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            Epigraph

         
         
            When a young cat dreams, what far lands and ancient times does he bring alive once more?

             

            Does his wild spirit brighten again the fading road he once traveled, embrace again those he knew upon his endless journey?

             

            Does man’s own past, if cherished and observed, tell us where we have been, and, perhaps, where our own untrodden road might lead? 
            

            —Anonymous
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            Prologue

         
         On this early May evening in Wilma Getz’s stone cottage, the tall, older woman kneels by the hearth, the blaze reflecting
            from her long silver ponytail as she adds another log to the fire. Around her, cat friends and humans sit in the flowered
            chairs and couch but no one is at ease as they usually are in Wilma’s welcoming home. All are rigid, waiting. Wilma’s slim,
            redheaded niece, Charlie, holds Joe Grey securely on her lap, the tomcat struggling to get free and go to Dulcie, so nervous
            he can hardly be still. Hearing his tabby lady’s cries, he has tried twice to claw Charlie, shocking them both. Beside them,
            blond, beautiful Kate Osborne waits restlessly, as do Lucinda and Pedric Greenlaw. The elderly couple snuggles tortoiseshell
            Kit between them, stroking her fluffy coat, trying to calm her fidgets as well as their own. But Kit will not be calmed, and
            she does not want to be petted. Rising irritably, she drops to the floor and settles stoically before the hearth beside red
            tabby Pan, the tomcat straight and solemn, attempting in his own stern way to show no unease. Kit, beside him, tries hard
            to hide her own nerves, intently listening.
         

         
         They hear no more cries of pain—but when, from the bedroom, Dr. Firetti calls Wilma, Joe Grey starts to fight Charlie again
            trying to break free, trying to go to Dulcie, the vanished echo of his lady’s whimpers still striking deep through him.
         

         
         But John Firetti’s voice is cheerful. “Could we have the warm blanket now? While Mary and I clean up?” At the pleasure in
            his voice, everyone relaxes, worried faces turn to smiles. From the bedroom there is only silence, no more cries of pain from
            Dulcie. As Wilma rises to get the blanket, soft footsteps come down the hall; the doctor’s wife appears, Mary’s brown hair
            mussed, her brown eyes aglow with pleasure. “The last kitten has been born. Oh, so beautiful. Three fine kittens,” Mary says,
            “healthy and strong. And Dulcie is just fine,” she says, looking deep into Joe Grey’s worried yellow eyes. “Let’s give her
            a little while before we go in. Except you, Joe,” she says, reaching to pet the tomcat. “You can go see your new family.”
         

         
         Joe leaps off Charlie’s lap and heads for the bedroom, shy suddenly, nearly electrified with uncertainty. He has never seen
            newborn kittens, not his own kittens. He slips up onto the bed where he can look down into the kittening box.
         

         
         There they are, three tiny, beautiful babies. So little and naked, wriggling weakly against their tabby mother: the two buff-colored
            kits are boys, he can tell by their scent. And, oh my, the girl is going to be a striking calico, he can already see the faint
            patterns on her tender skin. Dulcie has cleaned them up; she lies resting. The tiny ones squirm close to her, pressing at
            her, nursing hungrily against her striped belly.
         

         
         Dr. John Firetti, kneeling over the box, looks up and nods. “Come, Joe. Come down and see your babies.”

         
         Joe Grey eases off the bed, approaching warily. He crouches very still, looking into the birthing box at his new family, breathing
            in their intriguing kitten scent—but he is fearful. Even now he is afraid of how he might respond, he is too aware of the
            ancient instinct of some tomcats to ravage their own young. Would this age-old urge surface in him? Shivering, he is ready to turn and run before he hurts his helpless kittens—and when Dulcie lifts her eyes to him, he sees
            for an instant the female’s equally primitive response, the inborn ferocity of a mother cat to protect her babies.
         

         
         But then her look softens, her green-eyed gaze is content, loving their kittens, loving him. Joe Grey purrs extravagantly
            for her. Watching Dulcie and their three beautiful newborns, he knows only wonder; he knows they have made a fine family.
            Three infants so tiny and perfect that Joe can’t resist reaching his nose in, breathing deeper of their sweet kitten aroma.
         

