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* * *

      
        Abby Kenyon belongs to Quentin Walker heart, body, and soul. But she's a sweet wolf shifter, and he's one big brute of a bear shifter. The autumn full moon mating run is his last chance to prove that only he can win the hunt for her heart...
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      Quentin watched as the gorgeous woman in his bed stretched her arms overhead, shamelessly exposing to him the stunning bounty of her breasts. He leaned down again to taste the taut, peaked nipple closest to him, but she playfully swatted his head away.

      "Quentin." Abby Kenyon's sweet, sexy voice trembled with laughter as well as the aftereffects of her several mind-blowing orgasms just moments before. "I have to leave. If you start touching me again, I won't be able to."

      His inner bear uttered a possessive rumble as Quentin ignored her. He bent his head back down to feast on her sweetness. Abby's soft groan as his tongue slipped around the tight nipple was enough to bring life roaring back into his cock, which had found its release in her sweet depths not just once but already twice this morning.

      "Quentin…" Her voice took on the breathy quality he loved to hear. The tone that said she was letting go, that she was focusing only on him and his touch.

      The tone of the woman he knew was his mate, no matter the fact that she still denied that truth with every ounce of saucy determination she possessed.

      He huffed to himself even as he tasted her sweet curves, one of his hands traveling over the silken slide of skin across her hip and thigh. Abby Kenyon was his mate. He knew it, his bear knew it, every shifter in town knew it. The only one who didn't seem to know it, the only one who could look it right in the face and call it impossible, was the sweet, soft woman dissolving beneath his touch right now. The gorgeous wolf shifter who had been brought up to believe she could only ever mate another wolf, a pack wolf like herself.

      Never a big brute of a guy like a bear shifter.

      His possessiveness rising stronger at the thought of Abby giving herself to anyone but him, Quentin lightly bit her nipple even as his fingers quested toward that sweet, creamy vee between her legs again. Abby gasped, the sound filled with desire. Yet when she spoke, despite the somewhat ragged tone, he heard the firmness in her voice even as her hands reached down and once again pulled his head away.

      "I don't want you to stop. Ever," she added with a low, emphatic growling to her voice that he knew was her wolf. Her wolf, at least, seem to understand that Quentin was her mate. "But I have to get back. I have a lot to do today for—uh, I just have things to take care of," she stumbled a bit.

      Shuddering with pure frustration, Quentin eased himself up Abby's sweet body until he covered her with his immense bulk, resting his forearms alongside her shoulders so he could look directly into the dark blue-green of her eyes. Heaving out a sigh as he saw the determination on her face, even though he also was pleased by the increased pulse he could see beating in her neck, Quentin just half smiled, nodding as he bent his head slightly forward to claim her lips with his. One long, almost timeless moment later filled with the sweet taste of her lips and the familiar, always arousing touch of her fingers as she gently moved them along his back, he pulled away with enormous reluctance.

      He wouldn't be that guy. The kind who demanded his woman do his bidding, stay locked up in some gilded cage just for him. Ever.

      Not even if it meant losing her.

      "I know. I'd never stand in your way,” he rumbled, equal parts conviction and turmoil boiling under his voice. “You just taste so damn good, woman." He mock growled as he suddenly buried his face into her neck, nipping and licking, making her giggle as she playfully strained away from the tickle of his mouth. "You're my ambrosia, Abby. I can't get enough of you. These moments just aren't enough for me."

      The breeze picked up outside the open windows of Quentin's bedroom in his snug little mountain cabin, carrying to both their sensitive noses the scents of the mountain in autumn. Quentin inhaled long and hard, mingling the delicate spice of aspen bark, the promising tang of crisper days yet to come, and the endless fascination of Abby's own wild scent.

      Mixing all the scents together, just as they should be. Abby, here in his home, tucked into the mountain high above the town that belonged to him and his clan. All he had to figure out was how to link the scent of his mate with the scent of his home. Together.

      With a regretful sigh, Abby eased herself out from beneath him to sit up, giving him that sexy little half smile she always did, the one that she didn't mean to be sexy but managed to slay him every single time anyway. She swung her legs around to slide off his enormous four-poster bed, her bare feet thumping to the floor. His bear willfully grumping at him as he let his mate leave the soft coziness of their den, Quentin propped himself up on the bed on one arm. Feeling slightly deflated and still frustrated, he watched as she searched for her clothes scattered across the room.

