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Chapter 1




WHEN SHE BOUGHT the old farmhouse, Abigail Simmons was certain it was the right place for her. She settled in with her cats, laptop and seventy-five boxes of books and dove into her latest manuscript. She didn’t come up for air for another seventeen days, which was when she met the residents of the closest town, Huntsville, for the very first time. 

She went grocery shopping first, which was when the first sign of trouble began. There was no cat food, no dog food, no rabbit food anywhere to be found.

When she asked Mr. Smith, the only grocer in town, where she could find the pet food, he stared at her like she had asked to buy poison, then just grunted, “Don’t carry it.” 

“Don’t carry it?” she repeated, feeling a bit dazed at the concept. “But why not?” she asked. 

“Not needed,” he growled. 

Not needed? That didn’t even make any sense, unless… “I-is there a pet store in town?” she asked tentatively.

Glowering at her, he growled his words slower, as if she hadn’t understood the first time. “Not. Needed.” He then turned away, the discussion clearly finished.

She had the same reaction from everyone she asked, man or woman. 

It was an overheard conversation at the diner though that completely freaked her out.

“Caught a wild cat the other day,” a man in the next booth over announced.

“What’d ya do with it?” the man he was eating with asked. 

“Took it to the woods, let it go.” 

“Shoulda kilt it. Now we’re probably gonna have to catch it again when it comes back to town for food.”

Abby was so horrified, she whirled on the men sitting in the booth behind her and demanded, “Why wouldn’t you just feed it instead? Or if you can’t bring yourself to do that, just leave it alone!”

The two men turned and stared at her like she was an alien from another planet. 

Finally, one of them said, “Cats aren’t allowed in Huntsville. It’s in the bylaws.”

Abby had never heard anything so absurd in her life. “You can’t just outlaw cats! Especially the feral ones. They don’t know to stay away from your town!”

“Give it up, honey.” The waitress, Corinne, said as she handed the men their check. “This town is pet-free and everyone likes it that way. No dog poop to pick up, no cats to feed, no rabbits eating our vegetable gardens.”

“You’ve even outlawed rabbits? They’re wild animals! You can’t—”

“Course we can.” The men in the booth stood and tossed down some bills. “See you tomorrow, Corinne.” And they walked out.

“Are they serious or were they joking?” Abby asked. 

“About what?”

“About killing the ferals.”

“Of course, they were serious. Do you know how fast those suckers breed?”

“Well, sure. But that’s why you get them fixed.”

“That costs money and there aren’t any vets in Huntsville anyway. Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” Corinne started to walk away.

“Wait—does that mean the town is completely animal-free?” But Corine was gone. 

Abby couldn’t stop thinking about that conversation. She wanted to hope there weren’t any ferals in Huntsville, but was afraid if that were the case, it was probably because they’d all been trapped and killed. She went home and cried her eyes out over those unseen, unloved cats who might or might not have even existed.

But she knew there’d been at least one cat — the one the man had found and let loose in the woods. Maybe there were more.

From that point forward, Abby got up an hour before dawn each day to wander the town and its surrounding woods, looking for signs of cats – mama cats seeking food for their babies, feral cats afraid of all humans, even abandoned strays tossed out. She then went out again at dusk. It became her mission in life to find and relocate any cats unfortunate enough to be born in the town limits of Huntsville. She bought three live traps from Amazon, set them up with cold cuts inside and waited for cats and kittens to take the bait.

When they did, Abby would make the three-hour trip to the city to have them checked by a vet. A friend who worked for a rescue organization helped her find homes for many of the animals, though not for the ferals, of course. They went back home with Abby, to her barn and the surrounding woods. 

Thank goodness she made an incredible living writing her steamy romances. Otherwise, the animal population at her place, which had grown significantly since moving there six months before, would eat her out of house and home. 

She’d moved in with two house cats, Frank and Stein, and the five ferals she’d fed in the city, Buffy, Willow, Xander, Spike and Angel. She’d had to trap them to transport them because even after several years of feeding the five alley cats, none of them had trusted her enough to allow her to pick them up and carry them away. Now her five ferals had grown to seventeen and she worried that she was becoming the stereotypical crazy cat lady. Of course, Frank and Stein weren’t too happy either because they now shared their home with the rescues she couldn’t resist – the three black and white kittens named Athos, Porthos and Aramis, the white lop-eared rabbit, d’Artagnan and the gorgeous three-legged Husky, Dumas. 

Despite the growing number of mouths to feed, Abby loved her farmhouse. The atmosphere was so quiet and soothing that she’d been more productive with her writing than ever before. She usually took a break from her writing mid-afternoon to stroll into the woods and always seemed to end up here, on the bank of the river, staring across the water, contemplating her life and pondering the lives of her characters. 

She was alone out here in a way she’d never been before, but was less lonely as well. Abigail had always been a bit of a loner, ever since she’d been dumped on the state by her parents at age three. She knew what it was like to be abandoned and unloved, unwanted by society, which could be why she felt so compelled to take care of the many homeless animals she encountered. 

