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Chapter One
∞∞∞
 
The sky through the reaching pines was a granite gray, heavy and threatening to fall on him. Closer than Cassidy Madsen liked was the smell of rain.
Heavy rain, too, he thought. We're due, and the wheat farmers will be grateful.
Cassidy wasn't. His wolf lurked just under his skin, growling and threatening to rear up and drive him crazy.
Go find the cub, his wolf advised. Once you find the cub, everything is fine. Find the cub, find the cub.
Working on it, he thought, and he jogged along the stream, leaving the walking trails of the state preserve behind him. The park was largely empty today with the news full of the storm to come, no one to see if he shifted, but it didn't do to get too careless. His people had been in Colorado for almost a hundred years, and they hadn't become pillars of both the human and shifter communities by being careless.
His phone rang, and he had a surge of hope and fear when he saw that it was his sister.
“Hey Marisol, what's up?”
“Pete just called in from the Sawickis' place, They're looking now too, but they haven't seen him.”
“Hell. You think Cody got that far?”
“You and I got farther at that age. Where are you at?”
“I'm at Eamon Canyon. I'm going to head west and then south.”
“Christ, that's far.”
“It's fine, Mari. We'll find him. We wandered pretty far when we were pups ourselves, like you said. It'll be fine.”
“Yeah. And everyone's looking. And he'll probably just wander back in smelling like sheep and mud the minute we've all lost our minds.”
“Probably,” Cassidy said. “It's going to be fine.”
“Yeah. I've got another call coming in. Stay in touch.”
“You bet.”
He hung up, wincing at how tight Marisol's voice was. His older sister had run the ranch since their parents took a well-deserved retirement four years ago, and she could handle everything from stampedes to cattle buyers who thought that they could bargain her down for being a woman. Right now, with her three-year-old son missing, she sounded on the verge of shattering, which would be like watching Pikes Peak shatter.
Well, then, better do your part to make sure things get fixed.
He slid his phone into his jeans pocket, and took a deep breath, calling out his wolf. The change was fast today, his wolf ready and raring to go, and moments later, he was on four feet instead of two. The world was much more vivid now, the sounds sharper, the smells painting a picture as boldly as the sights did.. The rain even closer than he had thought.
Most people seeing him would have simply been startled to see such an enormous wolf. Maybe a few who knew their biology would have been shocked to see a Canadian timber wolf so far out of its normal range. He and his family were larger than the gray wolves that normally roamed Colorado, but they passed well enough to get by.
Even in the current dire circumstances, there was something purely joyful about running as a wolf. It never got old, the world he saw through his wolf’s eyes, and he took a moment to savor it before putting his nose to the air.
There was the metallic smell of the storm coming, the sharp smell of pine, the clean water over the stones in the stream and …
He made a soft crooning sound, nose up and starting to lope. It was a ground-eating stride, but it smelled like he might have some distance to travel.
Yes, there was something there. It smelled of wolves and  family and  cubs, and his ears pricked up as if he could already hear his nephew.
It's all right, Cody, I'm coming, I'll be there as soon as I can.
*
Pearl hadn't thought she would be making a run to the edge of Eamon Canyon State Park today. If she had, she would have actually eaten something right after she left her job at the non-profit, and she would have put more gas in the car. As it was, she could only be grateful that she'd left the big crate and a healthy supply of puppy pads in the back of the station wagon. Working with the rescue meant she was on call unless she was actually in the hospital, and that meant being prepared.
She was ready for puppies. She was ready for the messes that came with puppies. She was even ready for the suspicious look she got from the man whose number the rescue had given her.
Here it comes, she thought as she handed the last puppy into the crate and latched the door.
“So, you from around here?” the man asked finally.
“Yup. I went to Boulder for school, and I worked there for a while, but then I came back just four years ago.”
For a moment, she thought that that would be enough, but the man cleared his throat again.
“Your parents from around here?”
“No,” she said briskly. “My parents are from Bien Hoa originally. That's in Vietnam.”
“Ah, thought you were Vietnamese,” the man said, as proudly as if he had correctly identified a local insect or wildflower. “You know, back when I was in the Navy –”
“Oh, I really can't keep you,” Pearl said, turning away. “I need to get these pups  to the rescue, and that sky, you know, it's not looking great.”
The man nodded wisely, gesturing up at the increasingly darkening sky.
“That's right, looks like it's going to be a big one.”
She agreed, glad she was escaping a conversation about the weather rather than whatever colorful stories the man had about his Navy days. Some days she could take it with grace, and a lot of days – say, when there was a storm brewing, and she had an unexpected lot of puppies to handle – she had to save her patience for other things.
Before she started the car, she turned to peer into the large crate she had belted into her modified backseat. Four pairs of dark eyes informed her that she was absolutely the worst and most evil person in the world for locking them away like this. Didn't she know they needed to play in the grass and chew on things and smell everything they could? What kind of monster was she?
“Sorry, babies,” she said, poking her fingers through the grate. “We'll get you where you're going, and they'll let you play as much as you like, I promise.”
While Colorado had no state-wide statutes on wolf-hybrids, it seemed like every county and town had its own rules, resulting in a patchwork mess that needed swift action whenever a rescue was required. While her own rescue work had more to do with getting twenty cats delivered for spaying in a single afternoon and fostering disabled animals, she at least had enough experience to get an unexpected litter of potentially illegal puppies to the wolf-hybrid rescue the next county over.
“No idea how his malamute got mated to a wolf, sure,” Pearl muttered to herself as she pulled onto the road.
The man probably arranged for an intentional breeding to a high-content stud, a wolfdog with a wolf parent. The result seemed to be puppies that were likely a quarter wolf and still full of trouble and mischief. Too many people didn't realize that thousands of years of domestication gave dogs a willingness to please that wolves utterly lacked, and that was why as soon as wolf-hybrids entered the picture, regular rescues stepped out and the specialized rescues stepped in.
“And he told me there were only three of you. A bad liar, and he can't count.”
She sighed, because if you were going to work animal rescue, you had to accept the fact that people were going to be people, or you couldn't do the job very long at all. She wanted to keep doing this kind of work for a long time, so she took a deep breath and let it go.. 
I'll get the pups to the rescue and hole up in Bright's Creek if the storm is too bad to get home tonight. Either way, I'm definitely ordering myself a pizza.
The first fat drops of rain hit the roof of her car, and she whistled as she drove away.
*
He was right. He was right, it was his nephew, and Cassidy was so overjoyed that he didn't even realize what was happening until the small dark-haired woman got in the car and got it started.
For a moment, he could only stare after her in horror because now that he was close, he could smell Cody packed in with what smelled like other wolf pups.
There was more than just Cody, they were all packed up in a station wagon with a COEXIST bumper sticker, and the car was starting.
Cassidy couldn't help a brief howl of dismay as he bolted down the wooded slope towards the road. He had thoughts of throwing himself in front of the car, or leaping on top of it, but then it picked up speed, and he was left in the dust.
“Hey, what the hell –”
A man he hadn't seen earlier was staring at him in dismay, and before he could think, Cassidy bared his teeth and let out a blood-curdling growl. It was bad manners at the very least. This kind of behavior could get the local ranchers up in arms about wolves in the region, but right now he didn't care.
He was coldly satisfied to see the man go stumbling back on the ground, and then he snorted and raced down the road.
Cassidy knew where his nephew was, and he was going to go get him back.




Chapter Two
∞∞∞
 
Pearl had barely made it any distance down the road before she realized that whatever else was happening, she was not going to make it to the rescue tonight. She wasn't even going to make it home. The rain hit her car like a physical force, and she slowed to a crawl as visibility dropped to around ten feet in front of her.
She'd grown up in Colorado. Storms were nothing new, but you needed to be wary of them when they came on like this. Sometimes, they played themselves out as quickly as they appeared, but given the sustained force of the rain and the high winds whipping the surrounding pines around as if they were made of paper, she didn't think she would be that lucky.
Could be a fifty-year storm, Pearl thought with a shudder, because that would mean roads washed out, and power lines down. What should have been a perfectly reasonable two-hour drive could turn into something downright deadly.
In the backseat, the puppies could tell something was wrong. They set up a chorus of howls, high and tinny, and Pearl winced.
“It's okay, it's okay,” she muttered, clinging tight to the wheel. “We'll get you someplace safe really soon, and then you can come out and play, I promise.”
Lightning struck someplace close, making her yelp and the puppies howl even louder, and she realized she couldn't drive much longer, not safely.
She was just preparing to pull off the road and throw on her hazards when a glowing neon sign appeared out of the rain and the mist ahead: Motel – Vacancy. It was the standard little strip of rooms with a gas station and a tiny market along the frontage road, but right then, it looked like a luxury hotel.
Oh thank goodness, she thought, pulling into the parking lot.
When she was parked, the puppies seemed to calm down a little, and she took a moment just to sit with her head pressed against the steering wheel.
Well, so much for getting home for pizza tonight. Maybe I can still order –
Lightning struck again, and she realized dinner was probably going to be whatever she could scrounge out of the vending machine. At least the man who surrendered the puppies had given her some food to take with her. At least they wouldn't go hungry.
“Okay, babies, I'm going to be right back. Gotta go lie to someone at the counter.”
Pearl was under no illusions as to how hotel management might take four puppies, let alone four wolf-hybrids . Given the fact that she had every intention of cleaning up after them and absolutely no intention of sleeping on the road if a room was available, she was comfortable making discretion the better part of valor.
What they don't know won't hurt them, she thought as she made her way into the office.
It was, perhaps not surprisingly, crowded with travelers seeking protection from the rain as well as current tenants complaining about leaks in their rooms. The only person behind the desk, a teenager who looked as if an actual nuclear blast couldn't shake them from their apathy, dealt with each complaint with a slow and plodding diligence, telling anyone who didn't want their spot any more that they could leave it. There were after all, plenty more people who wanted rooms, and Pearl, some forty minutes later, felt extremely lucky that she got the very last one.
She clung to the old-fashioned key as if it held all the answers, and then she battled her way through the wind and rain to get back to the car, driving it around to her assigned spot. Her room was at the very edge of the building, farthest away from the road and backing onto a clear field. Beyond was the black void of the forest and the mountain itself, and she shivered as she waited for her neighbors to get settled before she brought in her contraband.
Lonely kind of night, she found herself thinking. I could really wish I had someone here to help with that. Or at least to help me get the crate inside.
Unfortunately, her last ex had been very clear on where he stood with her rescue work –it's cute, but aren't you too old for that kind of thing now?– and it had been a while since she’d had the heart to go looking for someone new.
Then the puppies set up a fresh howl, and she laughed, shaking her head.
“Whoever has the time to get lonely when I've got the four of you?” she asked wryly.
The parking lot quieted. The storm had blotted out all the daylight, and Pearl figured it was as safe as it could be to move the pups.
“Come on. You guys are going to love this.”
Something raised the hairs on the back of her neck when she got out of the car, but the rain was still bucketing down, and she was already soaked to the skin. All she wanted was to get the puppies inside and to possibly imagine a world where she got to be dry and happy. Pearl opened the back of the station wagon, unbuckled the crate, and was just pulling it towards herself when she heard a low and unmistakable growl.
She turned to see half-dozen dark shapes moving through the rain, the smallest the size of lamb, the largest as tall as her hip, and her heart sank. They were closing in, clearly focused on her and  the pups.
Ferals, her mind chattered even as she carefully eased herself into the back of the station wagon, making no sharp movements. Either someone lets them run wild or they've been breeding up in the woods for a few generations, but it really doesn't matter at all, not when there's so many of them …
She kept her eyes down, watching the pack's progress out of the corner of her eye. Any hopes she had that they would pass her by were dashed when the biggest dog uttered another deep growl, and then he took another step towards her.
Pearl's heart sunk when she saw the shape of his ears and the low slant of his back. His tail was held straight back rather than up over his hindquarters, and once she saw that, it was impossible to miss the long legs and narrow chest.
There was no way to ID a wolfdog apart from genetic testing, but given the way the lead dog stared her down with absolutely no fear at all, Pearl thought she might have a candidate.
Smart as a wolf without a wolf's normal fear of humans, she thought, and just as she was wondering what in the world she was supposed to do, the wolfdog crouched down and lunged at her, all teeth and fury.
Pearl yelped and somehow managed to pull entirely  into the station wagon just in time, slamming the hatch door down as hard as she could. She made it, barely, and the wolfdog hit the door with a slam that shook the car. Fortunately she had already closed the driver's side door, but now the car was surrounded, and the loud barking of the feral dogs were answered by the puppy yips from inside the crate.
“Shush, shush, be quiet please,” Pearl muttered, but it did no good at all as the cacophony continued.
If they're hungry, they'll eat puppies as easily as they'll eat rabbits or mice, she thought, and she squinted through the rain, hoping that someone, anyone, would come out to help. She told herself that at some point, the wolfdogs would get bored and wander away, but right now, she was having a hard time convincing herself of that.
Then there was a howl that sounded different from the other ones, and the puppies in the crate redoubled their efforts, howling and yelping until the station wagon was wall to wall noise. Terrible snarling erupted behind the car, and Pearl leaned up against the window to see what was happening. The  rain, falling even harder now, obscured most of it, but she could see some kind of fight going on a few yards from her bumper. It was the large dog she had seen before and another dog that, if anything, looked even larger.
What in the world?
Before she could decide what to do, there was a deafening clap of thunder and lightning simultaneously, the storm directly overhead. It was loud enough that the puppies shrieked, and Pearl wanted to cover her ears. Then, out of the darkness, staggered a man, tall and sturdy, drenched in rain and limping a little.
Pearl could only think about how big those feral wolfdogs were, and how dangerous, and without hesitation, she kicked the station wagon's rear hatch up.
“Here!” she shouted. “Get the hell in, quick!”
For a moment, she wasn't sure he’d heard her. Then he stumbled towards the station wagon, hauling himself in. He was big enough to give her a pause even as she slammed the door behind him, and then they were in the darkness, alone with a crate of puppies and the storm.
“It's fine, they're gone. I scared them off,” he said finally, his voice hoarse, and briefly there was a flash of green, incandescent and glowing, as he turned to face her.
Must be some reflection from a streetlight , her brain said practically, despite the fact there was no easy source of light nearby. Has to be.
The rest of her had stopped entirely, staring at the soaked man in a plaid shirt and jeans who crouched in the corner of her station wagon. Her heart beat like a drum, sending a shudder through the rest of her body she couldn't understand. For a single moment, she was possessed by the ridiculous but incredibly strong urge to seize this man by the hair and drag him to her for a kiss.
“Where in the world have you been?” she asked instead, and the sound of her own voice, longing and excited and so happy, made her shake her head. “Ha, no, sorry-”
“Mostly in western Colorado,” the man said, his voice hushed. “Helped out with some forestry initiatives while I was in my twenties. I've been on the family ranch for the last ten years or so. And where have you been?”
Pearl laughed, shaking her head, oddly giddy, glad this man was rolling along with how downright weird she was being.
“Boulder for a while, and then back here for the last four years. Sorry. The feral dogs spooked me, and –”
“And the pups. Yeah, I heard.”
The man turned to the crate of puppies pushed against the front seat. Their ear-piercing yips had died down, and now they crowded to the front of the crate to sniff at the man's fingers.
“Heya, kids,” he said quietly. “You're all right. You're safe. It's all good.”
The puppies whimpered at his words, pawing at his fingers, and something about the man's slow and easy motions and the gentleness in his tone made Pearl's heart ache.
No, do not trust this man because the puppies like them. They're just barely more than a month old, they're brand-new to the world. What do they know?
They knew they liked the stranger, however, and she sighed.
“What's your story?” she asked, and he looked over at her. In the dim light, it was hard to get a good look at his face, but there was something intense in it, something that grabbed her attention and refused to let it go. The more she looked at him, the more she wanted to look, and somehow, she knew that the strange, powerful feeling was mutual.
“Truck broke down on the road. I saw the motel's sign and walked up into a pack of feral dogs. I was hoping to get a room.”
Pearl winced.
“Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but I got the last one.”
There was a pause where they both considered the situation, and then they both spoke at the same time.
“So –”
“Okay –”
Pearl laughed, because really, this was ridiculous.
“Okay, let me see your driver's license.”
The man gave her a confused look, but he produced a battered wallet and handed her his driver's license.
She looked it over to make sure it was at least not an abject fraud, and then she took a picture with her phone before handing it back.
“What's that for?” he asked curiously.
“I'm sending this information back to a friend with information about where I am. If I don't check in tomorrow, this place will be crawling with state troopers who know it's my last known location.”
That got her a horrified look.
“Jesus. That's really how you think?”
“I listen to a lot of true crime podcasts. Better safe than sorry.”
“God, I'm sorry. That's smart, but I'm so sorry.”
“Hey, I'm not murdered yet,” Pearl said, feeling unexpectedly cheerful. She also felt like she wanted to get those wet clothes off of the man's body, but she could figure that out later. “And I haven't been eaten by wild dogs. And I have the last hotel room. Want to share?”
“Yes.”
It was a single word, but there was no missing out on the man's decisiveness. She grinned, a warmth starting in her chest and radiating all the way out.
“Good. Now, be cool. We have a crate of illegal puppies to get inside.”