         
         “Courtney,” Dulcie says, licking the calico and looking up at Joe. “You can hardly see her markings, but she will grow into
            them.” She licks the boys. “What kind of lives will these three make, our three tiny mites?” Powerfully the moment holds them,
            holds the little family in the hands of gentle grace.
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         Those first weeks were idyllic, Dulcie caring for the kittens, washing and nursing them, Joe Grey with them more often than
            not, galloping over the rooftops between his house and Dulcie’s. If he swung by Molena Point PD for a moment to read police
            reports as he lay casually on the chief’s desk, if he worried about the car-theft ring that was working closer and closer
            down the coast toward Molena Point—already the cops had readied extra forces—if Joe knew in his wily cat soul that it wouldn’t
            be long before the thieves hit their village, he kept his concerns to himself. Dulcie didn’t need to fret over a possible
            new crime wave, all she and the kittens needed was their cozy, safe home, quiet and secure. Wilma kept the TV and radio off,
            and the newspaper out of sight; nothing of the outer world intruded to disturb the little family’s tranquillity, only soft
            music on the CD player, or a little easy jazz, or Wilma would read to Dulcie, something bright and happy.
         

         
         Two weeks after the kittens were born their eyes were open and their tiny ears unfurled. Another week and they could see and
            hear very well and were toddling about their pen. Courtney’s colors were clear now, the bright orange and black markings along
            her back, her white sides and belly, her little white face with orange ears and a circle of pale orange and darker freckles
            around her muzzle, the three perfect black bracelets circling her right front leg. Now, when the kittens heard Joe Grey come
            in through the cat door, they squealed with delight. When Joe jumped into the cat pen that Wilma had set up in the kitchen,
            the babies climbed all over him, pummeling and mauling him, rolling under the tomcat’s gentle paws. The biggest question in
            both parents’ minds, the same question that nudged those few humans who knew that Joe Grey and Dulcie could speak, was when would the kittens say their first words?
         

         
         Would they speak? Would they be speaking cats like their parents and like tortoiseshell Kit and red tabby Pan? Or would Joe and
            Dulcie’s babies grow up without knowing the human language, without the humanlike talents of their parents? Everyone was filled
            with anxious hope, with nervous waiting. Wilma’s niece, Charlie, came often to visit, the kittens climbing from her lap to her shoulder to tangle wildly in her long red hair and
            to pat with curiosity at the celestial scattering of freckles that spilled across her cheeks, making her laugh. Charlie, as
            Police Chief Max Harper’s wife, knew all the details of the coastal auto thefts. She said nothing in front of Dulcie, though
            she might exchange a glance with Joe Grey. Charlie talked to the kittens of other things, naming items in the kitchen, asking
            questions, hoping to draw out a word or two. But the babies only meowed.
         

         
         June rolled away, and still no kitten said a word. Soon it was July and then August. The kittens at three months old were
            all claws and teeth, loud and demanding yowls, boundless energy, leaping from chair to table, climbing draperies; but not
            a word did they say. A cat tree stood by Wilma’s desk looking out at the garden, another at the dining room window, a third
            in the bedroom, their carpeted shelves and climbing posts already shredded by sharp claws where calico Courtney and her buff-colored
            brothers leaped, flew, battled one another, wildly fierce and happy. And still, Courtney and Buffin and Striker said no word.
         

         
         Every night Wilma read to them, the book open on her lap with the kittens crowded around. Dulcie read to them, and often fluffy,
            tortoiseshell Kit came to visit and read to them, too; always the kittens’ blue eyes followed the words on the page; though
            they wanted to wrestle and play with Kit, as well, for she was much like a kitten herself. “Will you ever speak to me?” Kit
            asked them, her yellow eyes wide. “When we read to you—fairy tales or the old myths—I know you understand. Speak the words,
            Courtney. Say them back to me.”
         

         
         Courtney meowed happily, pawed Kit’s nose playful and sly, and switched her calico tail. Kit turned away irritably, settling
            on the boy kittens. “Speak to me, Buffin. Read to me, Striker.” No one said a word. Kit knew they could read, she could tell
            by their expressions. None of the three were normal kittens. And if they could read, surely they could speak. Stubborn, she thought. Her yellow eyes staring into baby-blue eyes, all she could say was, “You are toying with us. You are stubborn kittens, stubborn and willful.”
         

         
         But a week later, it happened: Buffin was the first.

         
         The sand-colored kitten with the gray patch on his shoulder had sneaked out the cat door when it was accidentally left unlocked.
            Padding into the garden, where he was not allowed alone—because of hawks and stray dogs—he discovered a fledgling bird perched
            low among a tangle of bushes. The nestling, having tried to fly, had ended in a crash landing.
         

         
         Buffin, with a surge of inborn killer instinct, was about to pounce on the youngster with raking claws and sharp teeth when
            a strange new emotion stopped him. He backed away, puzzled.
         

         
         He had no notion that Dulcie had slipped out the cat door behind him, that she crouched among the flowers feeling excited
            that he would make his first kill, but feeling sad for the bird as she often did. Mice and rats didn’t stir her sympathy but
            this little bright creature was as lovely as a jewel. But what was Buffin doing?
         

