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Kitty

When I bought up the large piece of land beside a biker gang’s home base, I was only thinking about getting a big enough space to open my animal shelter, Second Chance. Lucky for me, the biker gang’s full of a harmless bunch of teddy bears—especially when it comes to their dogs. If it weren’t for the dogs, I might never have met Jake, the leader of the gang.

I’ve always had a good relationship with the guys, but I wouldn’t mind a little something more from Jake—I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him since the moment I met him. But he’s never made a move in all this time, and I’m so inexperienced I wouldn’t even know where to start on my own.

When an early cold snap threatens autumn litters of kittens throughout the area, I’m left scrambling to distribute insulated nesting shelters and rescue mama cats and their babies all over the area. I need help—and I know just where to get it.

The best part of this plan of mine is that I get to spend the next few weeks riding around from town to town, spending time with Jake—who can make my toes curl with just a smile.

Jake

Now and again in my life, I run into a woman so pure and sweet that I just want to get her a little dirty—in all the ways she likes. That’s what I think every time I look at sweet, thick little Kitty, who runs the animal shelter next door and keeps my dad’s dogs healthy. I would love to make her smile—and scream. I’d even let her leave me with plenty of claw marks. But sweet little Kitty’s so shy I’m still trying to figure out how to hit her up without scaring her off.

Now we’ve got the cutest rescue mission in the damn world on tap for the holidays, and the guys are having as much fun with it as I am. And the more Kitty warms up to me, the closer I get to what I really want for Christmas—her.
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Kitty
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It’s close to midnight when I make my way up the steps to the Martin farmhouse’s pillared, wraparound porch. I’m bundled up against the unseasonable cold; the nights have started dipping below freezing already, and it’s only November. It worries me—for a lot of reasons. But right now, those worries are far from my mind, and I’m trying not to laugh as I approach the door.

I knock on the door and then glance around, smiling. My neighbor down the road has six acres in a long, tree-edged strip that runs back up into the hills. She’s a military widow from New York City who decided to retire to the countryside, only to discover that we have our own challenges out here.

Mrs. Annabeth Martin is the kind of sweet old Christian lady who would give you the clothes off her back if she wasn’t worried about modesty. She’s easily scandalized, tends to pass judgment on people quickly, and is a strange mix of paranoid and naive. I try to be a good neighbor to her, but I always hide the pot and booze before she comes over.

My breath steams past my scarf as I wait for the shuffling footsteps that have started up on the other side of the door. I busy myself by looking around and hoping that I’m wrong about what I suspect I’m going to see when I get inside. The chuckle that sneaks out of me is half-ironic.

Annabeth called me apologetically about a friendly stray dog she took in tonight, who turned out to be destructive and not at all housebroken. Since I’m the local vet and run a private animal shelter, I'm the only person in fifty miles that she could turn to. So I only grumbled a little on the way over.

She has two sons who come up from the city on weekends to help look after things, but the land’s still looking pretty scruffy. No one has raked the black walnuts off the drive in weeks. The green rinds with their black innards have been torn open by squirrels and left scattered everywhere. The front lawn is adrift with dead leaves.

I turn back to the door as the footsteps get closer and hear the bolt clack as it's thrown. The inner door opens partway, and through the storm door, I see a puffy-haired Annabeth in a fluffy pink robe and big gold cross necklace. She beams as she sees me and hurriedly lets me in. “Come in, dear, come in. He’s right in here. Watch your step.”

She has spread out newspaper on the floor and I pick my way down the hall as it rustles underfoot. “So where did you find this dog?”

She leads me down her hallway into the kitchen, stopping by the closed door. “Well, he’s been coming around begging since the late summer. He doesn’t have a collar, so I thought maybe I could win him over and see if he wanted to become my new dog. 

“It got so cold tonight that when he cried at the door, I let him come running in to warm up, and he seemed to want to stay. But he’s really a handful. He eats a lot, tries to break into the cabinets, jumps up on the table, pees where he pleases, and chews things; it’s like he’s never lived with a family at all! Not to mention that Mittens is terrified of him.”

Oh boy. I am now eighty percent certain about what—and who—is hanging out in Annabeth’s kitchen. Apparently, nobody warned her about one of our neighborhood characters. “All right, well, let’s take a look at him and see what we’re dealing with.”

The musky smell of something a lot stronger than dog urine hits me as I walk into the kitchen, and I'm careful to watch my step. The culprit, looking fat and very proud of himself, is sitting on the breakfast nook table, panting and grinning. I fold my arms and scowl at him, though I can barely keep from laughing.