Chapter Three
∞∞∞
 
The motel room was surprisingly large with a double bed taking up most of the space, an old-fashioned CRT television on the dresser, and the faint smell of stale air freshener hanging in the air. The carpet was crunchy, the blinds were dusty, and it was still the best thing Cassidy had ever seen after a mad dash down the freeway after the station wagon carrying his nephew. He had nearly run his paws straight to the bone, and that was before the storm and the fight with some feral dog that looked like a cross between a mastiff and a rhinoceros.
Someone's fighting dogs got lose, need to start looking into that again, he thought, but then his fated mate came out of the bathroom, and nothing else in the world could distract him.
Fated mate.
He was forty-one. He had thought it might not happen for him, regardless  what his parents and friends and relatives all said. They'd always said  there was someone out there for him, and that when he found her, he would know.
“How will I know?” he had asked once as a kid, and his grandmother had looked surprised. She hadn't had an answer, but then she only ruffled his hair.
“When you see her, you won't question it,” she said.
At the time, he’d  thought that was no answer at all, but now, looking at the small Asian woman with the fluffy dark hair in damp jeans and sweatshirt, he realized that had been all the answer he needed. The moment he saw her, the moment she slammed the door on the station wagon and looked into his eyes, he had known, and he would never question it again.
His fated mate was small and curvy. She would fit perfectly in his arms. He itched to hold her, to bring her close to his body and  kiss her like the world was new, but as she had so quickly reminded him with her nifty driver's license trick, he was already a strange man who appeared out of a rainstorm while she was on the road and mostly alone. He couldn't imagine how the wolf shifter reveal was going to go, let alone the fated mate thing.
Hi, I'm a wolf shifter from the friendly pack of wolf shifters about an hour west of here. Oh yeah, there are a lot of shifters around these parts. It's mostly wolves and bears in Colorado, a family of big horn sheep up close to the Wyoming border. No, nothing to do with the moon or silver or anything like that. We just have wolves living inside us, and we can change our forms. Oh, yeah, and you're my fated mate. We don't know if it's biology or fate or some weirdo combination of the two, but we're meant to be together and – and okay, now you're calling the cops. You know, I can't even argue with that.
He only broke out of his reverie when he realized his fated mate was giving him a quizzical look and waving her hand in his face.
“Earth to Cassidy, are you all right?”
“You know my name,” he said, awed. “How did you –”
“Your driver's license,” she said. “You gave it to me.”
“I did,” he said, slightly disappointed. “Right.”
She laughed as if this was a perfectly normal reaction.
“I'm Pearl,” she said, “and thanks for letting me have the bathroom first to dry off a little.”
“Oh, no problem.”
“You can have it now. I'm going to need it all over again after I get back from that little market across the road, but you can probably get a hot shower in, see if you can wring out your things.”
“You're going to the store?”
“Yeah. I have an overnight bag in the car, but I didn't anticipate doing an overnight with these little guys. I need food for them and some more puppy pads if I don't want the hotel charging me a very fair arm and a leg for cleaning fees. They might even have something for you too.”
“A T-shirt and some boxers if they have some, thanks. I can pay you back, but you're not going to walk over there?”
“Sure, why not? You can see them from the main office of the hotel.”
“The wild dogs. If they come back, you're not safe without a car around you.”
For a moment, he wondered if they were going to fight about it, but Pearl nodded, chagrined.
“You're right. You're absolutely right. Okay. I am going to feel so damn dumb driving my car five hundred feet, but I will feel much dumber if I'm eaten by feral dogs.”
“And you're going to let me walk you to your car.”
She laughed, the sound low and husky, making his face redden and his heart beat faster.
“Thought you would just sneak that one in, huh? All right. Come on. The sooner I go, the sooner I can get back.”
It was a special kind of aching hell to see his fated mate off in her car – what if she never came back? What if she somehow got hurt in those five hundred feet? – but he managed it. Then he went back inside the room, locked the door behind him, and went to the large crate.
“All right, Cody,” he murmured, sitting on the floor. “Come on, your mom's worried sick.”
He expected to get his nephew, maybe in human form, but definitely in wolf pup form. Instead he got four puppies that all looked equally wolf-like tumbling into his lap, making sharp squeaky sounds of delight and happiness and curiosity, and he stared down at them for a very long moment.
Oh no.
He held up the one with the dark ears, because Aunt Toni had dark ears, but were hers like this? She had a dark cap and this pup only had the ears. He put that one down and picked up the largest of the four, more tawny in color and a bit like his own pelt when he was in wolf form.
“Cody? Kiddo? Help your Uncle Cass out, all right?”
The puppies tumbled over him and then decided en masse that the space under the bed was far more interesting than he was, romping over to fit themselves underneath it.
“Hey, no, come back here. Cody. Cody!”
He ended up on his stomach, dragging the lamp down from the nightstand to shine some light on the squirming puppies who looked like they were having an amazing time now that they were out of the crate. It would have been cute as hell if he hadn't been so desperate to sort out which one was actually his nephew.
“Cody? Cody? Come on, kiddo.”
Even as he spoke, however, he knew he might just have to wait. Children born of shifters couldn't control their shifting until they were four or five. That was why so many of the shifter families lived in isolation, to ensure a sudden loud noise didn't leave a bawling bison calf or bear cub on a playground. A shifter kid could stay in their animal form for hours or days, and there was no telling what might jolt them out of it. Cassidy's mother still talked about the week he spent in his wolf form when he was three, and Marisol had lasted even longer when she was little.
Jeez, Marisol was right. I really should be spending more time with the family if I can't recognize my own nephew.
An idea struck, and he pulled his phone out of his back pocket. It was dented with a woefully cracked screen, but it had survived the wet well enough. He pulled up the camera, angling it under the bed. He took a few pictures before he realized that he was just getting a blurry mess each time, and then with a grunt, he started hauling the pups out one after the other to get pictures of them.
They seemed to think it was an amazing game, pouncing at his hand, mouthing his fingers, but at first he thought he was doing all right. Then about six pictures in, he realized he wasn't sure if he had actually gotten pictures of all four of them or if there was maybe one pup that was just extra eager for a photo op.
He sighed, sitting up cross-legged, and he sent the pictures to Marisol, along with the message, which one is Cody????
“She is never going to let me forget this,” he said, tilting his head back against the bed with a groan.  “Cody, if you want to help your uncle out by changing back into a kid, now would be a good time.”
He was sitting still for what felt like the first time in hours, and now he could feel the weariness from the search, the headlong run down the freeway, and then the fight catching up to him with a vengeance. Then, on top of all that, he had found his true mate.
Her name is Pearl. She's kind, and she's going to be back soon.
He supposed that every shifter thought about their true mate when they were young, but as he had gotten older, it sort of faded from his mind. He had more or less resigned himself to thinking if it happened, it happened, and if it didn't, he still had amazing family members and pack mates and friends from the shifter and human worlds. He wasn't going to be alone unless he wanted to be, and he was all right with that. Until he locked eyes with Pearl.
Now the idea of being without her ached, and if he was any less tired, he would probably have been up and pacing, possibly sitting with his nose glued to the single sealed window to see when she got back.
As it was, however, exhaustion sank into him, and his eyes drifted closed. He told himself he was only resting for a second, but then he was jerking awake, four puppies collapsed over his legs and his mate watching him with an astonishingly soft expression on her face as she placed two full plastic bags on a table.
“You never even made it to the shower, did you?” she asked softly.
He looked down at the puppies lolling over his legs, reaching down to ruffle one behind the ears.
“Guess not.”
“Well, I'm not too bad, so you go ahead and take the bathroom. And here, it's not much, but it'll let you get your own clothes dry.”
Cassidy gently dislodged the pups to a chorus of pitiful whines, and  stood to take the bag of clothes from Pearl, studying her as he did so. It only occurred to him now how off-putting it might be, getting a direct and unblinking stare from a stranger, but then he realized Pearl was giving one right back, taking him in just the same. Her full lips were slightly pursed, and there was a faint wrinkle between her eyebrows.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “What's up?”
“Nothing,” she said, but when he took the plastic bag from her, their hands touched.
It was like two live wires brushing against each other. You could almost see the spark, and Cassidy's eyes went wide as Pearl gasped out loud.
“Pearl,” he said, and there was so much wonder in his voice that he knew there was no hiding it. Judging from the way her eyes flew to his, she felt the same way, but then she screwed her eyes tight, pointing towards the bathroom.
“Shower,” she said. “You should. Right there. Shower.”
He nodded, and then, because he knew that if he stayed, he really was just going to drop everything in her lap, he retreated to the bathroom.




