.  I want to help.”

      “I sure won’t turn it down,” Houston offers.  “That is, if it’s all right with you, Smudge.”

      Tony’s bouncing on all fours at this point, and how could I say no to that?  His help isn’t always what you call… helpful, but he’s always willing to try.

      “So what’s this trouble?” I ask Houston.

      “Always right to the point with you,” he answered, which is to say he didn’t answer at all.  “Can’t we get something to eat first?  Maybe give me a tour of the town now that it’s changed so much?”

      Okay.  You know that old parable about how curiosity killed the cat?  I’ve tested that one to the limit more than once.  I’m about to test it again.  Houston came all this way from… well, I don’t exactly remember what town he lives in now but I know it’s a long way from Misty Hollow by cat’s paw.  Now that he’s here, why doesn’t he want to talk about whatever’s bothering him?

      It must be really, really bad.

      Stepping closer to him, I study his green eyes.  Cat’s eyes are always hard to read but I can see something troubling in Houston’s eyes now.  He’s troubled about something.

      “What happened, Houston?”

      Looking away from me, he draws a breath.  It’s still a moment before he gives me an answer.

      “Well.  You know I moved over to Cider Hill, right?”  He didn’t wait for my response.  “Got a good life there now.  My human is a real good woman.  Heart of gold.  Always looking for someone to help.  You know the type?”

      Yes.  Yes I do.

      “So,” Houston continued, “when she brought in the new pet I didn’t say anything because that’s just the way she is.  I mean, I don’t like dogs but some humans do, right?”

      “Houston, you’re babbling.”  Usually cats are very short and to the point.  I mean, time doesn’t matter much to us—things are going to happen when they happen—but we don’t like to waste time either.  “Let’s try this again.  What pet?  What happened?”

      “The dog,” he sighed.  “My human… Stephanie is her name.  She took in this dog that lost his home.  Percy.”

      Tony sputtered with laughter.  “What kind of name is Percy?”

      I ignored Tony the tiger-striped cat.  As pets, we don’t always get to pick our own name.  I’ve always liked my name, Smudge.  It describes the mix of black and white in my fur pretty well.  Plus it’s cool.  But I mean, let’s face it.  I’m not in a position to judge someone else’s name.  So Houston’s owner named the new dog Percy.  I doubt that’s what brought my friend here from Cider hill.

      “So, Houston…  You’re not here because there’s a dog in your house, right?  I can’t control what kind of pets people let into their homes.  I don’t like being around dogs either, but sometimes they’re actually kind of—”

      “No, Smudge, you don’t understand.”  Houston got back up to his four feet and began pacing, his tail flicking with each step.  “I liked Percy.  He was real friendly.  One of those dogs that’s no bigger than you or me.  Scruffy little thing.  Curly brown hair but two black paws up front.  Goofy smile.  My owner Stephanie loved him.  She’s so sad now.  She’s gonna be so mad at me.  Oh, Smudge I really screwed up.  She’s never going to forgive me!”

      “Houston…what did you do?”

      He hung his head, and let his ears droop.  “I left the pet door open.  Percy got out.”

      I blinked at him.  “That’s all?  You let the dog out?”

      “Not on purpose!  Smudge, you don’t understand.  Percy doesn’t know about the big outside world.  He’s been an indoor pet all his life.  He told me so.  Stephanie always kept the pet door closed up tight.  She didn’t want him to get out.  We only had him for a week and now he’s gone, and we don’t know where he went!”

      All the things that I had imagined, all the things that could have been so terribly wrong, and this is what he’s upset about?  “Houston… I mean…”  How should I put this?  I didn’t want to let one of my best friends down, but I had my limits.  “I don’t really track down animals who run away from home.  I mean, I help solve, er, problems.  Mysteries, and that sort of thing, but if Percy just ran away he could be anywhere.”

      “Smudge, he won’t survive out there.  He’s not tough like you and me.”

      “And me,” Tony said, not wanting to be left out.  He flicked an ear at us when Houston and I just kept talking.

      I actually have tracked down missing animals before.  Those were animals that had been stolen, though.  Catnapped.  Dognapped.  Whatever you call it when a guinea pig gets stolen.  And there was that one time I found Linda’s missing cat Persephone when she’d been chased out of the neighbourhood and ended up down a hole.

      But what was I supposed to do about a dog that didn’t want to stay a house pet?  Sometimes animals just need to go off on their own.

      Which is where I think I started this story.

      “Look, Houston…”

      “Smudge, seriously,” he says to me.  “You ever make a mistake, and suddenly you’re afraid that your human might not want you around anymore?”

      Sure I have.  What pet hasn’t clawed at the curtains or eaten part of a sandwich that was just a bit too close to the edge of the table… ahem.  These things happen.  Let’s just say I understand what Houston means.

      “That’s where I’m at, Smudge.  I made a mistake.  A big one.”  Houston shook himself all over, and looked off into the distance, in the direction I’m pretty sure would take him back to Cider Hill.  “I’ve never seen Stephanie so upset.  She’s been crying almost nonstop since Percy left.  I need to fix this for her.  Please, Smudge.  I need your help.”