One day, there’d be some article in the paper about her and the state of her pet-hoarding home. She’d try to explain, to defend herself. “They’re helpless, forgotten by society,” she would say. Of course, they’d still cart her away to the loony bin, because really, where did you draw the line? At what point did a person’s humanitarian efforts to save the unwanted and unloved become an illness – psychopathic behaviors of the lonely and depressed? Was she already there?

The screech of brakes interrupted her train of thought. Glancing up, she saw two men climbing from a pickup truck on Hunters Bridge. The bridge was the only way to get to Huntsville, though it was still another ten miles to town from that point. 

One of the men on the bridge reached into the bed of the pickup and lifted something out. The other man said something to him and he laughed uproariously, then flung what he held over the side of the bridge.

Abby clapped her hands over her mouth to keep herself from crying out as she watched the large object, a bag maybe, sail through the air and hit the water with a giant splash. 

The two men laughed again, then climbed back into their truck and sped away.

Abby couldn’t take her eyes off the bag. The river’s current dragged it downriver, closer to her, and as she watched, inside the bag, something rippled and moved. Those bastards! They’d probably thrown out a litter of kittens. Flinging herself off the rock, Abigail rushed into the river. The current grabbed at her and tried to pull her under, but she struggled against it, her eyes on the bag. It was coming closer. She reached out and caught the edge of one corner. The bag was so heavy it almost pulled her off her feet. Scrabbling for purchase, she managed to drag the bag close enough to grab hold. 

Whatever was inside this bag definitely wasn’t kittens. It was way too big. Struggling against the river’s movement, dragging the bag behind her, Abigail moved toward the river’s edge. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, she reached the bank and managed to shove the bag out of the water onto dry land. Scrambling up after it, she collapsed on the ground and eyed the bag. 

Thank goodness whatever was inside it was still moving. She could make out three distinct shapes – way too big to be kittens. Had they thrown out puppies or full-grown cats? Or maybe they were raccoons or opossums. Swallowing nervously, she hesitantly reached toward the bag. She was about to touch it when one of the shapes inside it lunged. She gasped and fell back.

“Mraow!”

Oh. They were cats!

“Mraow, mraow!”

Quickly grabbing the bag, Abigail began working furiously at the knot that held it closed. “It’s okay, babies,” she crooned to the cats inside. “It’s okay. I’m gonna get you out of there, no one’s ever gonna hurt you again. It’s okay. It’s okay.”

As she worked at the knot, she frantically reviewed the number of animals at her house. Seventeen barn cats, five indoor cats, one Holland Lop rabbit, and a three-legged dog. She had a crazy-full house, but surely there was room for—

The bag burst open in an explosion of sound and her vision grayed at the edges as she saw exactly what she had managed to save.

Three baby cheetahs.

The cheetahs took one look at Abigail and barreled for her, mewing up a storm. The first to reach her immediately lunged upward and began batting at her long hair. Bat, bat, bat. And then. Lick. His scratchy tongue on her cheek made her giggle. When she looked into his beautiful green eyes, he let out the cutest little meow.

Her heart melted. So cute. She desperately wanted to touch him. But no. Wild animal. Not a good idea. 

Then the second one was there, crawling on her legs, mewing at her. Sweet green eyes stared up at her. Mew-mew.

Oh, lord. So cute. But no. Wild animal. Must. Not. Touch.

Mew, mew, mew, mew. And there was the third one. So darn cute. Climbing right up onto her lap, circling around and plopping down, to purr loudly.

And just like that, the one batting at her hair decided it was naptime too. Crawling up onto her lap, he somehow wrapped himself around his brother and fell asleep too. The third one inched forward, crawled up and settled his head onto one of his brother’s backs and stared into her eyes with the cutest expression on his face. So. Darn. Cute. 

And though she knew she shouldn’t, though she knew that handling a wild animal was never a good idea, though she knew that socializing a wild animal was an even worse idea, she just couldn’t resist. Reaching down, she picked up the third baby cheetah and cuddled him against her chest. Immediately, he began to purr. Oh, my gosh, she thought, staring down at the cutest things she had ever seen in her entire life. I’m now mama to three baby cheetahs.

Seventeen barn cats, five indoor cats, one Holland Lop rabbit, a three legged dog and three baby cheetahs. Fabulous. She had just become the crazy cat lady FOR SURE.
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Chapter 2




TWO MONTHS LATER

Abigail was exhausted. Who knew that fishing one bag out of the river could change her life so thoroughly? She had been determined to contact a zoo or other wildlife facility when she carted the three cubs home. Those plans, however, had changed the next morning when she woke to an unexpected surprise. 

That first night, she had tried to set up the cheetahs in the bathroom on the first floor. She had made a bed of soft pillows and blankets inside the bathtub for them. She had set them inside the tub and had tried not to notice how pathetic and sad they looked as she backed out of the bathroom and closed the door behind her. The moment the door had closed, however, the three cubs had begun a round of pitiful howls and whines that she just couldn’t ignore. 