Chapter Four
∞∞∞
 
Pearl didn't quite relax until the water in the bathroom started to run, and then she was aware that there was only a plywood door and a shower curtain between them. It was honestly only so helpful, because the rushing water meant that unless he was very strange indeed, Cassidy was naked in there, and that meant  all she had to do was –
The whining of the four puppies around her feet brought her back to herself, and she sighed.
“Yes, yes, why am I thinking about how the random man who came out of the rain to rescue me from feral dogs makes me feel instead of catering to what puppies need?”
She poured some kibble into one of the bowls she had bought and set it down to a chorus of joyous yips. She called in to the rescue to let them know  she was absolutely not making it in that night, though she was hoping for tomorrow, and that she was fine. Then she called her cousin Deanna in Boulder.
“Hey, are you calling to fill me in on why you sent me a scary drifter's driver's license?”
Pearl laughed, because trust Deanna to cut right to the chase.
“He's not a scary drifter, his car just broke down. And I'm doing like all those articles say I should and having safety calls and stuff, and after all the driver's licenses you've sent me before you go on dates, I figured I could send you just one.”
“Right, right. So he's not a scary drifter, and in fact, he's sort of cute. Good eye, there.”
He's more than just cute, Pearl didn't say.
“He helped me get these wolfdog puppies I'm transporting into the hotel room, and so far he's been a perfect gentleman.”
“Uh-huh. And how many beds are there?”
“I don't see how that matters,” Pearl said with great dignity, and Deanna hooted in glee.
“All that, and just one bed!”
“And four wolf-hybrid puppies we're not supposed to have in here at all. Yes. That sounds very romantic.”
“Whatever you say.  I expect a call no later than nine tomorrow, or I will assume  you and your puppies have been kidnapped to some creepy underground bunker or something. Then I'll call the cops, the rangers, and the Mounties, and they will  come down on that little motel so hard –”
“The Mounties are in Canada, and they do not care if I have been kidnapped to a creepy underground bunker. But I promise, no later than nine. I know you have work.”
“I do. But Pearl, you're really okay?”
Behind her, the shower shut off, and Pearl had a brief but vivid image of Cassidy toweling off, running the terrycloth over his long, lean form.
“Very okay,” she said. “So okay.”
One of the puppies came up and butted his head against her ankle for attention. She was bending over to scratch him behind the ears when the bathroom door opened.
“So, first I want to say thank you for the boxers and the T-shirt. I'm really impressed you found the boxers, honestly.”
“Oh, you're welcome. Don't worry about paying me back, they were like ten bucks total.”
“I'm definitely paying you back, even if I just buy you a really fancy coffee drink when you least expect it.”
“I do in fact like fancy coffee drinks.”
“Good. I'll get you something extra fancy. But, while keeping in mind that I'm very grateful, and I would much rather have this than go without or be stuck in my wet flannel, I have to ask –”
“Yes, it really was the only shirt they had that I thought would fit you. That said, that shade of lavender is really your color.”
“Not going to lie, I'm really making this work, but I'm not sure how much of a wine mom I am.”
Pearl finally grinned, turning to take in Cassidy in a pair of respectable black boxer shots and a lavender T-shirt that had Wine Mom! printed in curly white writing across the front. She hadn't lied, it really was the only shirt in the place that looked as if it might fit him, and now she saw it barely did that.
Cassidy's shoulders were broader than she’d thought, and they took up enough real estate in the shirt that it drew the hem up to his hips. If he stayed perfectly still, it was fine, but the second he moved or shifted, it showed off a lean belly corrugated with muscle and dusted with dark hair. The effect made her stare a little, and she only managed to pull her eyes away when a pair of the puppies romped over to Cassidy, eager to play. He knelt down to ruffle their ears, then glanced up at her.
Finally seeing him in good light, she was struck by his eyes. They were an arresting shade of light hazel, piercing and unexpected in his tanned face, and something there made her heart ache in an unexpected way.
“So, I hope you know these are wolf pups,” he said, his tone neutral, and she managed to to nod, stepping around him to get to the plastic bag of food on the table.
“Wolf-hybrids, and high-content puppies too. I'm running them over to the rescue up in Bright's Creek. They'll know what to do with them, whether they can be trained up as ambassador animals or kept on the land or what.”
Cassidy looked startled, and then a little wary.
“Bright's Creek? Are you talking about Ard Farron's rescue?”
“Yeah. You know him?”
“Friend of the family. He does good work.”
“He does, doesn't he?” said Pearl, a little relieved. People in the country got really weird about wolves and wolf-hybrids sometimes. Cassidy had seemed reasonable so far, and he was certainly easy on the eyes, but she realized that a part of her had been braced for him to have some kind of reaction to the pups, whether he thought they needed to be put down or he was going to get all macho about wanting one. It was a relief to have him only nod slowly and sit down on the ground as the pups scrambled over to see what he was doing.
“Yeah, I think he's like a cousin of a cousin or something,” Cassidy continued. “I've been down to his spread a few times. He was fostering this yearling that looked an awful lot like a golden retriever –”
“And acted exactly like a timber wolf, yeah,” Pearl said with a flinch. “I think he finally got her a decent home with people who knew what they were doing, but it took some work.”
There was a pause while Pearl allowed herself to be distracted by how very enjoyable it was to watch a man play with a pack of puppies, then she shook herself briskly.
“Anyway, I'm about dying for a shower and a change of clothes,” she said. “I got some people food as well, so feel free to pull it out and eat.”
A faintly aggrieved look flitted over Cassidy's face even as he rolled one of the pups on its back.
“I should have thought you'd be hungry,” he said, and for some reason, Pearl didn't think it was some kind of macho flex.
“It's all right, I  got us jerky, granola bars, and some slightly suspicious donuts from the glass case. Next time, you can get us something good.”
“Whatever you like,” Cassidy promised. “Do you like caviar? I've got a friend that goes for salmon, and he smokes the roe.”
“Um, I was thinking maybe more like a burger? But keep the caviar idea on deck. That sounds really good.”
“It's a deal,” Cassidy said solemnly, and Pearl retreated into the bathroom,overnight bag clutched in her hand. She felt oddly shaky, and at the same time as if she didn't want to leave Cassidy, which was stupid because she really, really needed that shower.
“All right,” she said to her own reflection, quiet but intense. “I am telling you right now, missy, no matter how much this feels like a romantic weekend away, you just met this guy, and you are going to behave.”
Her reflection did not look convinced. The rain had plastered her thick straight hair to her cheeks, giving her a slightly wild look she’d never had before. In the mirror, she looked like a woman who might do anything, and anything absolutely included the man playing with the puppies in the bedroom.
Whatever its other faults, the motel had plenty of hot water. It might have been more appropriate to end with a blast of cold, just to make sure  any bright ideas she had were completely and thoroughly wiped out of her mind, but in the end, Pearl couldn't do that to herself. Instead she used a luxurious amount of the hotel's shampoo and conditioner, and she stood under the steaming spray until she felt a little more like herself.
Then it was time to change into her plain T-shirt and pajama bottoms, and any thoughts of romance came to a quick and merciful end.
“Okay, only the most boring person in the world, or the most intense fetishist, will be into this,” she told herself, staring in the mirror. She was short and curvy, and the clothes she kept in her overnight bag were enormous on her, an inheritance from one of her older male cousins. They were incredibly comfortable, and with a toss of her damp hair, Pearl reminded herself that was all they had to be.
Because this wasn't a romantic interlude, no matter what she felt when she looked at Cassidy.
You know, it was probably just the adrenaline from the near-miss with the feral dogs. I bet I get out there, and it turns out he's nothing special. Just a guy in a wine mom shirt.
Then she emerged to a pile of sleeping puppies and a tiny table set with granola and jerky and an ice-cold soda that she hadn't bought.
He's still wearing the wine mom shirt, Pearl told herself helplessly, but as he’d said, he was really wearing it, filling out every inch that shirt had, and some it didn't, with lean muscle, and that was before he smiled at her.
“I took the pups outside and got them tuckered out. Thought you’d decided to grow gills and stay in the bath,” he said, and she shook her head, a little shyly.
“Nah, you don't get to play with baby animals if you're stuck in the tub.”
“You could start rescuing seals and walruses and dolphins,” Cassidy offered. “They're pretty damned cute as babies.”
“Colorado's a bit short on baby walruses, unfortunately. Otherwise that's exactly what I would do.”
“Ah. Suppose you better stay on land, then. Come on and have some food if you haven't decided to go after trout and mackerel.”
“You didn't have to wait,” she said, sitting down. “You didn't have to take the puppies out, either. They must have been something of a handful to manage without a leash or a pen.”
“Nah, it was fine,” Cassidy said easily. “And look, I got all five back in, too.”
“Wait, I only had –”
Then she caught on, giving Cassidy an exasperated expression.
“Not funny after the day I've had,” she said, but she couldn't keep the reluctant smile out of her voice. Cassidy just grinned.
For some reason, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world when he opened the jerky and tore off a strip to hand it to her. She took it, this time avoiding brushing his fingers with hers, but there was something both oddly primal about it and familiar, taking food from Cassidy's hand. There was something intense about the way he watched her, not judgmental in the least, but tense.. It eased a little after she’d taken a few bites, and she laughed.
“Let me guess, oldest kid, right?”
He blinked, taking a bigger and more careless bite out of his own jerky.
“I've got one older sister, but a pack of cousins to choose from. Most of them are a good five or six years younger than me. How did you know?”
“It's an older kid thing, wanting to make sure that everyone's fed,” Pearl said, chewing her jerky. It was tough, and so salty it made her lips sting, but she hadn't had any food for hours and her belly cried out for more.
“Well, I was only about twelve when my mom put me in charge of the big pot of stew on camping trips,” Cassidy admitted. “I got pretty good at making sure that everyone got some and adding in things to make it stretch.”
“That's a very important skill when you're going on big family trips.”
“And if you're asking a question like that and riding herd on a pack of puppies, you're probably the oldest too, aren't you?”
“I'm an only, actually, but I have a good pack of cousins myself, and I'm one of the oldest there, yeah.”
“And when humans got to be too boring and easy, you switched over to animal rescue?”
Pearl laughed because that was entirely too close to being accurate.
“Sort of. I mean, bottle feeding several kittens at once is way easier than springing my cousin Tam from the drunk tank, or telling Deanna that she won't be alone forever just because she had a breakup at twenty-one.”
Cassidy huffed a soft laugh, and it struck her that he must normally be a quiet sort of man. There was something a little awkward about the way he talked to her, as if he didn't do it often, or at least, not with strangers.
“I'd probably rather deal with feeding baby cats from a bottle too. Have, a few times.”
“Oh, you do animal rescue?”
He shrugged, and there was something so graceful and elegant about the line of his shoulder that Pearl caught herself staring. Again. That wine mom shirt was absolutely coming back to haunt her, given how tightly it fit Cassidy's frame.
“No more than anyone else in the country,” he said. “Find a mama cat that lost a fight with a hawk or a raccoon or something, and suddenly you have kittens to look after. Is that what happened to these little guys?'”
Pearl looked over at the puppies, currently collapsed in a fuzzy gray pile against the wall. She could occasionally make out the twitch of a paw or an ear, but mostly it looked as if the hotel room had acquired a deflated furry cushion that occasionally let out a little snore.
“Well, the man who had them told me that it was an accidental litter, no idea where his dog got pregnant with wolf puppies.”
Cassidy tilted his head to one side, his green eyes sharp. Now that his hair was drying out, she realized it wasn't the dirty blond she had thought. Instead there was an iron tint to it, with darker strands sprinkled throughout. She wouldn't have thought he was much more than forty from his face, but his hair gave him a strangely feral look, a little grizzled and shaggy. She realized abruptly that she wanted to run her fingers through it, and she refocused on her jerky.
“You don't sound like you believe him.”
“It doesn't hurt to say that I do,” she said with a tired shrug. “I mean, what does it matter if I think he went out to breed some wolf-hybrids and then realized they were too much trouble and an insurance liability? He told me there were only three, too, and here we are with four. I wasn't going to leave the last one behind just because he hadn't mentioned him.”
“I'm very glad you didn't,” Cassidy said, and she smiled at him.
“I bet you wouldn't have either.”
He shrugged, but there was a pleased look on his face that said she’d guessed right.
She liked that little smile on his face, liked it so well she was getting ready to say something about it when a clap of thunder sounded, big enough to shake Pearl back to her senses, and more than big enough to set the puppies to howling.
“Oh no –”
Before she could do anything, Cassidy was down on his knees, his voice low and calming. She was relieved to see he didn't scoop the pups up, no matter how much they would have liked that. Instead, he simply sat with them, stroking their heads and talking with them in a soothing way.
“It's all right, kiddos,” he said. “It's just thunder, it'll pass, and then you can get some sleep, huh?”
Another peal of thunder sounded, and he just kept right on talking. Pearl could even feel her own heart calming down from the start of the thunder, and she laughed a little.
“Have you got them?” she asked, and he nodded, giving her a quick wink.
“Works on my little cousins every time.”
“Great. I'm going to go set up some space for them to sleep tonight.”
As much as she liked the idea of sleeping in the bed with a bunch of fuzzy pups, she knew that it wouldn't be good for anyone. Instead, she pulled the crate into the bathroom, where it fit as long as someone didn't mind taking a giant step over it to get to the tub or the toilet. She lined the floor with puppy pads, because while Cassidy might have gotten them all in and out, she wasn't sure she could without leads and collars, and then she sighed, looking at herself in the mirror.
She honestly looked better than she thought she would have. The food must have helped. Her eyes were bright, and there was color in her cheeks. Without thinking, she licked her lips, blinking a little to see them so red.
“I can't believe I look this good in a hotel in the middle of nowhere,” she said, but maybe she only looked this good because she was in a hotel in the middle of nowhere. Perhaps this was her peak attractiveness, tonight, in the storm, surrounded by puppies, and for a man wearing a wine mom shirt.
I wouldn't mind it, if it were just for him, she thought, and then she shook her head. That was ridiculous even for this situation, and she told herself that nothing was happening tonight, absolutely not. Then she thought about what she might have wanted to happen, and that resulted in another series of muttered swears.
Nothing is happening tonight, she thought firmly. I'm not that kind of girl, and to be honest, he doesn't look like that kind of man. He really does look like the steady and stable type, doesn't he? But also like the kind that could surprise you. Sometimes, when he looks at me –
Pearl cut off that line of thinking immediately, because it was too clear where her mind wanted to take her when she thought about surprises and Cassidy. For good measure, she splashed some cold water on her face and stepped back out into the main room, where Cassidy was just getting the pups ready  for a quick bathroom break outside. Bent down to pull one last errant pup from under the chair, there was no way to miss the long clean lines of his legs and especially his thighs, muscular enough that she wanted suddenly more than anything to reach out, to touch, to squeeze –
Her potentially disastrous train of thought came to a halt when Cassidy stood, clicking his tongue To her surprise, they fell into line for him, clustered around his feet and gazing up at him attentively.
“Won't be but a minute,” Cassidy said. “We might not even get too wet if I'm lucky.”
“How are you doing that?” Pearl asked, because in her experience, corralling puppies was a great deal like trying to nail pudding to a tree.
For the first time and in the strangest way, Cassidy looked cagey, his shoulders lifting and his head ducking down a little.
“Oh, I'm good with canids,” he said vaguely, and then he was ducking out into the rain, the puppy pack on his heels as if they had been trained up for it.
“Well, that's a good thing,” Pearl said to the closed the door, but frankly, as long as he came back in with neither more or less pups than he had left with, she wasn't going to mind.
For want of anything better to do, she checked her phone, making a face at the weather report. The storm was, as her mother would have said, having a fine old time, and it showed no signs of clearing. The dire warnings had been extended through to the next day, but before she could get more details, the connection cut out altogether.
“Got spoiled by living in town. Can't go ten minutes without my phone and my coffee,” she muttered with a sigh, but then the door opened and Cassidy was back, all four pups in tow. This time, he closed them in the bathroom with a few last pets, and then he was back out in the room, using a towel to dry off.
“How is it out there?”
“Exactly the same,” he said with a grimace. “Bucketing down as if we were all dying of thirst.”
At the last word, Pearl couldn't help scanning his body one more time, up and down, because, yes, in boxer shorts and a T-shirt,  it was clear that she hadn't seen a man who appealed to her this much in – well, had she ever? It seemed unlikely right now, and it took her a too-long moment to realize that she was supposed to make some kind of response to that.
“Um, right. Well, I hope you're thirsty, because it looks like that storm's just going to keep going. The forecast extended the warnings for another day. The roads might be a loss for even longer, depending on where the water is hitting.”
“So we're stuck.”
Pearl blinked at the way he said it.
“You don't sound sorry.”
It looked as if Cassidy couldn't quite decide what to say. He opened his mouth, closed it again, and finally shrugged, almost helplessly.
“I'm not,” he said finally. “I'm happy to have found you.”
“And the last open room?”
Something flickered across his eyes, and slowly, Cassidy, shook his head.
“No. I could have found you in a muddy swimming hole covered in algae, and I'd still be happy to be there.”
There was a rational part of her brain that said that alarm bells should be ringing. A man she had only known for a few hours, saying things like that, it should have set off every stalker alarm she had, and she had a few. Instead, she only smiled at him with a kind of happy relief, because oh god, he felt the same way she did.
Tentatively, she reached for him, , and Cassidy took her hand. For such a big man, he moved slowly and gracefully. There was something so achingly careful on his face, as if he were terrified of startling her, but Pearl felt the opposite of afraid.
Then their hands touched, and it was like lightning again, shooting out of a clear sky but hot and electric and perfect, and she threw herself into his arms.
“Where have you been?” she muttered, barely aware of what she was saying, but then he was leaning down, his lips on hers, and yes, this was the kiss that she had been waiting for, searching for, and of course Cassidy was the only one who could give it to her. Some part of her had known that ever since he stumbled into the rear of her station wagon.
That was the part that broke the spell, and just as quickly as she pulled him to her for that incredible kiss, she pushed him away again. Her entire body felt too hot, and there was a lush heaviness at the core of her that demanded more of what they had been doing, more of him.
“What is this?” Pearl asked, her voice hushed, and Cassidy, though he didn't move, looked at her as if she were good enough to eat.
“Magic,” he said, as if he were as dazed as she was, and she laughed, a real laugh.
“Sure feels like it. How are you doing?”
“You want God's honest answer for that?”
“I tend to, yes.”
Surely it was a trick of the light when his eyes briefly flashed green like a wolf's.
“I want to take you to bed and make you shout louder than that thunder.”
Yup, sounds good, Pearl thought, and that was so unlike her, so unlike everything she had ever thought and felt, that it made her take a step back, even as a warm shiver ran through her body
“No,” she said, half a whisper, and immediately, Cassidy nodded.
“All right.”
“Just that? Just all right?” The ups and downs of the last twenty-four hours made her a little sharp, but Cassidy looked unperturbed. He tried to stick his hands in his pockets, but of course in the boxers he didn't have any, and he settled for crossing them over his chest instead.
“Of course all right,” he said. “I'm not a monster. But I also think that you're feeling more or less what I'm feeling. Am I wrong?”
Get him in bed and make him shout louder than the thunder. The moment she thought it, she couldn't stop thinking about it, Cassidy's smooth voice raised up in passion for what she was doing to him.
“No, you would not be wrong,” she said faintly.
Unexpectedly he laughed, and that warm shiver went through her again. It wasn't lightning, but something warmer, sweeter and deeper. It was ground they could build on, and why did that thought nearly bring tears to her eyes, the idea of building a future with this man?
“It's a lot to take in, huh?” he said sympathetically.
“It is,” she said, and then she shook her head. “And I am not taking it in. Not right now, not tonight.”
He cocked his head at her, waiting, and she nodded, gathering her resolve.
“I'm far away from home with a bunch of puppies to care for. I nearly got mauled by feral dogs, and all I’ve had to eat is jerky and granola bars. I am in a small, sad motel room with the most attractive man I have ever seen.”
“Thank you.”
“And I have lost all ability to control what I am saying, because I absolutely did not mean to say that.”
“Glad you did, though.”
“I'll bet you are! But what I'm saying, Cassidy, is it’s too much. It’s all too much, and I cannot deal with one more thing happening tonight.”
Cassidy was nodding slowly.
“I get that. It's been a lot, and anything worth doing is worth taking your time and doing it right. Want me to sleep in the station wagon tonight?”
“What? No! Why would you do that?”
“Because this is a lot,” he said with a grin. “Besides, you know, given the fact that I'm the most attractive man you've ever seen, I thought that maybe it would be best if I removed myself from the premises, made sure I didn't rile you up any more.”
“Oh my God!”
“I could sleep with the puppies too, I'll probably fit in the tub –”
Whatever he was going to say next cut off when she pitched a pillow at him, shaking her head.
“Okay, growing less attractive with every word,” she lied. “It's a double bed, we can share. We'll just split the blankets. And maybe put some extra pillows between us.”
It should be a brick wall, judging by how I keep looking at his arms and thinking about how good that kiss was, but unfortunately, I'm a little short of bricks and mortar. I suppose pillows, blankets and iron self-control will have to do.
The laughter faded from Cassidy's face, leaving him with a thoughtful look.
“You know I mean it, right?” he said gruffly. “Nothing is going to happen that you don't want, Pearl. Absolutely nothing, ever.”
Why did that make tears prickle at her eyes? He sounded so earnest, and something about it plucked a lonely chord inside her that rang from the crown of her head to the soles of her feet. Hurriedly, she swallowed the tears back and smiled. She smiled so easily around Cassidy.
“I hope you come to work with me and tell my boss that the next time he wants me to compile the donor database.” she joked, and Cassidy nodded at her seriously.
“I will.”
“Don't. You're just his type, and I can't compete with a rich, handsome guy who used to be a model.”
“Your boss used to be a model?” asked Cassidy, and she nodded.
“Yup. He made a ton of money, and put it all into building a charity to alleviate hunger in the rural parts of the state. So, rich, good-looking, and generous. I can't compete.”
Cassidy gave her a quick look up and down, something that made a pleasant shudder run down her spine.
“No one's competing with you,” he said firmly, and even though Pearl was still in her oldest, most serviceable sleeping clothes, even if she laughed at his earnestness, she couldn't help believing him. Just a little.