         
         Carefully and gently he crept forward again. He reared up and, with soft paws, he lifted the little bird down and laid it
            on the grass. It was only a tiny thing, yellow and brown. Dulcie could have told him it was a warbler. She watched him stroke
            the bird softly. She watched him put his ear to the bird, gently listening—and suddenly Buffin spoke.
         

         
         “There, there,” the kitten said softly. “There, you can breathe all right. And I can feel your heart beating. Bird,” he said,
            “little yellow bird.” His words were in full sentences, not baby talk at all. He crouched over the bird, hardly touching it
            but keeping it warm; for a long time it didn’t move, and Buffin was still and silent. Only when he felt the bird stir beneath
            him, felt it shiver and move its wings, did he back away from it, waiting.
         

         
         The bird shook itself, and gave a little “peep.” Poised between Buffin and the bushes, it fluffed its wings and flapped awkwardly,
            trying to rise. It flapped twice more, clumsily—then suddenly it flew straight up, stumbling on the wind; beating its fledgling
            wings hard, it climbed straight up the wind and crashed into its nest among the reaching oak branches.
         

         
         “Oh my,” said Buffin.

         
         “Oh my, indeed,” said Dulcie behind him. When he spun around, she cuddled him and licked his face and her tears fell on his
            nose. Buffin had spoken, the first of her children to say a word; and what a strange thing he had done. What kind of kitten
            had she borne, what kind of little cat was he, so caring and tender that he would save the life of a bird? How could he be
            her and Joe’s son, the son of fierce hunters, when he didn’t want to kill a baby bird? (Though Dulcie, too, had had her moments.)
            But what kind of cat would he grow up to be? Indeed this kitten, Dulcie thought, had inherited something strange and remarkable
            in his nature.
         

         
         Buffin looked at his mother, happily purring. He looked up at the bird in the tree, and purred louder. “Little yellow bird,”
            he said again, softly.
         

         
         Everyone had thought Striker would be the first to speak because he was so bold. He was always first to start a battle, the
            first to show his rowdy ways and swift claws. He was first to dive into the food bowl, the swiftest up the cat trees, the
            first to do anything wild and foolish. But not until a week after Buffin’s debut, as Wilma called it, did Striker shout out
            his own first words, and he sounded just like his daddy.
         

         
         The cats’ human housemate stood tying back her bright gray hair into a ponytail, watching Striker’s usual crazy race around
            the house. Even Wilma, a retired parole officer who had seen plenty of mayhem, shivered at the chances the kitten took. She
            watched him sail to the top of the china cabinet, leap six feet up to the cat tree, foolishly misjudge his balance, lose his
            footing, and plummet to the buffet, knocking a glass bowl of flowers to the floor, spilling blossoms and water and shattering
            the vase. Striker’s shout filled the house.
         

         
         “Damn! Damn, damn it to hell,” he yowled.
         

         
         He stared down at the mess he had made and before he could be scolded he fled, diving from the buffet through the dining room,
            racing down the hall into the guest room and deep under the bed. There he stayed, in the darkest corner, listening to Wilma
            and Dulcie laughing. Laughing at him! He was far more embarrassed by their amusement than by his own clumsiness.
         

         
         Only when Dulcie crept deep under the bed herself and hugged Striker and told him it was all right, only when Wilma had swept
            and vacuumed up the broken glass and sopped up the water and thrown away the flowers did Striker come out from under the bed.
            He meowed with pleasure when Wilma told him it was all right, when both Wilma and Dulcie hugged him and laughed with joy because
            he had spoken; because, they said, he was a very special cat. No one scolded him for the mess; and certainly no one scolded
            him for swearing.
         

         
         But what of calico Courtney? It was September, the kittens were four months old. Both boys were talking. Courtney had spoken
            not a word. The calico was keen and observant, she saw everything, she listened to every conversation; Dulcie had thought
            she’d be the first to ask questions. Their human friends, redheaded Charlie Harper; Joe Grey’s own housemates, Ryan and Clyde Damen;
            and Lucinda and Pedric Greenlaw, Kit’s lean, elderly couple, all waited expectantly for Courtney’s first words. Dr. John Firetti
            came to visit far more often than was needed, greeting Wilma but then going right to the kittens. John had known about Joe
            and Dulcie for years, had known the secret of speaking cats since he was a boy. He had waited all his life to see new, speaking
            kittens born, which was indeed a rare event. He loved these kittens with an amazing rapport and they immediately loved him.
            The minute he knelt down by their pen the boy kittens were all over him, talking and cuddling and playing, Buffin stroking
            his face with a soft paw. As Buffin clung to him snuggled under his throat, John would look over at Courtney.
         

         
         “No words yet?” he would ask Wilma.