“Um, Annabeth, sweetie?” I say as the beast on the table squints happily and chuffs at me. “That’s...not a dog.”

“What do you mean he’s not a dog? Isn’t he one of those African dogs that don’t bark?” She sounds genuinely baffled.

“No, I’m sorry. You see, this is Randy. And he’s definitely not a Basenji.” I eye Randy as he gives me a saucy look and then starts wagging his tail exactly like a damn dog. No idea where he learned that trick, but it—along with his relative friendliness toward humans—apparently got his paw in the door over here. 

“Well, what is he then? He plays, he doesn’t bite us, he loves the food we give him...” Poor Annabeth is looking at me like I have sprouted another head. 

I sigh. “Annabeth, I’m gonna suggest that you open the back door and let him out. I’m sure he’d be happy to winter with you and have you feed him. And no, he’s not gonna bite you, at least not until he’s on the couch and you want him to move or he gets too excited while you’re playing.”

“But it’s so cold! Will he be okay?” 

I’m dying here. I’m literally leaving my body as we speak. I shoot a glare at Randy and swear he’s laughing at me. “He’ll be fine, I promise. He’ll catch up with his pack, and they’ll winter down in the foothills.”

My neighbor goes very still. Randy is now licking loudly at his balls. She looks over at him and hesitantly asks, “Pack...?”

“Randy is a coyote, Annabeth. A spoiled, lazy, sneaky little poop of a coyote who has discovered that if he acts like a cute doggie, humans will feed him.” I eye Randy up and down, seeing that he’s at least five pounds overweight and has a thick, glossy winter pelt. It's a pretty damn good ploy, actually.

Randy just grins at me and goes back to licking his balls.

“A coyote?” She stares in amazement. “But he’s so friendly!” 

“Yeah he is. Humans have food and have a huge soft spot for cute and friendly mammals, and he’s figured that out. But look, Annabeth, even if he has discovered humans are easy marks, Randy’s a wild animal. He will use your entire house as a toilet, and he will eat your cat.” 

“Oh no, not Mittens!” She covers her mouth with her hands, eyes wide with horror. I nod gravely, satisfied that she’ll think twice before taking in any more “homeless dogs.” Good thing, too, because next time, I’ll probably come in here to see if her new pet has antlers. Annabeth really is a city girl through and through.

I arch an eyebrow at Randy, who chuffs again and wags his tail. “Forget it, man; nobody here’s buying it anymore.”

His tail lowers, and he yaps at me in irritation, but there’s still an edge of smugness to it. Shithead. Cute, though.

I’m on my way back to my truck a few minutes later, having calmed my embarrassed neighbor and left her with a bottle of enzyme cleaner. Randy is sitting on the hood of my truck when I reach it, panting and grinning at me. “Fattening up for winter on the old lady’s dime, huh? You big mooch.” 

I can hear the high howls of the other coyotes echoing along the upper slopes. They’ve caught his scent and are probably wondering where he was all night. I keep clear of biting range as I walk around to the driver’s side door. “Go on already; go find your pack. They’re gonna be pissed you didn’t share all your snacks.”

He sneezes, then jumps off as I open the door. But instead of running off, his ears prick up suddenly, and he looks down the road. I frown and turn on my headlights—just in time to see a feral cat scramble across the road, maybe thirty yards away, with a dead rat in her jaws. Her belly hangs loose enough to flap; she’s still nursing. 

“Damn it.” Another late litter. Normally, I wouldn’t have to worry too much, as local autumn kittens would typically be weaned and have a fighting chance by the time things started freezing over. Not to mention I’d normally have three more weeks to put together the insulated shelters I distribute around the area for the strays every year.

This time, though, there's been no such luck. And as I grab my flashlight and start tracking the feral through the woods, I feel my worry growing. 

I’m the shy type. Most of my friends growing up had four legs, and that’s still the case now. That’s why I got my veterinary degree, why I sunk so much of my inheritance into the private shelter, and why I get pretty upset at the thought of frozen kittens.

I take photos as I go so I can find the cat's nesting spot again once I return with supplies. Finally, I spot the kitty climbing up a dead tree, disappearing into a big hollow about ten feet up. She’s picked a good spot. The trunk’s thick enough to insulate and protect her babies.

But there are a lot of abandoned and feral cats out here who either won’t be as used to the outdoors, or who won’t be as lucky in finding a good spot.

Deciding to bring some food and insulating bedding scraps for queen kitty tomorrow, I take a photo of the tree and then turn to go home. This is a problem that I am going to need some serious help with it. Finding feral litters, sheltering and feeding those we can’t relocate to my shelter, distributing the shelter boxes—and doing it all in under a week. Covering miles of road and over a hundred acres.