Chapter Five
∞∞∞
 
Cassidy hadn't really thought about what he might do the first night he ever spent with his true mate, though if pressed, he would have had a few ideas. No matter how wild his imagination got, however, he would never have thought that it would involve watching Japanese cartoons from the eighties on a flickering TV screen.
“Why is this the only thing we're getting?” Pearl asked, perplexed. “I cannot believe we're getting old episodes of a fighting anime and nothing else.”
“Dunno, but I think I remember this one. This fight is going to take like thirty episodes.”
“Yeah, and that guy's going to get his arm cut off, and – yup, there it goes. God, this was so violent. Who let kids watch stuff this violent?”
“Is it better that he's bleeding purple? Does that make it less gory?”
They were both so involved in the confusion going on onscreen that at some point, Pearl ended up tucked under his arm as he leaned back against the headboard. Cassidy decided  Japanese cartoons from the eighties were the most romantic thing in the world, and so what if he spent more time settling into the warmth of Pearl's body and her scent rather than concentrating on the fighting on the screen?
They must have called it quits at some point. At least, when Cassidy woke up, the television was off, and they were both snuggled under the covers, the idea of separate blankets forgotten.
The digital clock on the nightstand told  him it was just short of five, but it might as well have been midnight in that room, as dark as it was.  Outside the storm sounded like it was breaking the world, but they were safe. It was a cozy, intimate kind of darkness, and when Pearl murmured and nuzzled closer to him, he marveled at how well she fit against his body, one hand draped casually over his hip, her head pushed under his chin.
“You're perfect, you know that?” he whispered. “You are completely and utterly perfect, and you’re mine.”
As much as he wanted to tell her that, there was a much more practical part of him that knew it was better to wait. He could tell she felt something for him. It had been clear from the moment they first saw each other, and that kiss proved it. Pearl had looked as overwhelmed as he was, but at least he knew what was going on. There was no way she could.
This is much easier when true mates are both shifters, he thought with some dismay, but then he shook it off. After meeting Pearl, he didn't want easier. He just wanted her, and that was all that mattered.
The rain was still pelting down outside. He knew that somewhere out there was a world waiting for both of them, one that needed explanations and arrangements and understanding. Right now, however, they were sheltered from it, and going against a lifetime of being the problem-solver and the one who liked to see things get fixed, he decided to put it off. It was too good here with Pearl, too perfect, and he wasn't sure when anything had ever felt this right.
At some point, he must have fallen back asleep, because the next thing he knew, he was blinking at the dim light coming through the curtains, and the fact that Pearl was trying to slip out from under his arm. Instinctively, he tightened his grasp to keep her there, but then reluctantly, he let her go.
“Sorry, I thought –”
“I don't want to go either,” she said, “but I was kind of hoping to sneak out and brush my teeth before you had to deal with my morning breath.”
“Thoughtful of you,” he said, sitting up to stretch. He turned just in time to catch the way she was eyeing the strip of belly revealed by his wine mom shirt edging up as he moved, and also to catch the way she turned away when she caught him noticing.
I am never throwing this shirt away, he thought with a grin.
“I don't suppose you could take the babies out and work your magic again?” she asked. “I need to make some calls, and then I'll clean out whatever mess they left in the bathroom, but they should have a run around outside, and the rain sounds a little less, well, Biblical right now.”
“Sure, no problem.”
“And remember –”
“They're not supposed to be here.”  Cassidy waved her on, standing up to reach for his jeans, thankfully dry now.
“Right. Thanks.”
Cassidy started to tell her that he didn't need to be thanked for helping look after the kids, but then she went up on tiptoe, leaning in to give him the smallest kiss on the chin. It was sweet and brief, something she might have given him every day of their lives, and somehow it was more of a sledgehammer to the chest than the passionate kiss they had shared the night before. He couldn't stop grinning even as Pearl retreated, opening the bathroom door to let the puppies out into the heavy drizzle
“Hey kiddos, ready for a quick run?”
They absolutely were, and Cassidy was only a little disappointed when he still couldn't tell which one was Cody. At this point, after a ride in the crate and sleeping in a pile together, they all smelled the same, but he wasn't too worried about that. His phone didn't have any signal, so Marisol hadn't gotten back to him about which puppy was which, but that was fine. They could wait.
He ran the pups out to the vacant lot behind the motel, taking them straight up to the timberline and keeping an eye out for the ferals that had scared everyone so badly last night. The rain had washed away all sign of them, but that didn't mean they weren't still around. Fortunately, it stayed still and quiet, and Cassidy let the pups play until they had tuckered themselves out, giving Pearl a good long while for a shower.
Besides, if I'm not in the vicinity when she's naked under hot water, I won't try to do something she's not ready for yet.
Finally, he herded the pups back to the motel room.  The rain grew harder as they made it back to the door, and judging by the thunder rumbling perilously close, it was going to be another deluge of a day.
“Nice day to be inside, huh, Cody?” he said to one of the pups nosing at the door frame. “Are you Cody? You have to tell me if you are.”
The wolf pup did nothing so useful, and instead followed the other three into the motel room. As they entered, Cassidy heard the shower still going behind the closed bathroom door, and after an only slightly guilty moment of thinking of Pearl showering, he crossed to the landline where he dialed his sister. She picked up on the fourth ring, and he winced at her sharp gruff greeting.
“Hey, it's me. Not that telemarketer you hate.”
“Cassidy! Where are you?We've been trying to reach you all night.”
“Holed up in a little motel off the freeway. Listen, I found Cody. Trouble is, he's mixed up with a lot of wolf-hybrid pups, and, well.”
He decided that Marisol was laughing with relief at the confirmation that he had her son, not that he couldn't recognize his own family.
“Oh my God, Cass!”
“Which one of them is Cody?”
“They're all dark motion blurs that have your thumb in the foreground.”
“Mari, come on, cut me some slack. Listen, they all smell like Cody, but now he smells like all of them too. You'll get your son back, and who knows, maybe I'll come back with a few extra.”
“When you get back, I'm sitting you down with a scrapbook with all our relatives in it. This is embarrassing. Anyway, why don't you just get your wolf to take a look? He'd sort it out pretty fast.”
Cassidy winced, because that was probably exactly what he should have done when he took the pups out.
“It's complicated,” he temporized. “Y'see, I'm not really alone here.”
“Cassidy? What the hell, is everything all right?”
“Yeah, when I showed up, this woman had the whole crate of them –”
“Some woman put my kid in a crate?”
“I told you, he got tumbled in with a bunch of – Marisol, she's my true mate.”
There was a silence on the other end of the line before Marisol spoke again.
“Wow. Little brother, you have had a time of it. But you have Cody?”
“Absolutely for dead and certain sure.”
“All right. Then I'm pulling the searchers out of the field and into the southern pasture. We've had some flooding.”
Cassidy winced.
“Did we lose any animals?”
“Not yet. Stop worrying about it. We have it handled. Your job right now is to get my kid home. And also not to screw up things with your true mate.”
“Mari!”
“Good luck, Cass.”
She hung up before he could protest, and he shook his head. They were in their forties, and she could still get under his skin like they were in their teens.
In the bathroom, the shower was still hissing on. If he was fast, he could pull this off. Rushing the transition was a little uncomfortable, but he could do it before Pearl got out.
Cassidy took a quick, instinctive look around, made sure the shades were still drawn, and then dropped to the floor, his shape flexing and changing as he went. Suddenly he was more aware of the cheap, strong cleansers the motel used, the vague and lingering scent of illicit cigarettes, and the salty jerky still on the table from last night. Then the puppies rushed at him, tiny excited yips filling the air.
His wolf didn't think in words, but he was overwhelmed with a sense of love and rightness and a certain kind of friendly exasperation. They were so little, such babies, and they hit his legs like a rolling tide of fur and tongues and cold noses.
Hey guys, so good to see you, so glad you smell so happy and healthy. All right, now let's see...
He was just getting his bearings when two things happened at once. The first was that the shower shut off. The second was loud and angry knocking at the door.
Shit, shit, shit –
Cassidy acted without thinking. He grabbed one puppy in his mouth and shoved it under the bed, and then he did the same to the next two. In the bathroom, Pearl was shouting that she was coming, and the knocking, if anything, redoubled.
The final pup seemed to think that this was all a fantastic game, leading Cass under the table, up to the door, and then onto the bed before he caught it.
I swear, if you're Cody, I'm going to eat all your Halloween candy this year.
He managed to shove the pup under the bed, cramming a pillow after them for good measure, and he turned just as Pearl, hair dripping wet and wearing a short loose dress, dashed out for the door, opening it as far as the chain allowed.
“Yes?”
Beyond was a large man with a red face, glaring through the crack in the door.
“You are only allowed one pet on the premises, and it's been reported to us that you have a pack of dogs with you.”
“I absolutely do not,” Pearl started, but the man leaned against the door, rattling the chain and making Pearl take a step back.
“I'm doing an inspection right now,” the man demanded. “Take this chain off at once and let me in.”
“I'm a woman traveling on my own. Like hell I'm going to do that,” Pearl shot back, and then Cassidy padded up to her hip, growling low and menacing through the door.
Pearl did a double-take down at him, but the man on the other side of the door paled noticeably.
“Ah...”
“Just a minute,” Pearl said, and she unhooked the door, letting it swing open and taking a step back. It occurred to Cassidy that she probably wanted to give the strange wolf a way out if he was going, but this particular strange wolf had no interest in leaving her side. Instead he sat down neatly, butting his head under her hand, and resumed his staring at the man who lingered at the door.
“As you can see,” Pearl said. “There's only one pet here. I guess if you have to come in, you have to, but Fetch doesn't like visitors much.”
Cassidy was vaguely impressed when the man actually did step over the threshold, though he didn't go much further. He probably had to maintain appearances, keep up the aggressive act in front of an unimpressed Pearl, but in a remarkably short amount of time, he cleared out, muttering about charging her for anything her mangy mutt destroyed. Then he was gone, shutting the door behind him with a firm click as the storm outside sent down a clatter of wind and rain.
“All right,” Pearl said, turning to him with her arms across her chest.
There was a moment when a lifetime of secrecy made Cassidy want to brazen it out. On the one hand, he wanted to tell Pearl everything about himself, and of course that meant starting with his wolf. On the other hand, now the moment was here, he felt almost painfully exposed, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn't have.
Without thinking, he whimpered, and then at her suddenly worried look, Cassidy shook his head. This was ridiculous, and. Well…
She was his one true mate. If anyone in the world was going to understand, it was her. She had to be.
Taking a deep breath, he stood up, human again, and slightly damp from the rain.
“Hey,” he said softly.




Chapter Six
∞∞∞
 
That's a wolf, Pearl's mind kept telling her, as if she might forget. That is not a dog, it's not a wolf-hybrid, it is a wolf. You know, those animals that we never domesticated, that look at us and think, not today, but maybe if I get hungry enough.
The litany ran through her brain the whole time the man at the door was telling her needed to get in to see about those puppies she was absolutely keeping in the room, and she knew that her priority should have been to get the wolf out the door and away from everyone and everything.
At the same time, it was as if there was a comforting weight in the back of her mind, a sensation of a gentle paw padding at her knee, warm fur pressed around her.
It's all fine, a voice that wasn't really a voice said. I promise. It will all be fine.
Pearl spent more time than she liked to admit watching true crime shows. She knew that so often, things weren’t fine, but maybe right then, they could be. She took a deep breath,  stood her ground, and then she and the real-life wolf brazened it out. When the hotel clerk closed the door behind him, that was one problem solved, and she turned to face the other one that had appeared in her motel room while she was innocently showering and having thoughts about the man who  shared her bed last night.
Before she could say anything, however, the wolf blurred, and Cassidy stood up, one hand ruffling the back of his hair with an anxious look on his handsome face.
“Hey,” he said. Pearl took a few moments to find her voice.
“Do it again,” she said finally, and he shot her a confused look.
“Pardon?”
“I mean, can you do it again?” she asked. “Is that a thing, or does it – Maybe you can only do it once, or maybe I'm finally cracking up, or maybe it's a full moon thing or –”
She wasn't sure how long she might have gone on, words falling out of her mouth like rocks, but then there was that blur that was so hard to track. Instead of Cassidy, there was the enormous wolf, so tall his shoulder stood level with her hip, his broad head lifted higher than that. He regarded her with familiar laughing green eyes, and his mouth lolled open in good humor.
Without thinking Pearl went down on her knees, and the wolf – Cassidy – padded over to push a cold nose against her cheek.
“Oh my God, you are utterly gorgeous,” she whispered, because he was. Lighter than the wolves she had observed at the zoos and the preserves, with strands of pale hair mixed in with the gray to give it a grizzled look. She buried her fingers in his thick ruff, her fingers sinking in forever before she found the firm muscle underneath, and she laughed as he nuzzled her like a farm dog.
Suddenly there were tears in her eyes and she couldn't stop them falling. Pearl sniffled them back fiercely, because what the hell, there was nothing to be crying about.
A heartbeat later, it was Cassidy in human form – because there was no doubt in her mind that he was the wolf, none at all – kneeling in front of her, taking her in his arms and crushing her against his chest.
“What's the matter, sweetheart?” he murmured. “Honey, it's all right. Tell me what's the matter, and I'll fix it.”
He smelled like rain and wind, perfect and warm against her, and for some reason that made her cry harder.
“I don't know,” she gasped. “I don't know. I just can’t stop.”
She knew she was being ridiculous, but Cassidy sat with her on the carpet until the tears dried up, his arms around her, rubbing her back gently and murmuring softly . She should have been embarrassed by such a strange outburst, but instead there was no embarrassment at all, just a sense that she had finally come home.
“So,” she said finally. “You change into a wolf.”
“I do,” he said. “Is that freaking you out?”
“I think I'm done with that actually,” Pearl said slowly, sitting back. She realized she was still holding Cassidy's hand and that she apparently had no intention of letting it go. She released him self-consciously, but she was comforted when Cassidy looked as reluctant as she felt.
“Really? Totally cool with me turning into a wolf on you?”
“Actually yeah, though I should probably get up off the floor. Where are the puppies?”
“I put them under the bed.”
As Pearl rose to her feet, Cassidy bent down to peer under the bed before standing up with a snort of amusement.
“And of course all the excitement has them crashed out. All four of them look like they're going to sleep out the apocalypse, and given how loud they can yip, I'm  inclined to let them do it.”
“Are they the reason  you showed up yesterday?” Pearl asked.
“Actually, it's a bit of a story. Want to sit down for it?”
“Sure, I love stories and beef jerky.”
“I'll cook you a real breakfast when we get someplace with a proper stove,” Cassidy promised, and Pearl laughed out loud, stifling it just in time to keep from waking up the sleeping puppies.
“Is that a wolf thing?”
“What?”
“The nesting instinct from Hell.”
For some reason, this made Cassidy look even more uncomfortable, and he nodded towards the table and chairs.
“Why don't you have a seat? I think I have a lot of ground to cover if you've got the time.”
“No, I think I'd rather browse YouTube than hear about real-life werewolves.”
He shot her a narrow look as they took their seats, but there was a smile kicking at the corner of his mouth. Something about it warmed her – she could never tolerate a man without a sense of humor, and that was certainly not Cassidy.
“The weird part is that there are a few YouTubers who actually have the right of it, figured out some serious stuff about shifters, but they also believe in chemtrails and Bigfoot, so it flies right by.”
“You're messing with me.”
“No, Bigfoot really isn't real,” Cassidy said solemnly. “I mean, who believes in Bigfoot?”
“I know, right? If there was some big hominid running around the Pacific Northwest all this time, someone would have bagged it for a trophy or sold it weed by now.”
“Right? But unlike Bigfoot, shifters are real. My family and I, we're wolf shifters, but there are plenty of others, especially in the more remote areas of the country. Mostly we have wolf and bear families in this state. There's a family of big horn sheep a little further north. They're the Mitchells, nice folks.”
“Wait, is Ard Farron who runs the rescue a werewolf?”
Cassidy looked surprised, but he nodded.
“Yeah, I think he's even related to me on my dad's side. How'd you figure that?”
“I saw him once talking to one of his rescues. It really looked like she understood everything he said, even if it didn't look as if she wanted to listen much. Jesus, this is all real, isn't it? You're a werewolf – oh, wait, you said wolf shifter, right? Is that the better term for it?”
Cassidy smiled, and she wondered if it was a shifter thing that he could make her feel all warm and sweet with a simple smile.
“Werewolf is fine, more or less the same as wolf shifter. Some of our Belgian cousins like lupine, but you know. It's a little fancy for my taste.”
“And no deals with the devil, wolf's bane, garlic, nothing like that?”
“Well, one of my cousins was goth for a while, but nothing to do with the devil, I love garlic, and wolf's bane is actually endangered in this state, but no, I don't have a problem with it. Nothing to do with the full moon either, or being born with a caul. It's just a way we're born.”
“Wow –”
“And you're my true mate.”
Just when she thought she was getting a grip on all of this, she lost it again. The world felt  as if it was swimming around her, and for some reason, the only stable thing in the world was Cassidy. She resisted the urge to reach  out to for him, instead taking a deep breath.
“Okay, surely you know that needs more of an explanation.”
Cassidy shrugged, not meeting her gaze. There was something more nervous, maybe even doubtful about him now, and she resisted the urge to take his hand. Touching him seemed like reliable one-way ticket to wanting more (a lot more) and she wasn't sure she should risk it right this moment)..
“It wouldn't if you were a shifter,” he said. “We grow up with the idea, wolves, bears, swans, sheep, all of us. If we're lucky, during the course of our lives, we find our true mates, the people who complete us. It could be chemistry, some weird biological trigger that we kept and you didn't, but it's a real thing. At some point, during a shifter's life, he sees someone and that's it.”
Cassidy gestured towards her, and Pearl got the idea that it was about so much more than just her body. He was gesturing at all of her, her heart, her mind, her spirit. This was it for him, and he accepted it just like she accepted the sky was blue. Something about it made her chest tighten, made her skin feel warm. It was acceptance of a kind she had never known, maybe never really believed existed.
“That's it?” she echoed. “You're okay with that?”
“Yeah.”
“Really?”
There was that little smile playing at the corner of his mouth again, and she wished it made her want to kiss him less, because dammit, she was trying to get some information here.
“Yeah,” he said. “It's not hard.”
“Really?” Pearl persisted, even when there was a little voice inside her that was laughing and telling her that she very much knew what that was like. “Really, just this person, forever and ever, world without end?”
“Yeah,” he said, and this time there was not a trace of doubt in his voice. “Look, I know it sounds weird to you. You didn't grow up with this the way  I did. You didn't grow up with this as a thing that your parents and grandparents have gone through, that you watch your older siblings and your cousins go through as well.”
Pearl shook her head automatically, because all right, this was a lot. It might have been too much, and her heart was beating so fast that it couldn't be healthy for her. She gave him a pleading look, because whatever she needed right now, he was the one who could give it to her.
“You have to admit that it sounds nuts.”
Cassidy raised an eyebrow at that.
“And werewolves are an easier sell?”
For some reason, the arch way  Cassidy said it made her laugh, draining some of the tension from the air and helping her take a deep breath.
“I don't buy it.”
“Okay.”
She blinked at him, giving him a cautious look.
“Just, okay? Even if I don't believe this true mate stuff?”
For some reason, that only made Cassidy smile wider.
“Yeah. Pearl, I promise you, this isn't some weird scam or ploy. The last thing  I want is for you to do something  you don't want to do.”
“I haven't been, and I don't,” she said forcefully, and he nodded.
“Good, because that would be wrong. I never ever want you to do anything with which you are not one hundred percent on board. On the other hand, this true mates stuff, well, from what I can tell talking with my family, it's like the sky being blue. You can talk around it all you want, come up with stories about it, examine the science, even say  it's not blue. However –”
“That doesn't stop the sky being blue” Pearl said with some chagrin. “Right.”
Cassidy was making perfect sense. If she could accept the fact that he turned into a wolf, why couldn't she accept this?
Maybe because you can see him shift into a wolf with your eyes. You can't see the other part of it, this stuff about mates and love and commitment and –
Cassidy sighed, and reached across the table to take her hands, telegraphing every move so she could pull back if she wanted to. She didn't want to pull back at all, and instead, there was a part of her that sighed with relief when he touched her. His calloused hands were warm around hers, and a fluttery little thrill went through her when he traced the cup of her palm with his thumb.
“Look,” he said. “What would you do if I was just a regular guy you were spending the night with?”
“Er, like I'd picked you up and brought you back to the hotel for a quickie?”
“I was thinking more like you'd offered me a room for the night because the motel had no vacancies. Do you often pick up men for quickies?”
“You don't know! I might!” Pearl said indignantly, and then she made a face. “No, I don't. I watch a lot of true crime. But I could if I wanted to!”
“Of course you could. But what would you do if I was just a normal guy who you were helping out, and tomorrow, we would normally go our separate ways?”
Unexpectedly, tears pricked Pearl's eyes again, and she dashed them away. She didn't like the idea of them going their separate ways, not even a little.
“I would give you my phone number,” she said, almost defiantly. “I would see if maybe you wanted to get coffee or dinner in town or something.”
Cassidy's smile was sweet, and he brought her hand up to his lips for a gentle kiss. It should have been ridiculously cheesy, but instead something about it comforted Pearl, sent a wave of warmth and ease through her.
“That sounds just fine. We can take this slow, and I would love to take you for coffee. I know a great place in town,  Delmonico's –”
“Oh, I know that place,” Pearl said automatically, and then she stopped with a frown.
“What?”
“The owner. Mr. Shevchenko.”
“Yeah, Ed and his wife have owned it for –”
“Mr. Shevchenko is a bear shifter, isn't he?” It sounded ridiculous even in her ears, but the moment she said it, Pearl knew that she was right. “He is. He's got to be, there's this – this feeling about him. He's so big and calm and easy going, and you just know that he would rip your face off without thinking twice if he got angry enough.”
Cassidy beamed at her.
“Got it in one. He and his wife both, actually.”
“Oh God. Oh God, the man who makes my favorite mocha latte is a bear shifter.”
Pearl covered her face with her hands, and Cassidy, after a moment of hesitation, laid a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“It's all right. It really doesn't change anything. It's like, say, suddenly realizing someone you know speaks another language, and you never knew before, right? Nothing's changed.”
“I know, it's just... Argh. Okay, I need to go out.”
Cassidy sat up straight, and the look he gave her was frankly startled.
“Where are you going? The rain's still coming down.”
“It'll be fine, I'm not going far. I just... Cassidy, I  need some time to think, even if it's just twenty minutes, and you don't make that easy.”
His face fell, and before she could stop herself, she reached out to touch his cheek, tracing her finger along the stubble that lined his lower jaw.
“It's all right,” she said. “It's just hard to think when the most handsome man I've ever met keeps looking at me like I hung the moon.”
“Handsome?” Cassidy sounded so pleased she laughed. There was a tiny voice whispering in the back of her head that she could do a lot better than leave. She could stay and show him exactly how handsome she thought he was. They could give in to the attraction that Cassidy said had a name, and they could figure out what this all really meant. What Cassidy said it meant.
Instead she picked up her car keys.
“Too handsome for me to keep my head, for sure.”
That at least made him smile.
“I'll take the compliment.”
“Good, because I very very much mean it. Back in  a while. Have you got the puppies?”
At Cassidy's nod, Pearl made her escape out of the motel room, letting the door bang shut behind her. The rain showed no sign of letting up. The sky was darkening rapidly, and they were likely settling in for another flood by the afternoon.
Another evening in close quarters with a man who looks like the first day of summer feels, she thought, and she shook her head.
The weird part was that there was a part of there that wasn't upset by any of this. Pearl spent her life worrying, coming up with solutions, knowing exactly what was going on. She was comfortable living with that kind of stress because life was unpredictable, and the more ready you were for what was coming, the better off you would be. This part of her wasn't worried at all, and somehow, that made her worry more.
Pearl could pill a cranky tomcat in under five minutes. She'd managed to keep a litter of orphaned day old kittens alive until they were on solid food, waking up every two hours to feed them. Anyone who knew her would say  she was great in a crisis and steady as a rock.
Right now, however, she felt as light as dandelion fluff, as if a single breath of wind might blow her straight over the mountain. She was certain, and she didn't trust that certainty. She couldn't.
What in the world am I going to do?
Well. Pearl knew what she wanted to do, and she shook it off. Balance. She needed balance right now, and she walked out to get some.