         
         “None. She hasn’t spoken,” Wilma would say sadly, looking down into Courtney’s baby-blue eyes.

         
         Courtney would lie in Wilma’s lap as Wilma read to her, would lie purring but mute, loving the ancient myths and tales, listening
            in total silence—until one evening before the fire, as Joe Grey stretched out on the couch, Dulcie and the kittens on Wilma’s
            lap, Courtney suddenly put her paw on the page, on the very words Wilma was speaking.
         

         
         Wilma hushed, watching her. Courtney sat up straighter and began to read aloud, just where Wilma had left off. She read the
            tale smoothly and clearly all the way through, she spun the story out as lyrically as Wilma herself had ever done.
         

         
         When she’d finished, they were all silent. Joe Grey looked so ridiculously proud that Dulcie had to hide a laugh; she licked
            Courtney, both she and Joe smug with their calico’s cleverness—until the morning that the words Courtney read brought not
            smiles but alarm.
         

         
         It was a week after Courtney started to read that, sitting on the kitchen table on the edge of the newspaper, she placed a
            paw on the front-page article. “‘car thieves moving down the coast. to hit molena point again?’” She looked up at Wilma. “What is this? What are car thieves? What does it mean, to hit Molena Point? Hit how?” She kept reading, dragging her paw down the lines of type.
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         Joe Grey still hadn’t told Dulcie about the car-thieving ring, he didn’t want her thinking about village crime. Not because
            she’d be afraid; Dulcie was seldom frightened. But because his tabby lady would be torn with painfully conflicting desires—longing
            to prowl the night with him tracking the perps, but too deep with love for their babies to leave them. Wilma still kept the
            morning paper hidden and the TV news off. Dulcie was so entangled in busy motherhood that she hardly noticed Wilma’s changes
            in the household.
         

         
         But the village had been struck, the thieves had been there twice, weeks apart and many weeks after the kittens were born. Both times in the
            small and darkest hours, the gang working fast, vanishing into the night in stolen cars. Then they had doubled back north,
            striking small towns that thought they had missed the attacks: Santa Rosa, Bodega Bay, San Anselmo, Ukiah, Mendocino. Molena
            Point PD remained on alert waiting for their return. Both the cops and Joe Grey found it interesting that in only a few cases
            were the perps able to steal the cars they broke into. Maybe only one of them carried the latest electronic equipment to unlock
            the ignition, or maybe the device they used worked only on certain makes. Joe slipped into Max’s office every day, leaping
            to the chief’s desk, picking up details that were not in the paper about the heists up the coast.
         

         
         In the gang’s first descent on Molena Point they had stolen only three cars but had broken into twelve more, gleaning a fine
            array of cameras, clothes, money that some fool had hidden in the lining of a beverage holder, three pairs of binoculars,
            and a handgun tucked into a briefcase under the driver’s seat. The car owner reporting the stolen gun had been cited for not
            having a permit and for not properly securing his weapon. By the time Joe Grey and Kit and Pan arrived on the rooftops, the
            streets were black, clouds covered the thin moon, all was silent and the perps had apparently fled.
         

         
         The second round of thefts was up in the hills beyond Wilma’s cottage. A houseguest had awakened hearing glass shatter, had
            looked out his bedroom window to the drive where two men were breaking into his new Audi. Grabbing the bedside phone, he had
            dialed 911.
         

         
         The dispatcher sent out the call and then had called the chief at home. Max had risen, dressing hastily. Behind him, Charlie
            sat up in bed, pushed back her red hair, and tried to come awake, watching him pull on his boots. “What’s happened? Another
            car heist?”
         

         
         Max nodded. “Up on Light Street. They broke into an Audi but couldn’t get it started, and burglarized five other cars.”

         
         “They’ll be all over that neighborhood.”

         
         “So will we,” Max said, belting on his holstered gun. Heading out, he didn’t imagine that his call from the dispatcher threw
            Charlie, too, into high gear. The minute his truck skidded up the drive, throwing gravel, Charlie called the Damen household
            to alert Joe Grey.
         

         
         In the Damen master bedroom, Clyde snatched up the ringing phone, listened, then shouted grumbling up at Joe in his rooftop
            tower. “It’s Charlie. Are you there?” Hearing Joe yowl an answer, he laid down the phone and immediately dropped back into
            sleep. Beside him Ryan lay half awake, her short dark hair tumbled across the pillow. Above them, Joe Grey pushed in through
            his cat door onto a rafter, leaped down to Clyde’s study onto the desk, talked with Charlie on the extension, and was out
            of there, grabbing a small leather pouch in his teeth, leaping to the rafter, out through his tower, and racing across the
            rooftops. At the same time, at the Harper ranch, Charlie was calling the Greenlaws. By 2 a.m. tortoiseshell Kit and red tabby Pan had hit the roofs, too, heading for Light Street. Spotting the red lights of two cop
            cars and following them, they soon saw Joe Grey on a nearby peak, carrying his small cell phone in its leather pouch. Separating,
            the cats roamed the roofs watching the dark streets just as, below, the law was searching. They could see two cops attending
            to the Audi, taking prints, their flashlights and strobe cameras flashing off broken glass.
         