My heart sinks. Normally, I can get all this done with no problem; my work hours are low even with the shelter to run and the veterinary needs of the valley to take care of. But with my normal workload, the upcoming holidays, the kittens and socialized ex-ferals already in the shelter, and with freezing temperatures arriving three weeks early...

Maybe I can hire some emergency help. It’s not like I don’t have the cash. People around here don’t know that I’m working not because I have to but because I love what I do. I actually inherited more money than I know what to do with, but I just don’t feel right not contributing to my community. Call it my Yankee work ethic.

As I’m driving up the road, I see the coyotes flood across the lane behind me, with Randy’s fat butt leading the way. Nice to see he’s back with his family, but they need to go back up their hillside now. There’s another reason to fear for the cats and their kittens—the cold is driving the coyotes downhill too damned soon.

Yeah. I have to fix this.

My house is just up the road. I only drove my truck because it had a big kennel in the back and my dog-catching gear. But I’m not going home yet. I pass the small stone farmhouse and the sprawling barn beyond it, which houses the clinic and shelter. I drive right past my own driveway, headed for my neighbors down the hill on the other side.

The Ravens will still be up. They don’t roll up their welcome mat until three. Jake and the guys owe me, and I’m sure they wouldn’t say no to making some extra cash.

Annabeth would freak out if she knew I was going to the local biker gang—and resident pot growers—for help. She has this image in her head of what it means to be a biker, and she can’t shake the idea that they’re all dangerous men instead of the tough but friendly guys they actually are. But they have never caused me problems, and since I’m the one they go to when their dogs get sick or have puppies, we have a pretty good relationship.

I hope it’s good enough. There’s an acre-wide strip of trees acting as a buffer between their land and mine, which is home to a lot of wildlife. Beyond it, their high hedges mask their property from the road, but I can see the glow of the house lights through them now that the branches are bare for winter.

My stomach flutters a little as I pull into their gravel driveway and the dusty lot beyond. I hope Jake is home. 

Big Jake Steele is half the reason I make excuses to come visit. He’s the hottest man I have ever seen in my life. Huge, burly—a wild man in leathers with shaggy black hair and a brutally handsome face with intense green eyes. He has a gravelly voice that turns into a slightly awkward purr when he is trying to be less intimidating, and the way his ass looks in his jeans makes it impossible not to stare.

Of course, I’ve never done a thing about it. But a girl can look, and a girl can dream.

I see his huge shape fill the doorway of the house as I park my truck, and my stomach flutters even harder—but I smile even more.

.
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Jake
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I’m on the couch polishing off my second beer and third coffee when my right-hand man, Morrie, comes in and tells me that Kitty is pulling into the parking lot. A smile breaks over my face, some of my exhaustion lifting off of me like a weight. “I’ll go meet her. You guys keep feeding the dogs.”

Dad has been having a rough night tonight. Nightmares. I took care of him until he felt well enough to want privacy, leaving him with two of the dogs and his bong. But it wore me out, and I was feeling pretty down right up to the moment I heard Kitty was here.

Some of us come back from our time as soldiers with little scars, and some with big ones. Some of them are on the outside for everyone to see, but some, like my dad’s, are mostly within. I got my Purple Heart for taking IED shrapnel, and have some scars on my leg and a little limp. My dad never feels safe and screams himself awake sometimes.

The open road, our club, the pot we grow and smoke, the friends we make on the road and off, and each other—that’s what we have to heal us. It works pretty well—that and Dad’s dogs. 

I throw on my jacket on the way out the door and look out to see Kitty’s truck headlights splashed across my front yard. She cuts them off and gets out, then heads for me, waving. I grin and raise a hand. “Evening!”

“Hi there!” she calls up, and I try to fight my smile down, but the sight of her warms me. She’s small, sweet-faced, and very curvy, with a dynamite rack that even layers of clothing can’t hide. She’s got fluffy, curly hair the color of honey, eyes nearly the exact same shade, and a smile that’s contagious.

It’s pretty rare for me to meet someone that I want to hang out with all the time, cuddle silly, and fuck unconscious, all at the same time. Usually, I just want to do one or two of the three when I meet a lady, but Kitty is special. 

Too bad that if I proposed the sex part, I’d probably scare her off. She’s sweet, shy, and tiny. I’m roughly the size of a truck, hung to match, and keep company with ex-convicts. I know she knows I would never hurt her, but the logistics alone would take some work to overcome.

I hate being stuck just watching and wanting, but the fact that she’s an awesome friend eases that frustration a bit. She gets along with everyone, we trade favors all the time, and my Dad loves her because she takes care of his dogs for him. Lately, I can’t even finish with a woman unless I think about Kitty.