So she’d gone back inside and settled beside the tub. She’d spent an hour trying to coax them to sleep, but the moment she thought they were settled and started to get up, one would whine, the others would start and that would be the end of that. 

Finally, when she just couldn’t take the bathroom floor anymore, she scooped up the three cheetahs, blanket and all, and carried them to her bedroom where she closed the door and settled them on the bed with her. The other animals weren’t sure about this unexpected development, especially Frank and Stein, who already felt put out by the sheer number of additions to their household, but after a bit of rolling about, they had all settled down for a good night’s sleep. 

When she woke the next morning, though, she was confronted with something so shocking, she wondered if maybe she was dreaming or if she had suddenly been transported to the set of one of her own paranormal novels. 

Sprawled across her king-sized bed, in a variety of adorable positions were the cats, Frank, Stein, Athos, Porthos and Aramis, the dog Dumas, the rabbit d’Artagnan, but no cheetahs. 

Instead of the three cubs she had rescued the night before, what she found at the center of her beloved menagerie were three adorable, human boys curled around each other, sleeping peacefully. Just like when in cheetah form, these three boys were identical to each other in every way, each of them sporting a head full of curly black hair.

When the boys had awakened, they’d made a beeline for her, just as they had when they were in cheetah form. They were still very young, so young that they didn’t speak a lot, at least not any language she understood. They simply babbled and played with her hair and climbed all over her, cuddling and desperate for love. They had cat-like green eyes and were clearly not fully human. 

She had no idea how to raise baby shape-shifting humans, so felt somewhat relieved when it became apparent the boys mostly preferred their cheetah cub forms. 

Cats she understood.

Humans not so much. 

As they ran around the house in their cheetah forms, chasing Frank and Stein and giving Athos, Porthos and Aramis rides on their backs, she contemplated what to call them. 

They loved playing with the cats, imitating d’Artagnan the rabbit by pseudo-hopping around the house and curling up with Dumas after a hard day of playing. 

They were perfect in every way, yet they weren’t hers. 

They couldn’t tell her anything useful, though – not their names or where they lived or who their parents were. All she knew was that they had been thrown off a bridge by two men who were outright evil. 

What if she hadn’t been there? What if they had thrown the bag off the bridge an hour earlier or an hour later? These babies would be dead and she’d have never known what had happened just a few miles from her farmhouse. 

That first week, she’d cared for the three cubs and searched endlessly online, trying to find a community of shapeshifters nearby. There had to be one. There just had to. 

The problem, of course, was that the shapeshifting community was clearly not out and proud. Instead, their existence seemed to be a closely-guarded secret. Even after seeing the three babies in both forms, she hardly believed it herself. 

After a week or so of fruitless online searching, she had come to the conclusion that she would never be able to track down the cubs’ family. The truth was simply too well-hidden. She would simply have to care for them and protect them until such a time as they were old enough to go search on their own, or their family came searching for them. 

Over time, she slid into the habit of calling each of them by a special nickname she had created just for them, and each day that went by, she fell more helplessly in love with her three adopted cheetah-children, and despaired of the day she would lose them to their heritage. 

It was a difficult transition though. She was in essence, the mother to three baby cheetahs who also sometimes slid into human form, and she’d been house-bound since that discovery. She couldn’t leave three toddlers unsupervised, yet she desperately needed groceries. She’d had as much as she could delivered to the house by Amazon and other online shopping communities, but there were just some things they needed that she couldn’t get online. 

She desperately wanted to take the three with her, but she couldn’t risk someone in that awful town realizing who or what they were. 

Those two men who had tried to drown them were from Huntsville. She’d recognized them. It was too risky to take them with her, but also so risky to leave them at home alone. She’d consider moving, but she was afraid if she moved, she might lose any opportunity for the boys to ever be reunited with their family. 

With this in mind, knowing that they might have to stay in this community for quite some time, she set about creating a safe play space for the toddlers when she had no choice but to leave them unsupervised. She created the space in the largest room in her refinished basement, making it as safe as she could, with cushioned floors and walls, bean bags and climbing trees, feeding and water stations and litter boxes for the cats. 

When she couldn’t delay the trip any longer, she carried down the triplets and the five cats. 

As soon as they saw the climbing trees, all three toddlers lunged forward and in seconds bounded up the biggest tree in their cheetah forms. Admonishing the eight cats to behave themselves, she left them in the playroom and headed for town.
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Chapter 3




“WHAT THE HELL are we going to do, Marcus?” James growled. “We’ve spent eight weeks chasing these bastards all around creation, only to have them wrap their drunken asses around a tree before we could interrogate them. I’ll dig those fuckers up to kill them again if they harmed a single hair on our cubs’ heads.”

“The cubs are around here somewhere. We just have to find them.” Peter said from where he crouched on the ground, examining the tracks left behind by the murdering scum who had killed their sister and brother-in-law and taken their cubs.

“Fuckin’ Huntsville hunters. I want to wipe this town off the damn map.” Marcus whirled around. “Where do we start, Peter?”
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