         
         By three o’clock the cats had spotted and called in five other cars with broken windows. They could only imagine what contents
            might be missing. In the dense night they had barely seen two dark-clad men running, vanishing among the houses; one tall
            and heavily muscled, the other tall and thin. Not much for the cops to go on but Joe made the call, sliding out the phone,
            its pouch wet with cat drool. They watched three officers melt into the bushes, searching, but they never found the men. From
            the roofs, the cats watched patrol cars slide along the streets, spotlights flashing in among the houses, while other officers
            on foot prowled the tangled yards. Cats and cops found no one. There was no sound but the quiet passing of patrol vehicles.
         

         
         The next morning Joe hit the station early, slipping under the credenza in Max Harper’s office, into the smell of freshly
            brewed coffee. Max was at his desk, Detective Dallas Garza sitting on the arm of the leather couch blowing on his hot brew.
            Two missing cars had just been called in, probably hours after the vehicles were taken.
         

         
         Now, several weeks later, none of the stolen cars had been recovered. The first round of thefts had run for three days, each
            night in a different neighborhood. Weeks passed before the next assault. Both times, all MPPD got were fingerprints of the
            cars’ owners or passengers, many smeared by the thieves’ gloves. That second round began when a man getting home at midnight
            was knocked down in his driveway. The perp grabbed his keys, took his car, and was gone. The victim’s cell phone was in his
            car. His house key was on the ring with the car key. He dug a spare key from between two strips of wooden siding near the
            garage door, ran in the house and called the department. Patrols hit the streets. And, at Charlie’s call, the cats hit the
            rooftops. This time the thieves got away with four cars, one an antique Bentley, but they had broken into nine other vehicles.
         

         
         Now, as Courtney read the article and Wilma explained to her what car theft was, the calico looked up at her, wide-eyed.

         
         “Surely,” Wilma said, “they won’t return now, the weather page says a big storm is brewing. Slashing rain, high winds.” Already
            the kitchen had grown dim; outside the windows, high, dark clouds lay waiting to descend. “Why would that front-page reporter
            think car thieves would be out in a downpour?” She pushed back her long, silver hair. “Surely they’ll wait for better weather.”
         

         
         “Maybe,” Dulcie said, “a storm is the best time. Harder for the cops to see or hear a man jimmy a car window, harder to see
            them drive away.” She was shocked and annoyed that neither Joe nor Wilma had told her about the thefts, that even Kit had
            been silent. But then, on second thought, she was glad. These last weeks, life had been so peaceful, nesting with her kittens,
            training them, reading to them, seeing them grow each day to develop his or her own unique habits and interests; no crimes
            to distract her, no worries about Joe out in the night stalking thieves—until now. Now she began to fret. Life beyond the
            cottage began to push at her; she longed suddenly to run with Joe across nighttime roofs hunting the bad guys. She was torn
            sharply between the excitement of the hunt, and the security of snuggling and caring for their bright and riotous kittens,
            safe in their peaceful cottage.
         

         
         But she couldn’t leave her family, not yet, it wasn’t time yet to go off in the night leaving her babies for Wilma to tend.

         
         Though she had been right about the weather. By midnight the September storm had hit Molena Point hard. The car thieves hit just as fiercely.
         

         
         Again they chose the predawn hours, the black night windy and rainy, wind so powerful a cat could hardly cling to the rooftops.
            That whole late summer had become a grand slam for the meteorologists as they tried to explain storms that arrived months
            after El Niño should have come and gone.
         

         
         The first report was a hijacked car. The woman driver, when officers reached her, was crying, badly bruised, and rain soaked.
            While medics took care of her, Max put out double patrols along the village’s hidden lanes where cottages crowded together,
            invisible in the dark, where all sounds were muffled beneath blowing oaks and pines. Ten cars were robbed between three and
            four in the morning while the village slept; ten cars robbed, five more stolen.
         

         
         The next night in the predawn hours patrols were increased, prowling the tangled neighborhoods with their twisting roads among
            the woods but with expensive cars parked behind houses and in narrow carports; and of course no streetlights, Molena Point
            did not have streetlights.
         