Chapter Seven
∞∞∞
 
The door closed behind Pearl and Cassidy groaned, holding his head in his hands. One of the puppies peeked out from under the bed at him, making soft snuffly noises, and he gave it a wry look.
“Think that could have gone worse?” he asked. “Are you going to grow up and tell all sorts of stories about how Uncle Cass messed things up with his true mate?”
The puppy whuffed, unimpressed at Cassidy and his relationship woes, and returned to the puppy haven under the bed. It was probably too much to expect a convenient and comforting transformation from his nephew at just that moment, but Cassidy couldn't help hoping for the win. Given how things had gone with Pearl, he sorely needed one.
When the puppies showed no sign of budging from under the bed, Cassidy sighed and got up to stretch out on top of the mattress. Despite it barely being past mid-morning, his eyes drifted shut. The rain hitting the window was soothing, and his thoughts drifted, blowing this way and that before they brushed up against the thought of dark, dark hair, a smiling face, and eyes that took his breath away.
I should have given her my phone number so she could call in case she gets in trouble, he thought. I should have tried to keep her here until she understood. I should have explained better, been smoother and calmer.
Woulda, coulda, shoulda, as his dad was fond of saying, and there was no getting the past back. Instead, all he could do was move forward towards the future.
Despite how their last talk had gone, Cassidy's heart beat faster at the idea of that future, one  he could share with Pearl. There were so many questions, and instead of frightening or frustrating him, that only filled him with awe. It was a future, a future with Pearl, and right then, it made him ache with a kind of longing he’d never known before.
When Cassidy slept, his dreams were wolf dreams, the kind he usually had when he spent the night on four legs instead of two. It was a blur of green and white, snow on the ground and the scent of cold in the air. He was whole and healthy, able to run for miles if he needed to. When he was a wolf, he ran for joy, but now he could tell he was running with a purpose, towards something.
I  have to find her, he thought, in that firm and unquestioned way he thought in dreams. All I have to do is find her, and everything will be okay.
Thunder rumbled, and he looked up at the clouds above.
I should do it soon, though. There's a storm coming in soon, and it's going to be a hell of a thing.
Then the thunder found the lightning with a terrible crash, and Cassidy sat up with a start. There was a moment of utter confusion as the puppies that had been sleeping on his chest and at his sides spilled off with offended yelps, the second clap of thunder sending them racing for the shelter under the bed.
“Oh hey, it's all right –” he started, but then the door opened, and he grinned at the sight of Pearl in the doorway.
“Oof, I got in just in time,” she said, bumping the door closed with her hip and setting the pizza box on the table. “Did you get some more sleep?”
“I did. How long were you gone?”
“Oh, not long at all. I sat in my car and listened to some music, and then I realized that the pizza place just across the street had its lights on.”
Cassidy was realized that he could smell something absolutely amazing, cheese and dough, and tomatoes, and it must have shown on his face because Pearl laughed.
“It was just the owner behind the counter and his wife at the oven, and I had to fight my way to the front to get a large cheese. About half the town's lost power, so honestly, I'm lucky I didn't have to shiv anyone.”
“Are you sharing?”
“Yes, because I'm not a monster who would eat pizza in front of someone without at least offering to share. Come on.”
Cassidy came to sit at the table with her, and the first bite of the pizza, still hot, deliciously greasy and flavored with something more interesting than the usual red sauce, made him groan with pleasure.
“Oh, this is good. Why is this so good?”
“Maybe because it's coming up on twenty-four hours since you had anything to eat besides beef jerky and granola?”
“Well, that doesn't hurt, but this is really good pizza,” he insisted.”It's better than White Pie's in Denver, and that's the best pizza in the state.”
Pearl's head shot up, and she quirked an eyebrow at him.
“No, it's not. That's Sally's Pizza over on the west side.”
“Oh, come on. Their secret ingredient is sage, and I don't mean in the sauce. It's just sage in everything.”
“Maybe I like sage,” Pearl said with a grin that made him want to forget all about the pizza and kiss her. “Maybe I've gone through my entire life sage-deprived, and now all I care about is getting enough sage into my diet.”
“And thus you have decided there is nothing in the world as good as Sally's Pizza,” Cassidy said gravely. “I'm sorry. I did not know about your tragic backstory.”
“Thank you. Please think of the real victims.”
She was still smiling when she bit into the slice of pizza in her hand, and then her eyes went wide. There was something at once adorable and fascinating about it, surprise and pleasure, and oh, but he wanted to know more about all of that that He had found her, recognized her, and now he had told her who he was and what she was to him. After that, it should all be easy, except of course, it wasn't, He had basically dropped a piano on her with everything about fated mates and shifters, and that was going to take time. Whether she knew it or not, he was prepared to give it to her, so for the moment, he was simply going to have to be pleased that she had found some amazing pizza.
“Oh my God.”
“Right?”
For a while, there was nothing but the sound of eating and happy little groans from Pearl that Cassidy was trying his very best not to make sexy or romantic. He must not have been doing an amazing job, however, because after a slice and a half, Pearl gave him an amused look.
“So this true mate thing,” she said. “I guess it's the real deal for you, huh?”
He tried not to flinch at the for you, but he nodded.
“Realer than the mountains, truer than the sky,” he said automatically. “I know it's pretty hard to believe, but –”
“You're watching me eat pizza as if you've never seen anything more fascinating. Unless you have a fetish, I figured that some kind of weird magic stuff might be on the table.”
“I don't have a fetish,” he said, and then he couldn't help asking. “So you don't feel it?”
She looked down, fiddling with a napkin. There was a kind of nervousness to her that made him think of calves unsteady on their legs. They had no idea how strong they really were, how safe they were, and his heart hurt.
“Of course I do,” she said softly, and Cassidy wanted to go howl his victory at the sky. Instead, he managed to wipe his fingers on the napkin and come to kneel in front of her. He wasn't sure what prompted it. He knew he didn't want her to be scared, but right then, he wanted to be closer to her and somehow, he could tell that she wanted to be close to him too.
“Hey,” he said softly, reaching up to brush a lock of dark hair off her face. “Hey, it's all right.”
She laughed, a desolate little sound.
“Everything in me is telling me that it is,” she said helplessly. “Everything looks at you, and, well...”
“What?”
Her hands came up to cover her face, but he could tell that she was blushing red.
“Pearl?”
“I have known you for less than two days, and I want to rip your clothes off and throw them in the dumpster so that you never wear any again.”
Her stark words startled a yelp of laughter out of him, and she shook her head.
“I'm ridiculous. This makes no sense.”
“You are not ridiculous, and honestly, you're right, it makes no sense.”
That got her attention, and she looked at him inquisitively.
“What do you mean?”
“Neither do quantum physics,” he said with a shrug. “It doesn't need to make sense, not when we can feel it so clearly. And you do, don't you?”.
“I feel… Well... It's so much. I don't have the words for it.”
Cassidy cast around for a way to explain it, and his eyes fell on the puppies, who had ventured out from under the bed, drawn by the smell of hopefully unguarded pizza. He scooped one of them up, cuddling him to his chest.
“Well, how much sense do these guys make?”
“What do you mean?”
Cassidy put the puppy in her lap, because as upset as she looked, a puppy could only help. The puppy snuffled at her fingers, and a smile lit up Pearl's face. Christ, but she was gorgeous when she smiled. He shook his head, because he needed to focus now.
“They're babies,” he said. “They're alone in the world. There's nothing to stop you from just dropping them by the side of the road.”
Pearl's smile disappeared into something far more sharp and indignant.
“I’m not a monster!”
“Of course you're not. But there's nothing binding you to these pups. And you might give me some kind of line about how you're doing your part, but the moment you saw them –”
“There was no chance in the world  I would ever let them be hurt if I could help it,” she said softly. “You're not a puppy, Cassidy.”
“No. But there are feelings there that you don't need to explain when you see these pups. And there's a feeling I get when I look at you that… Well... I don't need that explained either. It just is, the same way you're just beautiful to me.”
Pearl swallowed hard, letting the puppy jump back on the floor. For a moment, it looked as if she didn't know what to do with her hands, and finally she settled with them resting lightly on her thighs.
“What is it?” he asked, keeping his voice as gentle as he knew how.
“May I kiss you?”
It was like being struck by lightning. One moment he was explaining how the shifter world worked to his true mate, and the next moment, it was as if the top had lifted clean off his head. Everything changed, and all he could see in front of him was Pearl, her eyes, her tender mouth, the sweetness in every line in her body. She wanted to kiss him.
“Of course you can,” he softly. Outside, the rain came down harder. They might as well have been alone in the world.
“And if... If I don't want anything else...“
“Then you don' t want anything else, and we leave it at that. I promise. I will never, ever make you do anything you don't want to do.”
Instead of answering him, Pearl leaned forward, her fingers sliding around the back of his neck and finding their way into his hair. She leaned in, and then her lips were on his. Cassidy rose up so he could deepen the kiss, and when her lips parted, he could taste her more thoroughly.
He tasted pizza first and foremost, but then a moment later, all he could feel and taste was her, sweet and perfect, entirely herself and no one else. She filled his mind, settled in a place he’d never known was hollow until now. Without thinking about it, his hands came up to rest on her generous hips, and even lost in her kiss as he was, he appreciated the muscle he could feel there.
My mate is strong, she tastes good, she is mine, his wolf bayed inside him, and Pearl gasped. He could lose his head with her, but he made himself pull back fractionally, just enough that he could speak clearly.
“If you don't want –”
”Of course I do,” she said, and she leaned in to kiss him again, her fingers taking a firmer grasp on his hair to keep him still. It felt so good that he caught himself in mid-moan, and as he stopped, he remembered they had  an audience.
A quick glance down showed him that, yes, all four puppies were now out from under the bed, and two of them were watching him and Pearl with great curiosity.
Dammit.
Reluctantly, he broke the kiss, and nothing had ever felt more unfair than the abbreviated little moan that Pearl made, a sound seized him by the heart and tugged.
“Nothing in the world would make me happier than to keep doing that,” he managed, “but we have an audience.”
Pearl glanced down in amusement at the pups.
“Is this where you draw your line? I'm sure they're –”
“One of them is my nephew,” he said, and at Pearl's look, he nodded.
“I'm sorry, I'm just full of surprises.”
“Okay. Well, yes. I'm going to need some more information here.”
“I can help you with that,” Cassidy said, heaving a sigh and returning to his chair.
He glanced down at the pups, who gazed back at him with utter innocence.
“Cody, whichever one you are, I hope you don't mind me trotting this story out at every family get-together for the next twenty years.”