      "I'm really sorry I have to run," Abby said. Her tone was a tiny notch firmer than it had been earlier. "You know I love coming here.” She sighed a bit as she moved around his room. “This side of the mountain is so quiet and peaceful."

      Quentin was positive he caught the sound of a struggle beneath her words as well. Yeah. He damn well knew her wolf side felt one way, yet Abby's stubborn human brain side thought it felt differently. She didn't know a single cross-species mated pair. In her pack, all matings were between wolves. But even though she was a wolf, and acted like one, she also seemed more attuned to the bear shifter way of life than she'd seemed to think she would be. At least, she was a hell of a lot more attuned to it than any other wolf shifter from a pure pack like the Black Mesa wolves on the other side of the mountain.

      He frowned to himself. Convincing his sexy, sweet she-wolf that he really and truly was her mate was the hardest challenge of his life. It was fast becoming the most infuriating, as well.

      “That's how we like it. Peaceful.” Quentin watched as she found her shirt, her cute little pants he'd practically torn off her a few hours ago. Her tousled blond hair rippled over her neck and shoulders, teased at him from between her legs as she took a few long strides across the room to where her pink underwear dangled from the arm of a chair. “Peaceful and private. Just like it should be.”

      She turned back to him, her eyes softening she pulled the hem of her shirt down over her hips. “It's probably the most beautiful place I've ever seen. You have the most amazing views of anyone in the state, I'd bet.” Her throaty laugh quivered in her voice as Quentin swung himself off the bed as well, facing her with his own smile as he stood.

      He took a step, casually leaning his shoulders against one of the sturdy oak posters of his bed, crossing his arms in front of him as his feet stayed planted solidly on the floor. When Abby's glance took a leisurely trip over his naked body, down to his still half-hard dick, then back up what he knew was a really well-defined chest and arms from the hard work that was a deliberate part of his life, he let his mouth curve up into a slow, gratified smile.

      "Hmmm," Quentin said. He opened his arms as she eagerly moved toward him, enveloping her in a giant, well, bear hug. She snuggled right up to him, melting against his body like it was meant to be.

      Which it was. Quentin's bear hummed in approval as his mate molded herself to him.

      Tucking her in close, he kept his head down so he could inhale the citrusy scent of her hair. "I know. After all, it's why I decided to build this cabin right here. Total chick magnet with these views."

      Abby snorted with laughter against his chest, her hands reaching down behind him to slap his ass. Hell, yeah. It was this saucy little side of her that both revved him up and twanged his heart strings. Every time. "Agreed," she said, turning her head so she could look out the window on the front side of the small cabin. "Your views aren't too bad."

      This time, Quentin was the one to snort as he followed her gaze. The main town of Deep Hollow nestled at the bottom of the valley that meandered below them through these mountains, just at the northwestern edge of the range before the wildest depths of the San Juan Mountains opened up. All the businesses and most of the locals lived down there, in town. Quentin, most of his brothers, and several other bear shifters all lived up here, though. Far above town, outside the actual town limits, in a sweet little spot known as Silvertip Ridge. Where they had a view, and privacy from a sometimes intrusive world.

      Best of all, it was a shifter-only playground. Silvertip Lodge advertised only to shifters, with any emails or phone calls coming from the occasional human being gently yet firmly directed elsewhere. A smorgasbord of different shifter types were to be found on the private grounds at any time of year, wandering the well-guarded premises in their animal forms at will. Quentin still hoped Abby might take inspiration from some of the cross-specied mated pairs who often roamed around, but so far she hadn't seemed to have taken the hint.

      Quentin's family, his tight band of parents, brothers, cousins, and friends, all called Silvertip Ridge their home. Decades ago, his parents had decided to take over an abandoned old mining camp nestled on the side of the mountain, well above town, and make it into a small resort. The years they'd spent building cabins, figuring out how to get water and electricity up here, and how to survive during the epic summer storms as well as the deep winter snows had been an exciting time, according to their oft-told stories. Now, Silvertip Lodge boasted the best views of Deep Hollow, the envy of anyone who ever visited or even stayed for a summer, as some guests did.

      Especially Quentin's cabin, which he'd built years ago when it became apparent that managing the lodge was the ideal job for him. His wide front deck extended out from the front of his cabin, from which the edge of the world seemed to drop off as the spectacular views of the San Juans and beyond spread out in every direction. It had taken him a good amount of time to get the trees blocking the view taken down, but it been well worth it since he used the wood for his cabin and storage shed, not to mention that their removal opened up the views that anyone could feast on every day for the rest of their lives and never get tired of. It seemed like an endless procession of mountaintops, ridges, and hillside folds staggered off in three directions. It was pretty much a postcard of wild and scenic Colorado. And it was Quentin's.