         
         But this night, Joe Grey and Kit and Pan didn’t follow the cops, they chose the very places where police patrols were thinnest,
            just in the center of the village. Staying to the most open streets, they separated across the dark rooftops, Joe Grey taking
            one route while Kit and Pan took another, all three of them straining to hear, over the wind, any sound of a wrench on metal
            or of breaking glass. The rain increased, the wind fierce as a tornado. Kit thought she heard Joe Grey shout, but couldn’t
            see him, couldn’t tell what he was saying. Had he even seen the stolen car that she and Pan had been watching, had he seen the man hide it? Or had Joe come from the other direction?
            And now she’d lost sight of Pan. Clinging to the shingles, she searched the dark for both tomcats and searched for the vanished
            thief, the wind slamming her face so hard she thought it would tear out her whiskers.
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         Kit clung to the rooftop, wind lashing her black and brown fur, flattening her ears and whipping her fluffy tail. Creeping
            along on her belly, digging her claws into the shingles, she watched the dark shadow below that she and Pan had followed—but
            now she followed alone, she’d lost Pan. As she turned to look behind her, the wind slammed her so hard she thought it would throw her to the sidewalk. Joe Grey had
            said the gale would come harder, close to dawn, that it would grow so violent that she and Pan had better be off the roofs early.
         

         
         But they hadn’t listened to Joe.

         
         Right now the gray tomcat was most likely safe at home wondering where they were, ready to come out again looking for them.
            So far they’d seen only the one break-in, the lone, dark-clad figure jimmying a white car and starting it, driving away so
            slowly they were able to follow him. Only three blocks away they had watched garage lights come on, the driver getting out
            to swing the old-style garage door open. He’d driven in, gotten out, they’d had one good glimpse of his back, heavyset, a
            black jacket. They’d watched the lights go out as he shut the door. Hiding that nice BMW? Or did he live here, was this his
            house? They didn’t think so, the way he was prowling around it now, even if he did have a garage key. And then she’d lost
            Pan—a minute ago they’d been together. Now, not a sign of the red tabby—when she turned back to look for him the twisting
            wind hit her face so hard it choked her. Come on, Pan! She cringed lower, searching—wishing they had listened to Joe Grey. Did Pan have to linger, snooping around that house? They knew where the car was, they could report it later, could call the law
            in a little while.
         

         
         She dug her claws harder into the crusty shingles as the wind, like great hands, tried to throw her straight down to the sidewalk.
            Wind made the moonlight race and shift, that’s how they’d first seen him walking the street stopping to look at each car,
            a darkly dressed man caught in moving streaks of light. A broad man, not fat but heavily muscled under his padded jacket.
            A hard-looking man, dark cap pulled down against the weather or against recognition.
         

         
         Having ditched the sleek white BMW and locked the garage padlock, he had moved close to the house, pressing his ear to the
            wall where, from the size of the windows and the drawn shades, there might be a bedroom. He’d stood listening. He looked angry
            when he turned away and headed for the front door. Taking another key from his pocket, he unlocked it and slipped inside.
         

         
         He was gone only a few minutes before storming out again and taking off up the street. That’s when Kit followed him; she glanced
            back once to see Pan, too, listening at the bedroom wall. Kit didn’t go back, she stayed close to the thief, clinging to the
            roofs, wondering where he would make his next hit. He was only two blocks from Joe Grey’s house and she thought about Clyde’s
            vintage Jaguar in the drive, and Ryan’s nice truck with all her tools, Skilsaws, and building equipment secured in the back
            and in the side lockers, her long ladder chained on top. Don’t let him steal the Damens’ vehicles, don’t let him hit the Damens’ house.

         
         Instead he headed up the side street, stopping again at each parked car, whether at the curb or in a driveway. He tried each
            car door to see if it was unlocked, then tried the various tools he carried; moonlight caught at a long slim blade, at several
            keys that, she guessed, might have been shaved, at other tools that bulged from his pockets. He avoided some of the newest
            cars with their sophisticated alarm systems. He carried a duffel bag—if he did get a car open but couldn’t start it, he rummaged
            through, stole whatever he wanted, dropped it in the bag, and left.
         

         
         Strange, though. He seemed to have stolen the BMW with no trouble. He’d had keys to the garage and house, though he didn’t
            act like he lived there, he was too sneaky as he entered and then slipped away. And now, up the side street another man appeared,
            a tall, slim shadow moving within patches of blowing moonlight; he stood beside a sleek new sports car, looking down at his
            hands—operating some device. It didn’t take long, he had the door open, and slid into the driver’s seat. A few more minutes,
            he started the engine and drove away, cool as you please, turning right at the next corner. They’d seen only two men, but
            this was a larger gang than that. Where are the others? And why does this one have more sophisticated equipment than the other?