Chapter Eight
∞∞∞
 
Pearl felt a lot like she was inside a pinball machine.
“No, it makes sense,” she insisted. “I'm short, I'm round, and every time I think I have a grasp on things, wham, another one of those paddles gets flipped and I go spinning out into a world of bright lights and werewolf lore.”
Cassidy, safely on the other side of the table so she didn't give in to her urge to simply jump him, made a noise of dissent.
“You are way more cute than a pinball,” he objected, but she shook her head.
“So one of these pups is your nephew Cody? And I was about to take him to a wolf-hybrid rescue?”
“It wouldn't have been a total disaster. Like I said, Ard's a friend of the family. I didn't know that when you took off down the highway, but it would have turned out all right.”
Pearl offered him a weak smile, shaking her head.
“You have to admit, this is all a lot.”
“And you are coping beautifully.”
Cassidy said it with such confidence that Pearl couldn't help laughing. She shook her head, going to sit on the floor and offer her hand to the curious pups. Soon enough, she had all four in her lap, rolling over and stepping on each other for a chance at ear-scratches and petting.
“All right, Cody,” she said. “Come on, pipe up. Your uncle's worried sick.”
Nothing happened, and Cassidy laughed ruefully.
“I'm sorry that didn't work, but if it had, I was going to kick myself really hard.”
“Do we just have to wait?”
“More or less. The problem is that they largely all smell like one another now. My wolf could have figured out which one was which when he first got tumbled in with the others, but now, it would probably take his mom or his dad or one of my parents to suss out who's who.”
“Your wolf,” Pearl said thoughtfully. “That's not a metaphor is it?”
“Not as such. You know how you have a little voice in your head telling you to do the right thing, to be kind, to avoid biting off someone's head just because they're having a bad day?”
“Sure.”
“Well, shifter folks have that one, and they have another one, their wolf, or their bear, or their sheep, and it says about what you’d expect it to say.”
“For example?”
“Maybe go ahead and bite off that guy's head, he was roughing up that girl, no one's going to miss him.”
“Ooof. And, you know, I hate to turn the conversation around to me –”
“Please do.”
“Just what does your wolf think of me?”
She wasn't sure what she expected. She told herself that she was braced, but it had been such a weird, exhilarating couple of days she couldn't be convinced it wasn't just the comfortable padding of shock. She was prepared for something alarming or even disturbing, but instead Cassidy's eyes went so soft, her heart ached.
“Cassidy?”
“Oh, my wolf loves you,” he said. “It's not the words he’d use. He doesn't really use words, though sometimes it helps to translate them.”
“Translate them for me.”
Cassidy took a deep breath, dropping his eyes as if he couldn't quite bear to look at her.
“He wants to show you his favorite places to sleep and  run. He wants to bring down the biggest elk in the valley and lay it at your feet so that you’ll never be hungry, and he wants you to tell him how strong he is. He wants to protect you. He wants to keep you safe, and he wants to adore you, and he wants you to laugh and be joyful with him forever.”
By the end of Cassidy's speech, Pearl could feel a lump in her throat. It was heavy and sharp at once, and she knew that if she let it go, everything, her self control, her very world, it would all unspool. She would throw it all away to be with Cassidy and his wolf, to be his and to let him be hers, but instead, she swallowed it down.
“And you, Cassidy?”
“All that and more,” he promised, and she could only allow herself a brief nod.
If Cassidy was disappointed by her answer, he didn't show it. Instead he only looked relieved and pleased, as if merely saying the words and having her understand them was enough.
It could be said that she couldn't possibly understand such a thing, but at the same time, she knew she did. Rationally, in her head, she knew that wasn’t possible, but her heart was a different story.
Just then one of the pups pounced on another one, growling and snarling in a play fight that started getting too serious too fast. Even little teeth could deliver a nasty nip, and even if it was good for the siblings to tussle with one another, this one looked a little vicious.
Before she could look around for a suitable toy that wouldn't lead to a future of destroyed cloth or pillows, Cassidy went down into his wolf form.
It was a startling transformation, and Pearl had no idea how many times she could watch it before the wonder wore off. One moment, there was a handsome man sitting next to her, and the next there was an enormous wolf on the ground, massive in the way that people often forgot  wolves could be.
He stalked over to the puppies, mouth open and full of teeth, but with absolutely no threat at all. He gently divided the pups with one paw, and settled between them.
Both pups yipped in complaint, but when they tried to find each other to continue their little cage-match, Cassidy only patiently pulled them apart again. It was the patience that struck Pearl like a hammer, and before she knew what she was doing, she went down on her knees next to him, scruffing her fingers through the fur behind his ears.
Oh wait, is that offensive or invasive?
She just barely had time to think the question before Cassidy's cold nose shoved under her hand, so clearly looking for pets that she laughed.
“God, but you're gorgeous,” she said.
Cassidy lolled out his tongue in a distinctly doggy grin, and she scratched both sides of his neck, making his tail thump on the floor. The motion brought the other two puppies over, eager for a game of pounce, and then they lost the next little while with a tumble of puppies between them, all looking for attention, all lovable and clumsy and perfect in the way puppies were.
I could get used to this, Pearl thought with amusement, watching Cassidy pretend to stalk some delighted pups hiding under the table.
Then, before she could think about what she might be getting used to, there was a clap of thunder, so loud and so powerful it seemed to shake the world. The lights flickered for a moment, coming back on just as Pearl was certain they were going to lose them, and the pups set up a frantic howling.
“I'm going to get their crate and some towels,” she said, and she got up to go to the bathroom.
The rain was coming down in buckets, slamming against the roof and windows. There was already a little puddle of water where she'd left the window cracked earlier, and she made a face, reaching for the crate.
She had just managed to grab a towel and lift the crate up when she saw a frantic gray streak cross the bathroom floor practically under her feet, a sharp worried yelp coming from the room behind her. The crate hit the floor with a hard rattle, stopping Cassidy from rushing in, and in two shakes, the puppy had jumped from the floor to the toilet lid, from the toilet lid to the window sill, and then he was gone, out into the storm.
“Fuck!” Pearl cried, and then she pushed the crate back into the bathroom and dashed to the front door, where she shoved her feet into her sneakers. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
Cassidy scratched at the door urgently, but she was right behind him.
“I'm going to search the parking lot in case he went that way,” she said. “If he's where the cars are, he needs to not be, and I can stop him before he hits the freeway.”
Cassidy gave her a quick nod, and she opened the door. Instead of dashing out into the darkness as she expected him to do, he pushed his cold nose into her hand briefly, looking up at her with extraordinary green eyes.
His eyes don't change whether he's a wolf or a man, she thought as she turned towards the rain. Still so kind. Still so loving.
Then he disappeared around the corner of the building, towards the woods and the mountains, and she took a deep breath, racing towards the parking lot.
The rain was hard and cold, soaking her to the skin and plastering her thick hair to her scalp. She had to grit her teeth to keep them from chattering out of her head, and she fumbled with her phone to turn on the flashlight function. It flickered, barely better than nothing in the darkness of a storm. If she got out of this, she was going to buy one of those big club-a-mugger flashlights.
It was painstaking work, looking under each car while trying to call out for the puppy. She had no idea if it was Cassidy's nephew, but it wouldn't have mattered. Nothing should be out in this deluge, and she strained her eyes in the darkness to find the pup and bring him back.
She was almost back to the motel door when she saw what looked at first like a bag of  trash dumped against the rear wheel of an RV. Then the bag twitched, and when she came closer, Pearl saw that it wasn't a bag of trash at all, but in a tiny kid, dressed in a pair of jeans and a Transformers T-shirt. He was small enough that he couldn't have been much more than three, and when the light shone in his eyes, he uttered a pained little whine. 
“Cody?  That's you, right, Cody?”
If she had expected anything like recognition, she was out of luck. The boy's eyes shone green in the light from her phone, and then he was sprinting away from her, towards the treeline. Without thinking, Pearl pelted after him, shoving her phone in her pocket as she went. She didn't dare take her eyes off his fleeing form – she would never find him again if she did.
“Cassidy! Cassidy, I found him!”
It felt as if the storm and the rain whipped her words straight out of her mouth, and  a stitch burned in her side as she ran. It didn't matter though. Nothing mattered but grabbing Cody and getting him back, and –
She was concentrating so hard on keeping up that she nearly crashed straight into him as he came to a dead stop. As it was, she managed to grab hold  of his shoulders, because like hell she was losing Cassidy's nephew just when she'd found him, and then she realized he was shaking under her hands.
“Cody? Cody, it's okay, kiddo. It's okay, I promise.”
Now she could see that he was staring into the shadows in front of them, and when the low growl came from the darkness there, her heart tried to stop.
No, she thought. No, no, no, absolutely not.
She clutched Cody close, and just as she started to lift him up in her arms, he popped back into his puppy form, a small, sodden and chilly weight against her chest. She clutched him to her body, probably too tightly, but he didn't make a sound and neither did she.
How fast can I run with him if I have to? Pearl wondered, backing away slowly. Can I just sprint for the motel?
She backed up, step by step, and with every step she took, the wolfdog she had first met in the parking lot paced her. It was alone, or at least, it looked like it was. She wouldn't have made  a bet one way or another about how close the other dogs were, but right  now, she was thankful for that fact.
“It's okay,” she whispered. “It's okay. I promise, baby, it's okay.”
She had worked with dogs for years. She loved them, and at the same time, she knew how dangerous they could be. She recognized what was coming when the wolfdog crouched, when every muscle tensed, and she turned to run because that was the only choice she had.
Then there was a howl, loud enough to deafen her, and a flash of paler fur lit up by a sudden lightning strike and a boom of thunder.
Cassidy in his wolf form hit the wolfdog like a truck and they went down in a snarl of snapping jaws, limbs, and fur. Pearl stared for one horrified moment, and then, sense returning, she ran for her car, fortunately just a short distance away. Time seemed to stretch, making every second take up three or four, but she somehow managed to wrestle the driver's side door open, dropping Cody into the passenger seat before slamming the door behind them.
The quiet of car was deafening after the hard fall of the rain and the thunder, and all she could hear was her own hard breathing and Cody's small whimpers.
“Oh, sweetheart, are you all right?”
She held out her hands, and he went to her immediately, making small appeasing whines. For a few terrible moments, she wondered if he had gotten hurt somehow before she found him, but running her fingers through his thick fur and checking his small anxious face revealed no cuts or scrapes.
He's just scared, Pearl thought with relief, and for a moment, she only held him tight against her chest.
“You're okay, baby, you're okay. Now hang tight here, because I need to go help your uncle.”
He gave an offended yelp when she put him back in the passenger's seat and reached for the trusty crowbar she kept under the driver's seat.
“Be good,” she said to him, opening the car door. “I'll be right back!”
The whine he gave her was distinctly indignant, but she ignored it, slamming the car door shut again. She had to go help Cassidy, she had to get that dog off of him. She dove into the rain again –
Only to crash face first into Cassidy's chest. His strong arms came up around her, and for a moment, they just clung to each other, getting as close as it was possible to get while still remaining two people.
“I'm sorry, I'm so sorry,” Pearl couldn't help saying through chattering teeth. “I had to – I didn't want to leave you behind, but I had to hang on to Cody.”
“You did just right, shh, it was just right, exactly, I promise.”
“And I was so scared, and –”
“I'm fine, and that dog's not coming around here again –”
“And I love you –”
“God, I love you too.”
Pearl pulled back to look up at Cassidy in wonder at that, but he only grinned down at her, his white teeth flashing in the low light.
“Gonna hold you to that one, pretty lady,” he said with a grave air that sent a happy shiver up her spine. “Cody? Cody, kiddo?”
She got the door open again, and Cody tumbled halfway out of the driver's seat. She grabbed him before he could hit the ground, and then he was in Cassidy's large hands, pressed against his heart.
“Aww, kid, you scared the heck out of everyone.”
Something about the hushed relief in Cassidy's voice pulled at Pearl's heart, and she understood in a way she hadn't before how much love this man had in him, for his family, for his world, for her. She blinked back tears.
Even with the rain, there was no telling how long they might have stood like that, but Cody quickly had enough, Another moment, and there was a grubby little toddler in Cassidy's arms, and he twisted out of his uncle's grasp, reaching for Pearl again.
She took him automatically, balancing him on her hip and making Cassidy shake his head.
“Kid, I ran my paws to the bone looking for you, and not even a hello? I can't fault your taste, though. Come on. It's soaking wet out here, and I would fight another ten dogs just to get dry.”