      I sighed and gave up arguing.  My human, Darcy, does everything she can for her friends.  I’ve always tried to do the same.  Sure, Darcy’s no cat, but I know a lot of cats who could learn a thing or two from her.

      Besides, I wanted something to do today.

      “Fine, Houston.”  I padded over to him to bump my shoulder against his.  “Let’s go find a missing dog.”

      He perked up right away.  “Yeah?  You mean it?”

      “What are friends for?”

      For a moment, I’m sure he’s about to say something else, until Tony pushes his face in between us with his eyes open wide.  “So… road trip?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s actually a long way between Misty Hollow and Cider Hill.  Hours.  I don’t know how many, exactly, but I know it would take me a whole day to walk there and I wasn’t looking forward to giving myself sore paws today.

      Thankfully, Houston was just as creative as I remembered.  I might have been the smart one, but he was always the one who thought up ways of getting us into trouble.

      He didn’t walk all the way to find me.  He drove.

      Well, technically, he let someone else drive him.  Humans have these vehicles called pickup trucks.  While the people sit nice and warm and dry in the front part, the back part has this open area where they carry things.  Groceries.  Wood.  Bicycles.  Whatever.  Today, we just had to find a pickup truck heading in the right direction out of town.  Once we did, the rest was easy.  Leaping down from the roof of a van where we’d been laying in wait, the three of us landed neat-as-you-please in the bed of the pickup.

      “What happens,” I asked as the truck bounced along, “if this guy isn’t driving to Cider Hill?”

      Houston shrugged as if he did this all the time.  “Then we jump out and find another truck.  Or a car.  I stowed away in a bus once.  Lots of space under those seats.”

      “I like this guy, Smudge,” Tony says, sprawling over on his back to take a nap.  “Bet we get into all kinds of trouble with him.”

      That’s Tony.  He works hard, he plays hard, he sleeps hard.  Well.  Two out of three, anyway.

      I figured Houston would be glad to know that Tony approved of him.  Instead, when I turned back to him, Houston had his head hung low again.  If he was a human, I would have said he was moping.

      “Houston?  You all right?”

      He sniffed at his own front paws to keep from looking up at me.  “What if Stephanie tells me I can’t live with her anymore?” he finally asks.  “I mean, it was my fault we lost Percy.  It’s my fault that she’s so sad.”

      “Seems to me,” I said, “that Percy’s the one responsible for that.  If Stephanie was as good to him as she is to you, he didn’t have any reason to run away.”

      His whiskers twitched.  “That’s what I keep trying to tell myself.  But you should see her, Smudge.  Stephanie’s so upset.  I didn’t know that little dog meant that much to her, I swear I didn’t.”

      I can hear the fear behind his words.  Houston is really worried that this is going to cost him his nice home with Stephanie.  He’s worried about something else, too.

      He’s worried that his human loved that dog more than she loved him.

      “Houston,” I ask, slowly, “you didn’t let Percy out on purpose.  Did you?”

      “No!” is his immediate response, with a loud mrowl that makes me believe him.  “Smudge, I didn’t.  I swear.  I was going to share my house with Percy.  I can’t stand dogs, usually, but he was kind of okay.  I didn’t even mind when Stephanie held Percy on her lap.  Mostly.  I was just going out to stretch my legs for a bit.  Stephanie wasn’t around, so I had to work the lock free myself.  I’m pretty good at sneaking out.”

      I remember.  Houston actually taught me a thing or two about getting into and out of places, back when we were kittens.

      “I didn’t mean to leave the pet door open,” he finished in a miserable humph.

      “All right, Houston.  Don’t worry.  I believe you.  We’ll just have to find Percy, is all.  I doubt he went far.  A dog that’s been a house pet all his life?  He’s probably still around Cider Hill looking for a warm place to sleep and something to eat.  We’ll look.  We’ll find him.”

      “Thanks Smudge.”  There was a lot of emotion in my friend’s voice.  It made me glad that I came along to help.

      Thankfully the pickup went all the way to the town limits of Cider Hill before pulling into the driveway of a house.  Houston looked up over the edge of the truck bed.  “We’re just a few blocks from my house.  Come on.  I’ll show you.”

      “We here?” Tony asked, rolling over onto his feet with an enormous yawn.

      With Houston leading us we were back at his place in no time.  Cider Hill didn’t strike me as all that different from Misty Hollow.  The houses weren’t big or spectacular, but the people took good care of them.  They kept them tidy, and the lawns neat, and several of them had flowers planted along the front or in decorative arrangements around small trees.  Tony went and sniffed several of those but a glance from me kept him from doing anything that would make the people here hate us before they even met us.

      It was just after noon, judging by the sun, and there were lots of people out on the sidewalks, and a few cars went slowly down the streets, but nobody paid any attention to three cats taking a stroll through the neighborhood.  That actually wasn’t a good thing, in my opinion.  If people here were so used to seeing pets going wherever they felt like, then it was likely that none of them would have snatched up Percy if they saw him wandering around.