      He vowed to himself that one day sooner than later it would be Abby's, too.

      After another long, appreciative moment gazing out at the stunning vista, Abby squeezed him, turning her head up to his for one more kiss. He was pretty sure he saw the usual snap of conflict and regret in her eyes when she finally pulled away. Even so, she collected her keys, her purse, pulled on the sexy cowboy boots she usually liked to wear, and headed for the door.

      As she opened it, Quentin took a deep breath. Time to throw down the gambit. In a low voice, he called out after her, "Have a good weekend, Abby. Wish you'd reconsider and let me spend it with you."

      Her shoulders stiffened slightly under the pretty blue blouse that sadly now hid her even prettier breasts from him. Turning back, she looked at him with a quizzical expression. "I can't see you this weekend.” She looked down at her feet for a second before looking back up at him. Uncertainty framed her features. "Aren't you and the boys working, anyway?"

      "The boys have to work, yes.” Even though it drove his brothers nuts sometimes, they'd resigned themselves to being called “the boys” as they labored on occasion under Quentin's watch at the lodge. “Being the boss, though, means I get certain perks. Such as being able to take some time off. Like on special weekends such as this one."

      He gave her a deliberately pointed, searching stare. Abby swallowed again, now looking slightly uneasy. "What—what's so special about this weekend?"

      Damn, she was such a sexy little thing, standing there framed in his doorway with the beautiful backdrop of the mountains behind her. She belonged here, dammit. She belonged with him. He just had to prove it to her.

      "Well, sweetheart," he said slowly, "it's the full moon this weekend. A hunter's moon, I think the elders in certain native tribes used to call it. Am I right?"

      Gotcha, beautiful, he thought as her eyes darted around as if in search of an escape hatch.

      "Um... Yes?" Her voice was hesitant, her tone awkward. She was utterly incapable of lying with any degree of believability. She was an honest, genuine person. It was part of why he just couldn't understand why she refused to see that they were meant for each other.

      "Hunter's moon. Right. When all the wolf packs gather for a big run.” Quentin gave her a long look. “And your Black Mesa pack has the biggest one in this part of the country. Doesn't it?"

      Abby inhaled, her beautiful eyes widening a bit. "Quentin, you know that's a wolf thing—"

      Normally, he would take the bait and argue that sort of point with her. But then he'd found out what the real truth behind the hunter's moons were.

      It was a time when many wolves found their true mates. And mated with them. Under the full moon.

      The thought of it was slowly killing him. But she wasn't ready for him to come to her pack. She wasn't ready to let them know she'd found her mate, and it was a bear shifter. He didn't want to fight with her over it. If he made her mad enough, she might decide being with a temperamental, possessive bear shifter was the wrong thing after all.

      So he played it cool instead, much to the chagrin of his utterly enamored bear.

      "Yeah, babe, I know that.” He shrugged with seeming nonchalance. “It's a big run this weekend, and it's important to your pack. I do listen to you, you know." Hung on her every word was more like it, but he wasn't about to admit that out loud. He dropped his guard with Abby more than with anyone else in the entire world. He just wasn't quite ready to let her know that she pretty much had him totally whipped.

      Not yet, at least.

      He shrugged again, still trying to look as unconcerned as possible. "I'm just saying, have a great weekend, babe. Since I knew you'd be busy, I made some plans other than working myself."

      At that, Abby looked surprised. As if he didn't notice, he went on. "You'd better be getting over the mountain to your pack. You'll be late. Call me, l—"

      Damn. He'd almost said the word out loud. The word that seemed too fragile for either one of them to say out loud.

      Lover. Love.

      Catching himself quickly, he said instead, "Later."

      It took everything he had to just jerk his chin goodbye at her, then casually turn away and head over to his closet like he meant to get dressed. After a long beat, Abby replied, slight confusion still edging her words. "Okay. Bye. I'll talk to you later."

      Hearing the puzzlement in her voice squeezed his heart. He held firm, despite the distressed grunting of his bear. There was only one way he was going to win this amazing, perfect she-wolf for himself. Wait for her to come to him. Reining himself in so he didn't turn around to run out the door after her to grab her up in his arms again, Quentin just listened as his stubborn, sexy, sweet little mate got in her car and drove down the mountain, away from him. Like she did every time, no matter how many arguments he'd presented to her during the past half a year since he'd first clapped eyes on her.