         
         All summer Kit and Pan and Joe Grey had prowled the rooftops at two and three in the morning watching for the car thieves.
            Often they had seen plainclothes officers in the shadows of the streets below, and several arrests were made; but the thieves
            must have had replacements. They would work Molena Point for several nights, then would move north. A few days in one place,
            then gone again to another town, their movements so evenly spaced that their operation became a guessing game for local TV
            and small-town papers: Which town would be next?
         

         
         Molena Point was only a mile square, the streets so crowded with cottages, the yards so dense with bushes and fences and giant
            trees—and no streetlights to pick out a prowler—that it was hard for cops, or even cats, to spot a thief. Sometimes, if there
            was moonlight, the cats got a license number or a make and model. More times clouds covered the moon, or the break-in was
            accomplished in black alleys between buildings or in the thick shadows of sprawling cypress branches. The first week the cats
            had worked this gig, they had reported five cars with dark-clothed men prowling around them, but by the time they reached
            a phone the vehicles were gone.
         

         
         The next time, Joe Grey carried the small old cell phone with its fake registration, thanks to Clyde, his human housemate.
            Because of Joe’s calls, a number of stolen cars were apprehended, and arrests were made—but still the thefts continued.
         

         
         Below Kit, the heavy man had stopped and began working on a car door. Even in the windy dark, she could see it was an older
            Jeep sedan. Before she knew it he’d popped the lock. He slid right in, and soon, through the sound of the wind, she heard
            the engine start.
         

         
         He moved the car ahead slowly, driving without lights, turning left in the direction of Joe Grey’s house—maybe meaning to
            heist the Damens’ vehicles? Had Joe come home? Was he in his tower out of the worst of the blow, waiting for her and Pan to come bolting in out of the storm?
            Would he see the Jeep? She had to smile, that Joe had been so much more careful of his own safety since the kittens came.
            The responsibility of the three babies had made him, not less brave, but far more watchful for his own safety. Now, was he
            up there watching the Jeep approach? As Kit scrambled down a little pepper tree to cross the street to Joe’s house, the wind
            shook the small tree so hard she thought its limbs would break—the next instant, a tree did break. Not the lacy pepper tree
            but a tall eucalyptus that spread across the narrow street: there was a giant splintering screech as a reaching branch cracked,
            the main trunk split, and the tree came crashing down filling the street and covering Joe Grey’s roof, its upper branches
            hiding his tower, its heavy trunk twisted across the Jeep’s hood.
         

         
         The man inside moved fast; killing the engine, he swung the door open. Kit bolted from the pepper tree across the fallen eucalyptus
            onto Joe’s roof. She heard the perp running up the street, the pounding of his shoes soon lost in the roar of wind.
         

         
         Joe Grey’s tower was buried in the top of the fallen tree, covered with leaves and twiggy branches, Joe’s beautiful windowed
            aerie. Praying the gray tomcat had escaped, she yowled and yowled for him—she couldn’t shout his name, since the thief might
            still hear her. Worried for Pan but terrified for Joe, forgetting the vanishing thief as she scrambled across the last of
            the broken tree limbs and into the tangle of the shattered tower, she heard Clyde’s voice from within.
         

         
         “What the hell! Joe, are you all right?”

         
         “Fine!” Joe yowled. “Get this damn tree off me.”

         
         Kit bolted through a jammed-open tower window into Joe’s broken aerie, into a mass of leaves and branches, and broken safety
            glass scattered like small diamonds. She watched the tomcat crawl out from under. “You okay?”
         

         
         “Fine,” he repeated crossly, the white strip down his face narrowed with anger, his gray ears flat to his head. “I never in
            all hell thought that big tree would fall.” He began to paw glitters of glass from his face, from his sides and shoulders. “Cops, go call the cops.
            This stuff sticks like glue.”
         

         
         Kit fought her way past him through the tower and in through Joe’s cat door onto the nearest rafter, dropped down to Clyde’s
            desk to report the thief but already Clyde was on the phone—mussed dark hair, rumpled robe—describing the fallen tree to the
            dispatcher. Apparently he hadn’t seen the smashed car, hadn’t seen the driver run. Kit could see Ryan through the sliding
            doors to her studio; she had grabbed the extension before Clyde hung up, her blue robe twisted around her, her green eyes
            frightened.
         

         
         “A car,” she told the dispatcher. “The tree fell on a car, I can see it from my studio. The driver jumped out and ran. A square,
            heavy man, dark clothes, dark cap . . .” At the same moment, Kit thought she heard, up the street, another car starting. She leaped to the mantel to see better. “There,” Ryan said, “around the corner. He’s getting in another
            car, just the parking lights on. They’re moving off, turning north, maybe headed for Highway One?”
         