      I had been planning on looking for the dog in the local shelter.  Now I saw that it would just be a waste of time.

      Houston hadn’t been wrong.  We were at his house before too long.  It looked a lot like the others we’d already walked past.  A simple two-story, squarish house with a small front porch and a little flagstone walkway that lead up to it.  The plastic siding was a soft sort of green and the trim around the windows and doors was painted white.  It looked cozy, and inviting.

      For all that, a few corner pieces of the siding were slipping.  Spots in the shingles showed where pieces had blown away.  It was a nice, loving home, it was just in need of some simple attention.

      Houston was heading right for the front door when I pulled him up short by walking in front of him, turning him and Tony and me over to the side of the house where bushes would hide us from anyone watching.  Plus, I really wasn’t sure how Houston’s owner would take to him bringing home two strange cats.

      When we were in the shadows of the bushes, between them and the cement foundation wall of the house, I intentionally sat down and waited for Houston to do the same.  He prowled instead, anxious to get back to his Stephanie.

      That would have to wait.  I had some questions first.

      “Houston,” I said, “does Stephanie live alone?  I mean, are there any other humans who live with her?”

      “No humans,” he said, looking at me with his eyes narrowed.  “Just me.  And Percy, before he left.  How did you know?”

      “It’s the way humans are,” I explained.  “They’ve got so many things to worry about that they can only focus on a few at a time.  The fewer people in a house, the fewer things they have time to take care of.  I can see Stephanie hasn’t gotten around to fixing up your house.  Darcy had all she could do to keep our house going when it was just me and her, too.  She had the bookstore, and me, and all the other little things to worry about.  It’s the same with your Stephanie, right?  She must have other things on her mind?”

      Tony grinned.  “Told you Smudge was the smart one.”

      Houston looked up at the window above where we were sitting.  “Well, sure she has things on her mind.  Her job.  Me.  Then there’s Percy…”

      His eyes lost their focus, and I could tell he was feeling guilty again.

      “I don’t think that’s it, Houston.  I think there’s something else going on.”

      “Something else?” he asked.  “Like what?”

      That’s the big question, I think.  The dog is missing, but is that why Stephanie’s so upset?  I didn’t have an answer.  At least, not yet.

      “Uh, Smudge?” Tony said.  “Can we go in now?  I’m seriously hungry.”

      “Sure,” Houston answered for me.  “Stephanie always keeps plenty of food for me.  Maybe she even has some tuna she could open—”

      “Shh,” I hissed.

      Tony blinked at me.  “What, you don’t like tuna?”

      “No.  I mean, yes, just… shh!”

      Inside, I could hear a woman talking.  Stephanie, it must be.  But if just her and Houston lived here, then who was she talking to?

      “Stay here,” I told Houston and Tony, and then with very little effort I jumped up to land on the windowsill.  Cats can actually jump up to five or six times their own height.  I can do a little better.  That’s because Darcy’s adventures, and my own, always keep me running around.  It’s the hard way to stay in shape but hey, such is a cat’s life.

      Inside the window I could see a small room.  Maybe it was an office or a study, I thought, but then I noticed there was no desk.  No filing cabinets.  Just a couple of couches and a small table with a lamp on it.  Next to the couches was a basket full of yellow and red yarn, and two large knitting needles.  A white sewing machine sat on another table over against the far wall, by the door.  People are weird.  Who would have a room just so they can sit and knit?

      Sitting on one of the couches, feet tucked up underneath her cat-style, was a woman.  It had to be Stephanie.  Her short black hair was curly.  The overalls she wore over a red flannel shirt had grass stains on the knees, like she’d been outside working in a garden.  She held one hand up over her face, with her eyes closed, obviously upset over something.  The other hand held her cellphone to her ear.

      Maybe it was the conversation that was upsetting her.

      “I know,” she said, and it was obviously something that she’d said a dozen times before.  I could just make out her words through the glass, and even so the desperation in her voice came through loud and clear.  “I know all that.  Yes.  I said I’ll find the money.  All right?  No.”

      After a long pause, she said, “I’ll find it.  Somehow I’ll find it.  You’ll get your money.”

      Then she ended the call, set the phone down, and curled up on the couch with her head down against her knees.  That was all I needed to see.

      Jumping lightly down again to the dirt below, I shook myself all over.  “Well, you were right, Houston.  Your human is very upset.”

      He let out a long, low meow.  “I knew it.  She’s mad at me.  This is bad, Smudge.  This is real bad.  What am I going to do?  If she blames me for Percy getting lost then she might not ever let me back into the house!”

      I could understand being afraid of that.  I’ve seen people send their pets away by giving them to shelters or to other people.  Sometimes, just by letting a poor dog or cat out in the woods.  It’s a terrible thing to find yourself suddenly unwanted and homeless.  Or, so I’ve heard.  That’s not something I ever worried
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redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
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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