      “You're taking a big gamble on this one, Quentin Walker.” His voice muttered out savagely to himself, echoing in the suddenly empty cabin.

      Because if she decided not to come back to him, he'd be alone for the rest of his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          2

        

      

    
    
      “So then he said—oh!” Abby interrupted herself with a soft exclamation. “The trees are turning more every day." A delicate, bright yellow aspen leaf fluttered through the air above Abby's head, landing in her lap as she looked up at the canopy of leaves overhead.

      Megan, Abby's closest friend, looked up as well. “I love fall.” Megan's voice went dreamy for a second. Then she turned back to Abby, interest sharpening her tone again. "But don't stop there. So then he said what?"

      Abby resettled herself against the silvery white bark of the aspen tree trunk she leaned against. She and Megan were tucked beneath it in a far corner of the Black Mesa Wolf Pack den property. Abby wanted to talk to her best friend about Quentin. Her favorite topic of conversation, bar none. Every time she brought him up, she just felt—happy. Settled.

      But that didn't matter. Not when he was just an awesome guy to spend time with for now. An awesome guy, but a bear shifter. Wolves didn't hang out with bears. Or mate with them. Not any wolves that she knew, at least.

      Inside, her wolf howled and smacked her mind. Somewhat startled, Abby blinked. With a small frown, she went on. "Well, then he said he's already got plans this weekend. I thought he was working. They work really hard, him and his brothers. It's really impressive."

      “They're all pretty impressive,” Megan agreed, smiling. "I can totally understand why you find him attractive. If it weren't for Sean, I'd probably think they're pretty hot, too." Sean was Megan's mate. Abby knew perfectly well that Megan had eyes for no one else. Even so, it was nice of her to acknowledge that Quentin's bear shifter clan mates were also appealing.

      "Right? I mean, even though they're a different species. I mean, they're still people, too. I mean," Abby frowned again as she stumbled over herself. It had been happening a lot lately. "I don't know what I'm saying. He's an awesome guy. They all are. He's just like—the most awesome. Even though he's not a wolf," she ended, bolstering her argument.

      Bolstering it with what exactly, she still wasn't quite sure.

      This time, the glance Megan gave Abby was more speculative. Idly playing with the stalk from a pretty pink and white mountain laurel, she asked with what seemed like genuine curiosity, "Do you really see them as being that different?"

      Startled again, Abby looked at her best friend. Slowly, trying to understand her own thoughts as they spun and darted around in her mind, she said, "Well, no. But—I mean, it's just that we never really hang out much with them. With any other shifters besides wolves."

      It was true. Different types of shifters lived all over the world, and even right here in Durango, but the Black Mesa Pack tended to mingle mostly with other wolf shifters.

      Megan nodded. "True. We really should, you know. I mean, all of us live with one foot in our world and the other foot in a completely human world. We all have a lot more in common than we don't."

      Abby looked at Megan's thoughtful face for a long moment as she digested those words. Her wolf spun and whirled around in her mind, suddenly as excited and flighty as Abby's thoughts. "Huh. I never really thought of it that way."

      Megan shrugged, gently tossing the flower away. She leaned back on her hands as she lazily surveyed the woods around them. "Well, it's surprising that we really don't hang out with other shifter types that much. Then again, we're the only ones who spend a lot of time in Durango. Since technically this is our territory, and the bears and big cats and whatnot don't seem to come down here that often. It's too bad, really. I meet a couple now and then. Sean actually knows quite a few of the bear shifters. But," she shrugged, “I guess there's more mingling in California. So many more shifters there.”

      Abby smiled at that. After he'd met Megan, Sean had left behind his northern California pack for a new life in Colorado. He always said that over there, shifters inter-mated all the time. Small town Colorado living, though, was different. Abby didn't know a single inter-species couple.

      None at all.

      Yet even that didn't stop her from thinking about Quentin Walker, the sexiest, strongest, most amazing bear shifter ton the planet, pretty much every second of the day. Even though she knew it was hopeless. Around here, bears and wolves just didn't mate.

      "So.” Megan suddenly switched gears. “What about the hunter's moon run? Are you ready for that?"