She smiles up at me, and it warms me on this cold night, even as I stand in front of her with my jacket open. “Hey, do you have a few minutes, or is this a bad time?”

“No worries, sweetheart. C’mon up, I’ve got a beer with your name on it.” I step back, holding the door open for her as she bounces up the stairs. Immediately, happy barking starts up in the back of the house, and the whole pack scrambles toward the door at once. They know her and love her.

Some women become crazy cat ladies. My Dad calls himself a crazy dog guy. We laugh over it. But these rescue dogs—mostly pit bulls we saved from a fighting ring—give Dad a reason to get out of bed when he’s having a rough time.

I do whatever it takes to help him. The crash that disabled him and left me in charge of the bike club also made his PTSD worse. So, early last year, when he told me being around dogs helped his mood, we went looking for a puppy for him. 

Now the compound has seven. Four brindle and white Pits, a Rottie, a Husky-Tibetan mastiff mix named Chewbacca, and Laughing Boy, a coyote-dog hybrid whose dad, Randy, keeps visiting the neighborhood. They crowd around us, their tails wagging uncontrollably, as I lead Kitty inside.

“Hi boys! Hi Maggie!” Her voice is bright as they press in to get their hugs. I kind of wish I could line up with them and get a hug, too.

It really is a bunch of guys in this household; even the dogs. The whole crew is a sausage fest except for Maggie Grue, the oldest pit bull and mother to the others. Just sorta worked out that way. 

Kitty disappears halfway into Chewbacca’s russet fur as she hugs him, and he pants happily. Goddamn, she’s adorable. And her nice, round ass looks great in those jeans, too.

Like me, she likes to wind down with a coffee and a beer in each hand on cold nights. I pour her a mug, pull a long neck out of the fridge, and then come back into the living room to find her on one of the big, blanket-covered couches that line the room. Chewie has his head in her lap, and she’s already got a grooming brush in her hand.

“So, what can I do for you, sweetheart?” I ask as I flop onto the couch kitty-corner to hers. Two of the pits, Bo and Maggie, hop onto the couch next to me, and the others settle around our feet.

“I need your help—you and the guys. You know the cold season has come early. That’s big trouble for the local feral cats, and I have to prepare for winter three weeks early—and as fast as possible.” Her face is serious as she works on the endless task of combing out Chewie’s fur.

“Yeah, I noticed the coyotes are passing through the neighborhood early. The cold’s driving all their prey downhill.” I frown as I set her drinks on the coffee table in front of her and set the bottle of chocolate syrup within reach. “You seen Randy around?”

She snorts and reaches for the coffee first, setting aside the brush for a bit. She squirts syrup into her mug and stirs it as she talks. “Yeah. He’s fine. He conned Annabeth into thinking he was a stray dog. She’s been feeding him on her porch for weeks on top of his hunting with his pack. He looks like a sausage in a fur coat now.”

I let out a bark of laughter, imagining it. That damn coyote is hilarious, but he’s also a menace. If he can’t eat your pet or livestock, then he tries to eat their food, and when he’s done with their food, he tries to mate with them. 

The result is a local coydog problem that gave the little fucker his name and led to Kitty offering free spay-neuter procedures for local pets. Laffy, who knows the word “Randy,” keeps pricking up his ears as we talk. He was part of a half-German Shepherd litter of six.

Kitty takes an experimental sip of her makeshift mocha and then a larger swallow. “The last few years, even with the spay and release program for the feral cats, we’ve had at least ten litters every autumn in the woods around here. A few of the queens will be smart in their choice of nests and will just need some help with food, but some will need to be completely relocated.”

I nod, frowning a little. It’s a busy time for us; we’ve just got the autumn pot crop in, and the whole thing is drying under the greenhouse tents. But I know I can’t say no to her. Besides, if enough of the boys help out, we can handle the whole mess in a few days.

After that, she’ll need help socializing with the kittens, which hardly works at all.

“Ten litters. And you’ve got room for them?” I lift an eyebrow. I don’t know how she gets as much done in that shelter as she does—she must have either a pile of money I don’t know about or some kind of magic. She has a website, volunteers, and people doing adoption days for her in cities and towns up and down the coast, and she just expanded her facilities again last year.

“Oh yeah, unless it’s like ten litters of twelve or something. Then I might have a problem.” She gives a little nervous laugh. Chewie whines at her, desperate to regain her attention, and she goes back to brushing him.

“I know I can get some of the guys to help out. We have to have at least four of us dealing with
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