Chapter Nine
∞∞∞
 
The storm slacked off sometime after midnight, with the phone service kicking back on around the same time. Marisol got to spend a good half hour on the phone with Cody, even if was mostly just a series of happy little noises on Cody's part. In the meantime, there was enough hot water for everyone in human form to have a shower, and Pearl made another trip to the store to grab some suitable dry clothes for Cody.
“I'm glad I didn't just have to buy another wine mom shirt, but really, I'm way more prepped for kittens and puppies than I am for kids.” She gave Cassidy an endearingly shy look. “Though apparently, I should change that?”
“You are inheriting a whole pack of niblings,” he said gravely. “That is a very good idea.”
Cassidy was very good. He didn't even crow with pleasure over the idea that she was sticking around long enough to prepare for his assorted relatives. If he were being honest with himself, he was still too high from what they’d said in the rain. He'd won a fight, got the girl, and found his nephew. He could afford to be gracious.
It didn't hurt that Cody had apparently found a new aunt and was absolutely set on staying as close to her as he could. He ate his pizza snugged up to her side, he watched television curled up next to her, and when he went to play with the puppies again, he kept a weather eye on Pearl as if to make sure she didn't go far.
“Affectionate kid,” Pearl commented at one point.
“I kind of know how he feels.”
When they bedded down for the night, Cody rolled firmly between them, head pressed against Pearl's shoulder and foot firmly lodged in Cassidy's ribs, but even that wasn't enough to dampen Cassidy's spirits.
My true mate, he thought, hardly able to keep his head from floating right off his shoulders. Mine, just like I'm hers. Mine, mine, mine.
He slept better than he ever had, and when he woke up, his hand was clasped in Pearl's, locked over Cody's belly.
“Morning,” Pearl whispered, and Cassidy couldn't keep from grinning at her.
“Morning. You mind getting on the road soon? I find I'm pretty ready to get these babies where they need to go, and get Cody back to his mom.”
“Read my mind,” said Pearl, and then they were off, cleaning the hotel room as best they could and hustling the puppies into the crate. The clerk at the front desk didn't bat an eye at how a single woman with a dog had turned into a woman with a man and a kid in tow, and then they were on the road, driving into a day that was as bright and clear as sun shining through a mountain stream.
Exhausted from his adventures, Cody slept the whole way up to Ard Farron's ranch, where a familiar blue pickup waited for them.
The moment the car came to a stop, Cassidy opened the door, and Cody trampled over him, racing over to his mother's waiting embrace. Marisol swung her son up in her arms, hugging him close and whispering what was probably a fascinating combination of I love you and never do that again in his ear. When she had reassured herself that her son was in one piece, she shifted him onto her hip and sauntered over to Cassidy and Pearl as if she had never been worried at all.
“Heard you two had a time of it,” she said. “Thanks for everything you've done, Pearl.”
If Pearl was startled by Marisol's direct gaze, she didn't show it, and she took Marisol's hand without hesitation.
“He was no problem at – ah!”
She yelped as Marisol pulled her into a hard one-armed hug, and Cassidy blinked when Marisol whispered something in Pearl's ear. When she released her, there was a faint blush on Pearl's cheeks, and he gave his sister a stern look.
“What in the world did you say?”
Marisol snorted.
“Girl talk. None of your business. Did you bring a ride?”
“No, my truck's still at the state park where I left it.”
“Oh. That's terrible for you.”
Cassidy started to ask her why as she buckled Cody into her own truck, climbed in, and drove off. It all happened so quickly and smoothly that Cassidy was left staring after her in confusion, even as the plumes of dust settled in her wake.
“Wait,” he said, and Pearl gave him a promising smile as she went by with the crate of real wolf-hybrid puppies. Automatically he went to take the crate from her and  together they crossed the lot to Ard's house.
“Don't worry. I can give you a ride to wherever you're going next.”
There was still a slight blush high on Pearl’s cheeks, and he gave her a bemused look.
“What did my sister say to you, anyway?”
“Well, she gave me directions to a cabin a little up the road that belongs to your family. She, er, said it was really private, but it had plumbing, a generator, and food in the pantry, anything we might need.”
“Oh, the old place up on Bright's Creek. That's about twenty minutes from here. Are we going?”
The look that Pearl gave him was direct and uncomplicated.
“If you want me,” she said, her voice shaking a little, and he had to put the crate of protesting puppies down to kiss her, because if there was a chance she didn't know the answer to that, he had messed up really, really bad somewhere.
“Always,” he said. “Always, always, always.”
She hugged him tight, and there was something so perfect about the way she pressed up against him, how she fit in his arms, that Cassidy could barely stand it.
In fact, the only thing that kept him from howling with triumph was a soft cough coming from the direction of the house, and even then it was something of a near thing.
“Hey, you two,” said Ard, coming down the stairs. “Cass, I'd appreciate it if you don't set up a racket. It'd get the whole place going.”
Cassidy turned to the older shifter with a smile he couldn't erase, one arm slung around Pearl's shoulders.
“Ard,” he said. “I'd like you to meet my true mate.”
“Ard and I have met before this,” Pearl said. Maybe it was a little silly, but there was something about introducing his true mate, the one he had found after all this time, the one he had been missing all his life without ever knowing it, that still made him want to laugh out loud.
“It's a different kind of thing now,” Ard said, offering her his hand. “Now you know who I really am. Welcome to the community, Pearl.”
Pearl shook hands with Ard, a bemused but happy look on her face.
“Thank you. I'm happy to be here. Er, is there a lot that's different now?”
“Well, now I can introduce you to the little batwing kittens that Cass's dad  brought in last week.”
Pearl stared, and Cassidy's heart squeezed at the world that was waiting for her. She was going to love it.
“Batwing kittens.”
“Yup. I'll tell you to keep an eye out, though. There's a hellhound chihuahua that someone dropped off last week running around. That one's a little hellion, no pun intended.”
Pearl gave him a look that could have sharpened a knife.
“Now I know you're making fun of me.”
“I wish I was,” Ard said with a sigh. “That thing’s going to be a bastard and a half to rehome if I ever do it.”
Unexpectedly, Pearl frowned.
“That reminds me. Ard, I stayed at a motel on the way here, and there was this pack of feral dogs stalking the place. Not a huge pack, but it has a wolfdog in it that's willing to attack humans.”
Cassidy blinked.
“That was a wolfdog?”
“Looked like one anyway. And Ard, I know what a malamute looks like. It's not a sled dog that got too hungry, and either way –”
“Something needs to be done,” Ard finished, looking grim. “I'll go out and take a look, maybe call Cass's mom in as well. She's got the best nose for trouble this side of the mountains. Thanks  for the heads-up.”
“Of course. Thank you for taking care of it. I wouldn't like some teenager working with animal control to walk up thinking he was dealing with a scared dog or something.”
As much fun as it was watching his new mate interact with a community that he already knew was going to love her, Cassidy abruptly decided that he was about done talking about wolfdogs and chihuahuas, hellish or otherwise.
“Ard,” he said, before Pearl could start puzzling through the logistics of hellhound rescue and feral wolfdog management, “If you've got the pups in hand, I was thinking we could leave the kittens for another day. I was hoping to hit the road sooner rather than later.”
Ard was kind enough that he didn't look too knowing. Instead he covered his smile with a gesture that could pass for wiping his mouth, nodding.
“Yeah, you two must be dead tired.”
“Dead tired,” Pearl said, surprising Cassidy. “Exhausted. I don't know how I'm going to make it back to my place if I don't get at least a few hours of sleep. You don't mind if we duck out?”
“Not at all,” Ard said, a little more kindly than he would have to Cassidy. “Drive safe, and come on by whenever you like.”
Pearl turned to Cassidy, and he couldn't help giving her a broad grin as he took her hand.
“Come on,” he said. “Let's get some rest.”




Chapter Ten
∞∞∞
 
The entire twenty-minute drive up to the cabin, Pearl was constantly aware of Cassidy and how very quiet it was. She had no idea how noisy it had been before, with four pups, and then three pups and a kid. Between that and the storm, there was had always been something going on, but now, alone with Cassidy at last, it was quiet enough for her to hear her own breathing.
She realized after a moment that they were breathing in rhythm with one another, and something that felt a lot like gravity and a lot like happiness settled over her.
Must be love, she thought, pulling up to the rough little cabin nestled among the pines. She was warm despite the cool air, and she felt as if she was too big for her skin. Everything looked bright and so very beautiful.
“Hey,” she said as Cassidy came around the station wagon to meet her. “I love you.”
Cassidy's smile was like the sun breaking through the clouds, and with a tenderness that took her breath away, he took her face in his hands.
“I love you,” he said. “Will you let me show you?”
“Please show me,” Pearl said, aware of nothing except the excitement and adoration that bubbled up inside her like a spring. “Please never stop showing me.”
Cassidy laughed, and with a strength that made her gasp, he swept her up in his arms as if she weighed precisely nothing.
“For the rest of my life,” he promised, and he carried her across the threshold.
The cabin was small, nothing more than a bed, a galley kitchen, a bathroom, and an old television with crooked bunny ear antennae. None of that mattered as Cassidy carried her in and kicked the door shut behind them, pausing only to deposit her on the bed before closing the curtains. Then he stopped to look at her, and Pearl lay back on the quilt, giving him back look for look.
“Do you even know how beautiful you are?” he asked quietly. “You look like the morning from the top of the mountain.”
Pearl wanted to say something smart about that, something that would take some of the weight off it, but she couldn't. Instead, she held her arms open.
“Show me,” she said again, and then he came to her, his weight making the mattress dip, his mouth hot on hers, and his hands roving over her as if he wanted to learn her by feel alone.
“So good,” he murmured against her skin, trailing kisses from the sensitive area behind her ear down to her throat. “You taste so good.”
She might have responded, but she was too busy working his shirt up his body. The man looked good in tight shirts, but she was paying for it now. When she finally tore it over his head, she threw it onto the floor before leaning in to lick a long wet path up the center of his chest. Cassidy made a sound that was half surprised laugh, half startled groan.
“Does that feel good?” she asked, looking up, and his large hand moved up to cup the back of her head with exquisite tenderness.
“Everything you do feels good,” he said, and then he made another pleased noise as she tested the comment by biting him gently just below the collarbone. “Oh, yes, honey, that's good, too.”
Once she had permission, she couldn't stop herself from biting him again, her teeth sinking gently into his chest as she worked her way south. He was hard muscle and warmth, and it called to her, made her want to mark him up so that neither of them wouldn't forget this in a hurry.
We have all the time in the world, she thought with delight, and she undid his jeans, pulling back the denim so she could get at the curve of his hip.
This time she sucked as well as bit, drawing the skin between her teeth and biting down on it. Cassidy felt the difference, both hands coming up to tangle in her hair, and his gasp made her press against him with a kind of excitement she had never known before.
When she pulled back, panting, skin tingling, Pearl saw that she had left a purplish mark on his pale skin. Startled, she covered her mouth with her hands, but Cassidy only laughed.
“My lady's got teeth,” he said with something that could only be pride, and he took her hand down to press it gently between his legs. “I like that, and I do believe I'm going to like everything you do.”
Pearl uttered a soft and longing moan as she grasped at his length, felt it throb for her even through the denim. Hot pleasure coursed through her, and she was sure she had never wanted anything as much as she wanted this man.
“How can you feel so very good?” she whispered. “Like something I've waited for all my life. Like the best thing.”
Cassidy's green eyes went soft and longing, and then he was rising up to push her down on the bed. When he rose over her, he blocked out the light, and his long clever fingers tugged at her clothes.
“Can I see you?” he asked, and there was such sweetness to him that she could barely stand it.
“Please,” she said, and everything she wanted was in that single word.
Cassidy stripped her with a single-minded consideration that made her heart beat faster, and then she was naked, nothing between them at all. She knew how she looked, fat over muscle, large breasts, round belly, pillowy hips, and it was only then that she remembered to be shy about it. When she lifted her hands to cover herself, however, he took them firmly, kissing her palms before pressing them back to the mattress.
“You're mine, and Pearl, you are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. Better than the mountains. Better than the sky. I don't want to stop looking at you ever.”
Cassidy wanted to do more than look, too. He touched, calloused hands raising goosebumps on her bare soft skin, and then, oh God, he tasted, his lips tracing maddening patterns all over her body. Pearl had never realized how sensitive she could be, how the space behind her knees and the sides of her breasts would prickle with sensation over being teased, but Cassidy found out and then took immediate advantage.
All of her secrets were his, her gasps, her laughs, her surprised moans when he palmed her between her legs, the tips of his fingers parting her just a little.
“This all right?” he asked, his voice ragged. “If it's not, please tell me. All I want is to be good for you.”
“More than all right,” Pearl managed, “and Cassidy, more please.”
She caught a flash of white sharp teeth, and then he was stretched between her legs, head tilted against her thigh as he worked his fingers on her and in her. He was slow and patient, but through it all, she could feel the heat that thrummed through both of them, that rippled and peaked as he stroked her clit, plunging his fingers slowly in and out.
The flames which had been licking at her for what felt like hours now roared up, and Pearl had to plant one foot on the mattress just to steady herself. She reached down, ruffling her fingers through Cassidy's hair, and finally she shook her head.
“I need you,” she said, her voice harsh even in her own ears. “Please, Cassidy?”
Cassidy's breath caught at her words, and then he was on his feet, stripping down to his skin and leaving his clothes in an untidy pile on the floor. The next moment, he was coming down on top of her, his weight pressing her softly and deliciously to the mattress, and she sighed as he leaned down to kiss her throat.
“Is that a wolf thing?” she asked dreamily. “Throats, teeth?”
“It's a me thing,” Cassidy said. “Do you like it?”
“More than anything,” Pearl sighed, and then she gasped as he pressed up between her legs, his cock a hard hot column that pushed against her in the most perfect way.
He took his time. There was no hurry as he rocked against her, his hips pressing her legs wider, his mouth like honey on her face and her throat. She reached up to clasp him to her, and when the pressure and the need got to be too much, she cupped his face in her hands.
“I want you now. I want you, and I need you, and I want you.”
She got the idea that Cassidy might have been willing to hold out longer, but that went out the window as an expression of utter desire and awe crossed his face.
“Perfect, sweet Pearl,” he whispered, nipping gently at her earlobe, and then he reached down to guide himself into her.
It was was a shock of pleasure, and of course it was sexy when he entered her fully, but it was more than that. There was something inevitable about it, like something she'd been missing finally snapping into place, and she couldn't help grabbing on to him and holding tight. There was a moment where they simply clung to each other. Then Cassidy began to move, and Pearl cried out in need and joy.
The tension inside her was like a rope pulled taut. With every stroke, every whisper in her ear and every incredible sensation that washed over her, Pearl felt that rope draw tighter and tighter, and then Cassidy shifted position. It was such a small change she couldn't even describe it, but it produced a whole new set of sensations. They caught her by surprise, and that rope that had been under so much pressure snapped entirely, making her wail.
She clung to Cassidy as hard as she could, burying her face in his chest, and knowing that he would help her weather the storm. The pleasure rocketed through her, and all she could do was take it with wonder and joy, and the realization that this was her mate. This was forever, he was hers, and as Cassidy groaned over her, pouring into her body with his forehead pressed against hers, she started to laugh.
“You know,” Cassidy said some measureless time later, “most men, when they're making love to their women for the first time, are a little put off their stride by laughter.”
“Oh?” asked Pearl lazily. She ran a idle hand down his chest to rest on his lean belly. They were both messes and neither of them cared. “I was happy. What do you when you're happy?”
“I'm figuring that out,” Cassidy said, his smile so boyish it almost made her laugh again. “But I think it starts with kissing you.”
Then he was, and Pearl realized that she would be laughing so much more in the years ahead.