         
         Kit didn’t hear Rock; the Damens’ big Weimaraner should have been barking up a storm from the moment the tree fell. Then she
            remembered he was off on a fishing trip with Ryan’s dad and his wife, Lindsey; they often took Rock with them. On the love
            seat Snowball, the Damens’ little white cat, sat rigid with alarm in her mound of quilt. She usually had the Weimaraner to
            shelter and protect her. Now, alone, she was shivering at the crash, her eyes huge and afraid, though she was unwilling to
            race downstairs and leave the comfort of her humans. Snowball didn’t speak, she could only meow, and now her cry was pitiful.
         

         
         Clyde stopped to cuddle and reassure her, then stepped into Ryan’s studio, put his arm around her, stood looking down through
            the window at the wrecked Jeep. He turned to look at Kit. “Where’s Pan? He’s still out in the storm?”
         

         
         “Firettis called,” Ryan said. “They’re worried about him, worried about you cats out in this. And Lucinda . . . she knows
            I’ll call the minute you show up, Kit. I can just see her pacing, I know how she fusses over you. But Kit, where is Pan?”
         

         
         Kit didn’t answer, she leaped back up to the rafter and pushed out through the tangle of eucalyptus branches. Joe, having
            freed himself of some of the sparkling glass pellets, shouldered through beside her. “Kit, where is he? Were you together? Watch the glass. Where the hell is Pan?”
         

         
         Kit’s heart was pounding so hard it shook her all over. Had other trees fallen? Could Pan be hurt? She raced from the broken
            tower down the pepper tree to the street, Joe beside her. Across the street and up again to the roofs on the other side, back
            the way she had come. The wind shifted and twisted, was choking them, pushing against them so they could hardly move. “We
            were together,” she shouted in Joe’s ear, “we saw that man hide a car then hurry away looking in other cars. I chased him but
            Pan jumped up to peer in the bedroom window of the house where the car was hidden and he never caught up with me.” The full terror of what might have happened to Pan sent her racing hard into the heavy blow.
         

         
          

         In the Damen bedroom, Clyde had pulled on a pair of pants and was grabbing a jacket when Ryan stopped him. “We can look for
            Pan but no good trying to follow that man from the Jeep, by now the car that picked him up is probably on the freeway.” She
            had dressed quickly, she was reaching for her slicker when Clyde shook his head.
         

         
         “Wait here, Ryan, please. Someone needs to be here, Pan might be hurt, they may need us.” He was halfway down the stairs when
            they heard sirens: Ryan ran to the studio window. Below, headlights were coming from either end of the street, their red flashers
            bright on the fallen tree and smashed car. The two black-and-whites drew close to the wreck and parked; their loud whooping
            stopped. Ryan followed Clyde down to meet them, praying that their noise and lights might bring Pan home.
         

         
          

         Out in the wind Joe and Kit heard the sirens, heard them stop, heard the squawk of a police radio. The wind had died a little,
            the rain had stopped, and several blocks down where swaying trees led across from roof to roof, they saw a pale shape among
            the blowing branches. When they reached it, the ghostly shape was gone.
         

         
         As they searched, balancing among swinging tree limbs, they heard scrambling, the sound of claws on rough bark. When they
            looked up, a cypress branch shook hard and Pan leaped down, straight into Kit’s and Joe’s faces. Kit threw herself at him
            nuzzling and scolding him; the three hunched together as the wind gusted harder.
         

         
         “Where were you?” Kit said. “I thought you were behind me and you weren’t and that man stole another car and then a tree fell
            and I thought Joe was killed, it fell right on top of his tower and I couldn’t see you anywhere and I went to help him . . .
            Are you all right?” She stopped talking long enough to lick Pan’s ears, to look him over and see he wasn’t hurt.
         

         
         “I’m fine,” Pan said. “I’d started to follow you, then I saw the same man up the side street breaking into cars and when he
            couldn’t get one started he just stole what he wanted. I thought you’d be following but I couldn’t find you. There was another,
            skinny man breaking into cars, taking things, then he broke into a black Audi.
         

         
         “It didn’t take him long, he got the engine started, neat as you please. He took off, turned right at the next block but moving
            real slow as if looking for someone. I followed him. Behind me, I heard a couple of windows break, heard a car start. I kept
            following the Audi. He met another car, they stopped and talked, so low I couldn’t hear, then they both took off without lights.
            When I heard a tree fall I went back to look for you to see if you were all right. The street was quiet, the Jeep that had
            been parked there was gone. I was two blocks past the plaza when I heard sirens, saw red lights. Looked like the cops were
            at Joe’s house and I headed back fast.”
         

         
         “The tree fell on Joe’s house,” Kit said, “on Joe
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