Chapter Eleven
∞∞∞
 
If Cassidy was being honest, they sort of lost track of time after that. There was probably a word for the kind of sensual, sexual haze that shifters went into when they were finally good and alone with their true mates for the first time, but if there was, no one had ever told him. Instead the world narrowed to Pearl, how much of her he could touch, learning her body, and helping him learn his.
The story went of course that your true mate was meant to be your perfect match, but he had never thought about what that might mean. It wasn't like Pearl did everything he said or that she was some kind of perfect magazine cover model. Instead, it was the fact that when he looked at her, a peace and rightness fell over him, a kind of quiet  he’d never known existed before.
“You know,” he said during a quiet point in the afternoon, “I think I've been looking for you my whole life. I just didn't know it until I actually found you.”
He thought she might laugh at him, but instead she rolled over on her back to look at him more closely. The setting sun painted her skin with a rosy flush, a love bite dark on her shoulder, her lips so perfect he wasn't quite sure why he wasn't kissing them already. He thought she might make fun of him for being a sap, but she only nodded slowly.
“So I almost got married when I was nineteen.”
There was an instant and irrational burst of panic and confusion, but it passed quickly enough that he could simply tilt his head to one side, waiting.
“Oh, it would have been a freaking disaster. My parents hated him. My friends hated him. I didn't always like him that much, but he needed me or said he did. I'm not always great at resisting that kind of thing.
“If we had gotten together, it would have lasted for like a minute before he bailed or I did, but for some reason, I didn't go through with it. I was all the way up to trying on dresses at the thrift shop, and suddenly, I just hung the dress back up, walked out, and told him it was over. No one asked why I did it. I mean, we were that much of a bad idea, but I've always wondered.
“I really was going to go through with it for the dumbest reasons, but it was as if there was a little voice in my head telling me, no, no, this isn't right. Wait.”
Her hand found his, wrapping around it and bringing it to her lips. There was the tickle of her lips, a tiny spot of heat, and then she pressed his hand against her chest, right over her beating heart
“Guess I know now what I was waiting for,” she said softly, and Cassidy thought his heart was going to burst for how full it was.
He awoke in the late morning light to see Pearl's phone blink on, and he grabbed it before it could ring. She was sleeping the sleep of the dead in the bed beside him, and after everything they had done together for almost twenty-four hours now, she needed her sleep.
He started to let the phone go to voicemail, and then he thought he recognized the name on the call. After a moment of hesitation, he answered it.
“There you are, I was going to give it one more ring until I called the cops.”
“Hey, Deanna, this is Cassidy. I'm just taking messages for Pearl because she's currently passed out.”
There was a brief pause on the other end of the line, and Cassidy suddenly wondered if he was going to have to wake Pearl after all to prevent a SWAT team from coming after them.
“You've got my cousin there safe and sound?”
“Yes, ma'am,” he said automatically, and he thought Deanna might have stifled a giggle before coughing to hide it.
“Prove it. Send me a picture of her with today's paper.”
“Lady, no one but my parents gets a real paper any more. But hang on.”
He fumbled with the phone for a moment, and then after two shots of his thumb, he managed to get a credible picture of Pearl sleeping in the bed beside him.
“All right, there.”
A pause.
“Okay, I'm going to be honest, That does not tell me she's alive.”
“Hey, she's freaking adorable!”
“She is! She is! She also just kind of sleeps like the dead. And it's okay, that drool looks fresh, you're in the clear for now.”
“Thanks,” said Cassidy ironically, but Deanna was already moving on.
“Anyway, it seems as if you've managed to sweep my cousin off her feet to the point where she may have forgotten that family dinner is happening today. You know what that means.”
“I actually do not.”
“Okay, fair. What it means is that Pearl promised to bring dessert this time, and people are going to be disappointed if she doesn't. I mean, everyone. Her lemon meringue pie is to die for, and my parents and hers are just devastated when she doesn't bring it. She wasn't planning on staying away, was she?”
“Er, I'm not sure, let me just wake her up to ask her –”
“Nah, don't worry about it. You know Pearl, responsible to a fault. She would never miss on purpose and deprive everyone of her famous pie. So just make sure that you guys get to Auntie Huong's place by seven at the latest, all right?”
“Hey, I was –”
“Looking forward to seeing you both,” Deanna said in tones that were just a little too gleefully triumphant. “Don't forget about the pie!”
“I won't,” Cassidy said to the ended call, and then Pearl rolled over on her back, blinking at him.
“What are you doing with my phone?”
“Talking to your cousin Deanna,” Cassidy said, somewhat guiltily. “I just wanted to make sure you made the safety call. Um. She sort of got away from me, and anyway, we're due at your Auntie Huong's no later than seven.”
Pearl went as still as a statue, and Cassidy was wondering if he’d really messed up when she groaned and threw an arm over her eyes.
“That sounds about right,” she said. “Come here, I need to be comforted.
Well, that he could handle, and Pearl made the cutest little grumbling sound as she buried her face in his chest.
“So how badly did I do?” he asked.
“Not terribly, honestly. It was going to happen sooner or later. I might have wanted to do a soft introduction, just starting with Deanna and some of my cousins, and then moving up the chain to my parents and grandparents, but sure, might as well just get it all over with.”
“So your family –” Cassidy started delicately, but she shook her head.
“They're great. They honestly are. Mom's family came over as boat people when she was in her teens, dad came later on his own, and they're both amazing. Tough as hell. Everyone from their generation is. It's just that they're mostly retired now, and wondering when all those grandkids are meant to be arriving.”
Cassidy was momentarily stunned by a vision of Pearl with a baby in her arms, and he pushed that thought down, because now was absolutely not the time.
“I'm looking forward to you meeting them,” Pearl said more quietly. “I want them to love you, and I want you to love them.”
“I will,” Cassidy said recklessly. “If they love you, then I love them, and that's the beginning and end of it.”
Pearl smiled, and he leaned down to kiss her. She wrapped her soft arms around him, and they might have lost a few more hours if he hadn't remembered.
“Oh, wait, one more thing.”
“Oh, God, what?”
“Um, Deanna said we shouldn't forget your famous lemon meringue pie. Everyone will be super disappointed if we don't bring it.”
“Oh my God, that's Deanna's favorite, and I get it from the grocery store by my house. I keep telling her that, and she can buy it whenever she wants.”
“So we don't have to spend any time cooking or baking?”
“Not unless you want to.”
“I do not want to,” he said firmly, and he leaned down to kiss her.
He wanted to meet her family, he really did, and he wanted to make a good impression. He would have baked the pie himself if he had to. However, he wasn't so virtuous he would bake a pie when there was something else so very delicious in his arms that needed attention.
*
They managed to make it back to his place for a change of clothes before seven, and while the idea of meeting Pearl's family in his now very beloved wine mom shirt was funny, he decided to err on the side of caution with khakis and a blue button-down shirt. He thought that Pearl with her hair pulled back and in an amber-colored dress that made her skin glow, showed him up entirely. He suspected that was just going to be a matter of living with her. He was very much looking forward to being shown up for the rest of their lives together.
“Let me hold the pie,” he said as they walked up to a modest ranch house.
“What? Why?”
“I want to make a good impression. Let me hold the pie.”
The look she gave him could have melted steel, so full of warmth and affection that he knew he was turning red.
“You don't need the pie to make a good impression,” she said, “but all right. Here.”
This turned out to be a slight error in judgment once he was in the door and had to take off his shoes. He had to navigate around a five year old who was carefully taking her shoes off as well, but then there was a plump but imposing woman who looked a lot like Pearl staring him down.
“Ma, this is Cassidy. He was helping me with the puppies I told you about, the ones I had to pick up from the farm.”
“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Nguyen,” he said, handing over the pie, and she nodded as if it was nothing less than her due.
“Happy to meet you, Cassidy,” she said. “Have you two eaten yet?”
The pie ended up joining a cluster of other desserts on the sideboard, and then he was led to the dining room table. It fairly groaned under the weight of what looked like six or seven main course dishes and a dozen appetizers.
“Eat, eat,” said another woman. “Everyone's already ahead of you, you came so late!”
“Thanks, auntie,” said Pearl, giving her a hug. “This all looks so good.”
“Ah, it's nothing much, just something for fun...”
Her idea of just for fun probably rivaled what other people made up for Thanksgiving, and Pearl elbowed him lightly as she passed him a plate.
“Told you we didn't need to stop for lunch,” she murmured. “And if you're lucky, I'll never tell my mom or my aunts that you thought we needed to.”
“Please don't,” he muttered right back, eyeing a platter of paper-thin slices of beef that looked as if they had come fresh off the grill. “That might mean they won't feed me anymore, and this all looks amazing.”
“Oh, they'll still feed you,” Pearl said with amusement. “They just might shame you while doing it.”
Cassidy had knocked around the country a bit, but he'd never had Vietnamese food before. He'd had plenty of American Chinese food, and some Thai food, but Vietnamese was new. He'd never been a picky eater, so he hadn't thought he would have a problem when it came to eating politely wherever he went, but he was far more than merely polite about the food that Pearl's family laid out.
He took a little bit of everything at first, but it was all so good, and somehow, every time he turned around, someone had added a little bit of 'something he had to try,' or 'oh, just a little more!' to his plate. It was all so good, and he kept on eating until he was stuffed. At some point, Pearl bumped his shoulder gently.
“Nobody leaves hungry from a Vietnamese family dinner,” she said wryly. “Am I going to have to roll you out of here?”
“No, just let me stay,” he said. only half serious. “Your aunt can put me to work in the garden or washing dishes, whatever it takes as long as she keeps giving me the – what was that one?”
“Bò lúc lắc, shaking beef. Everyone likes that one, even the vegetarians who eat the tofu version. But I'm going to go do some dishes, and –”
“Nope, I've got it,” Cassidy said, rising with a sigh. “Just start bringing them in.”
Pearl protested, but that was nothing compared to her mother and her aunts who all tried to tug him out of the kitchen and away from the mountain of dishes.
“It was so good,” he kept repeating, taking another stack of dishes from Pearl. “It was so good, I'll be fast, don't worry, I won't break anything.”
He had a feeling they were talking about him somewhere in the dining room, but that was fine. It was good food, and his mother had taught him better than to eat and then sit around waiting for someone else to do the washing up.
By the time the last dish was sparkling clean, a peaceful sort of quiet had fallen over the whole gathering. The kids were sprawled in front of a movie in the den, and it looked like Pearl and Deanna, who had turned out to be a pink-haired barista with a nose-ring and an infectious laugh, were huddled up in a corner having a very intense conversation. The group had broken up into twos and threes, and he was just beginning to feel a little at a loss before someone put a ice-cold beer in his hand.
Somewhat to his surprise, he found himself at the kitchen table sitting with men about his father's age. Pearl's dad, who hadn't yet said more than five words to him, watched him with a calm and assessing gaze, and Cassidy did his best not to squirm.
It's a little like meeting another wolf shifter family, he found himself thinking. As long as I don't have to do any show-off fights to make sure I'm a good match for Pearl, I will call this a win.
He would have done it, but to his relief, all the men of Pearl's family needed him to do was to eat the salty shrimp crackers on the plate at the center of the table, fetch another round of beers when everyone was out, and sit quietly.
It was, somewhat to his surprise, a fairly comfortable and meditative silence, broken only when  Pearl's mom or one of her aunts came over to check on them. Sooner than he would have thought, on some unseen signal, suddenly they were all heading for the door, a clatter of adults and kids, covered dishes being distributed, hands shaken, and hugs offered.
Cassidy got a heavy plastic container pushed into his hands, and then Pearl's mom pulled him into a tight hug.
“Make her bring you back,” she said. “Next time, we'll be at my house, and we'll feed you right.”
Auntie Huong made an impatient noise and gave Cassidy a hug of her own.
“So polite,” she said with satisfaction. “Pearl can bring you any time.”
From Pearl's father he got a single clap on the arm and a nod, and in the car, Pearl laughed.
“That's the most excited he's been about anyone I've been with.”
“He was excited?”
Pearl glanced at him from the driver's seat. He could already see a lifetime of this, leaving her family or his own, full of great food and talk, and then the thrill of being on their own together. He couldn't wait.
“My dad's not the most demonstrative person, but trust me, if he's upset, you'll know it. He largely knows to let me make my own calls and my own decisions, but he has an opinion, and even if I don't hear about it right away, my mom will tell me all about it later.”
She sighed, pulling into traffic.
“It's not the best way. My family drives me up the wall sometimes.”
“I figure all families do,”
“And you weren't too overwhelmed?”
Cassidy's sensitive ears picked up something there, something more nervous than he expected, and he took his hand off the leftovers to lay it on her thigh.
“Absolutely not. They fed me, they didn't make fun of me, it's all good. And you love them, and  for that alone, I would love them. It's really okay, Pearl.”
She dropped her hand down to squeeze his gently before taking the wheel again.
“I love you,” she said, very softly, and he couldn't keep from smiling.
“Hold that thought until you're up for a family dinner at Marisol's,” he said. “Same love of stuffing people full of food, but more howling, and more teens having play fights.”




Chapter Twelve
∞∞∞
 
They actually ended up back at the ranch in just two weeks.
“I'm telling you, you rescued Cody from a wild wolfdog,” Cassidy insisted. “As far as Marisol and my parents are concerned, you can do no wrong. They probably like you better than me at this point, given the fact that you never put Dad's new Ford in the ravine.”
“You did that?” asked Pearl, momentarily distracted from arranging the lemon squares on the dish.
“Yeah, it wasn't pretty, and I may have been trying to impress my cousins. But anyway, you saved Cody, and you caused no vehicular destruction on or near the property. It's going to be just fine.”
“I'm still bringing the lemon squares,” she said decisively.
Of course she was nervous about meeting her boyfriend's family. Why wouldn't she be? It was all very well for Cassidy, who was charm incarnate and who her aunts and her mother were still raving about. Things were different for her, even if she couldn't say how, and as they walked up to the drive, Pearl maybe clinging to the lemon bars a little harder than she ought to, she took several calming breaths.
I am calm. I am accomplished, and I found their kid. Cassidy is right. That has to count for something. Everything is going to be all right.
She had just about convinced herself before Marisol came around the side of the house carrying a large dog carrier and an old-fashioned butterfly net.
“Glad you two made it,” she said tersely. “Grab something that looks like a net.”
“What?” blurted Pearl.
Cassidy started to say something, but then something small and dark swooped down on them from the eaves of the house, squalling furiously.  Cassidy and Pearl both ducked, and for a moment, Pearl was certain they were under attack by bats.
A battack, if you will, her mind supplied, and she started to say something about rabies when she took a closer look at the swooper which was spiraling back up towards the roof.
“Is that –”
“Batwinged kitten,” Cassidy confirmed, and Marisol waved her net grimly at the kitten, who was now safe on the roof and watching them with a superior look on its little face.
“Ard said that Dad probably hadn't gotten all of them. Hell, given the time frame, these might be a second litter, and that's just what we need.”
“They're cute,” said Cassidy, apparently already a little in love, but Pearl shook her head.
“I'm going to put the lemon squares inside,” she said. “How many have you sighted?”
“Five. I'm going to get this one if it’s the last thing I do, Cody and his father chased two to the barn, and I saw another two booking it for the ravine.”
“Gotcha. Cassidy and I will head for the ravine then. Cassidy –”
She turned to find her true mate in wolf form, practically dancing, gleeful with the joy of a chase to come, and she laughed.
“Just like old times, huh? Let me grab a pillowcase, and we’ll go bag some kittens!”
It took them nearly an hour of rooting through the ravine on the west side of the property, and it would have taken longer without Cassidy's excellent nose. He flushed the kittens from cover several times, and it was impossible to tell whether they would dash along the ground or go streaking up into the air. The poor tiny things were probably out of their mind with fear, but all Pearl could think about was what a danger they would be to the local fauna, a new carnivore that could follow birds into their nests and dig out all sorts of small mammals.
In the end, they caught them both, and with Cassidy human again, they made their way back to the house.
“They're so cute,” Cassidy kept saying, and she wasn't sure how attached he already was to the kitten in his hands, coal black with wings the same color and furiously meowing its dismay at capture.
“I was cute too before I went crashing into that bush,” Pearl said ruefully. “I liked this dress.”
“You'd be cute in a potato sack,” Cassidy said, and he shifted the angry bat-winged kitten to one arm to throw the other over her shoulders.
“Don't worry, love. You are making the best possible impression.”
“Covered in stickers and with a skinned knee?”
“Nope. Helping out the minute it's called for and doing what needs to be done. We Madsens dig that a lot. You're doing amazing, sweetie.”
Pearl sighed, knowing he was right. It was hard sometimes, knowing you were welcome, but she would do her best to learn it for Cass's family. They loved differently than hers did, but she knew she would figure it out in time.
I love him so much, and if they love him, then I love them, she thought.
She almost said it to Cassidy, but then she glanced over to see him with the batwinged kitten turned over on its back in his arms, all four paws in the air and purring as loudly as it had hissed at him before. In her own arms, a gray kitten with a white bib and paws made a curious mewing sound, as if wondering what was so great.
“We can't keep that kitten, can we?” she asked, already a little softer than she knew she should be.
“Probably not,” Cassidy said with a sigh. “They should rightfully go to Ard, and he'll figure out what to do with them.”
As it turned out, they were both wrong. Ard wanted to foster the kittens out to the shifter community, and instead of one kitten, they ended up with two.




Epilogue
∞∞∞
 
1 year later
“Oh, look how big you're getting!” Pearl exclaimed, setting her eggrolls down to give Cody a hug.
It was true. He had sprouted up in the last year or so, taller but still such an adorably roly-poly kid that Pearl had to stop herself from pinching his cheeks. She left it at a hug, and he returned hers with impressive strength before running off to meet his uncle at the truck.
“I know I say that every time, but it's true every time,” Pearl said, handing a tray full of eggrolls to Marisol. “He's shooting up like a weed.”
“I know. I buy him a pair of shoes, he spends a week wolfing out, and then when I've convinced him he needs hands and not paws to go to the store with me, I realize he's outgrown them. Ooh, these smell great. I'll add them to the pile.”
Pearl followed Marisol to the dining room where the table was already half-full of various casseroles, covered dishes, salads, and desserts.
“I thought most of the people weren't getting here until tonight.”
Marisol laughed, a single bark of humor that was equal parts exasperated and fond.
“I forgot you've never been to a Madsen family reunion before. We're probably going to have to get out the folding buffet table when everyone actually gets here.”
Pearl grinned, moving some of the bags of chips to give Marisol space for the eggrolls.
“Sounds like a Nguyen family gathering to me. My uncle and aunt brought four roast ducks to the last one. Fortunately, Cass likes duck.”
“How did my baby brother do with your folks? I hope he didn't put on his resting wolf face. That one puts some people off.”
“Oddly enough, it's a thing he has in common with a few of my uncles. He managed sitting quietly and appreciating the food very nicely, and then he impressed my mom by still doing the dishes even after they said they liked him.”
“Ma and Dad raised us right,” Marisol said with satisfaction just as Cassidy came in with his nephew under one arm and a basket full of eggs under the other.
“Breakfast tomorrow,” he said, putting them on the sideboard. “And were you making fun of my manners again, Mari? Come on, I'm not a kid anymore.”
“We have resolved that you in fact have beautiful manners,” Pearl said, coming to snuggle under his arm. “My family was very impressed.”
“You could impress us by pulling in another load of wood from the shed. Dad and Uncle Jason are going to need it sooner rather than later for the smoker.”
“The fact that that thing hasn't gone up in flames – all right, all right. Pearl, want to come scare off the spiders in the woodpile so I can grab some logs?”
Pearl caught Marisol's affectionately rolled eyes as they left, and she poked Cassidy in the ribs as they went out, her face warm.
“She thinks we're going to go make out!”
“So? I was planning on it. Fewer opportunities for that kind of stuff when there are kids and grand-aunts and nosy uncles running around.”
“Oh, you were planning on it, were you?” Pearl asked, her face warming up even more.
“If you didn't have anything else going on,” Cassidy said with a grin, taking her hand and swinging it as if they were kids.
She couldn't resist laughing at that, and for a moment, she barely even knew how her heart could be this full, this in love with the tall and rangy man standing next to her. 
He leaned in, his green eyes so filled with promise and desire that her heart stuttered…and then he dropped a chaste little kiss on the tip of her nose.
“Whatever you like, whenever you like it,” he whispered, and yeah, Pearl knew. Sometimes, she thought she had known from the moment she set eyes on him in the rain, in the parking lot of an awful little motel.
The woodshed was an impressive structure, stacked high with dry wood and sheltered from the mountain wind by a roof and three sturdy walls. It was also positioned so they couldn't be seen from the house, and Pearl giggled as Cassidy pulled her behind the shed and pressed her against the rough logs.
“Ready?” he asked, kissing his way down the side of her neck.
Ready to touch him, to kiss him, to wake up next to him every morning, and be with him every day of their lives? To love him, and let him love her in a way she had never even imagined possible?
“Yes,” she whispered, and she pulled him in for a deeper kiss.
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