      The abrupt change of subject, and the echo of Quentin's mention that morning about the run, brought Abby up short. Feeling her heart flutter in her chest, she twirled the aspen leaf in her hands, her gaze roving over the tall, thick pine trees and the bright scatter of aspen trees whose leaves were turning at significant rates. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean,” Megan said in a gentle tone, “are you ready to possibly get mated during it? There'll be a lot of guys from other packs here for the run. You're pretty, fun, and a good catch, Abby. Some wolf is bound to have his eye on you."

      The strangest sensation gripped Abby at those words. She felt vaguely like she was suffocating, perhaps on the verge of having a mild panic attack. Her breath shortened, her chest squeezed, and her mind constricted into a cacophony of angry barks and sharp whines as she thought about the formal hunter's moon pack run.

      The full moon of every October was commonly known as the Hunter's Moon. Wolf packs, which naturally hunted, over the centuries had adopted the long light of this full moon night as an ideal time to bring together members from different packs for joyous runs in the mountains or deserts or canyons wherever they lived.

      It was also a well-established run during which many lifelong mate pairings were made, as wolves from different packs met new potential partners. A chase that was a mixture of playful yet serious allowed wolves to prove that they could be a worthy mate. Naturally, a mating wasn't going to occur unless the pair was actually meant to be. A lot of run hookups simply ended up as casual liaisons, or simple fun as friends ran together or caught up with members from other visiting packs.

      But plenty of them resulted in true, lifelong mate pairings. Enough so that each hunter's moon run was met with a certain amount of expectation. Of anticipation.

      Abby was of an age when plenty of wolves mated. She had yet to meet her mate. He certainly wasn't in the Black Mesa pack, she would have known by now. She hadn't found him yet in any of the packs she'd ever visited in the vicinity, or even during her college stint on the East Coast.

      So the chances of meeting her mate during a hunter's moon run like the one coming up was better than not. While wolf packs all over the country and the world set up private hunter's moon runs at this time of year, the Black Mesa Wolf Pack hosted what was by far the largest public run in the entire southwestern United States, drawing members from easily twenty or thirty other packs who traveled to spend a long weekend here. Plenty of them were already in town, staying either at hotels, or, if they were family members or close friends of Black Mesa wolves, invited to den here on the property itself.

      So far, not a single one of the solo male wolves newly in town had caught Abby's attention.

      Only because she hadn't run with them yet, she murmured to herself. That had to be it. Feeling Megan's eyes on her, Abby managed to say, "I should definitely meet a wolf I'll like during the run." She tried to make her voice sound convinced, even as her wolf still bafflingly pummeled her mind with what seemed to be sheer vexation. "You're right. I'm ready to be mated.” Gaining steam, she sat up straight, nodding her head. “For darned sure. I mean, what wolf wouldn't want to join the Black Mesa pack? And I'm a catch. Heck, I'm a great catch."

      Even as she finished talking, Abby couldn't help her voice as it dissolved into giggles at her semi-pompous tone. Megan snorted, then joined her, their laughter being answered by the scold of a bird in a nearby tree, which set them off even more. Eventually, silence settled over them again. The breeze flipped through the trees with that increasing sharpness that every day portended the deepening of fall. Abby closed her eyes, tipping her face up to the beams of sunlight coming through the branches above.

      After another long moment, Megan spoke again. "Abby,” she began, then paused. She took a breath before continuing. "Abby, I just want to ask you something."

      Unconcerned, feeling lulled by the fading warmth of the light on her skin, Abby mumbled back, "Mm-hmm?"

      But Megan's next words had her snapping her eyes open and straightening up.

      "Are you sure, absolutely, one hundred percent positive, that you haven't already met him? Your mate?"

      Abby shot Megan a look as her heart seemed to spasm again. Her wolf swept her tail through her mind, sending agitation skittering along Abby's nerves.

      "Because if I asked you right now whose face you're picturing when I said that, whose would it be?"

      Abby stared at her best friend, who was definitely not pulling her punches in this conversation.

      She saw nothing but Quentin's face. His broad, laughing grin, the hearty laughter that rumbled out of him when they were in bed together, when he was hanging out with his brothers and the other bear shifters over in Deep Hollow, when he was just enjoying his life up in the beautiful place he'd created on the mountain at Silvertip Ridge. His huge, burly strength, different from that of a wolf yet so intensely, oddly familiar and comforting that Abby felt more settled around him than any wolf she'd ever met. His strong hands as he held her close. His fingers, so big and thick yet so incredibly tender and dexterous as they explored every centimeter of her body, drawing out sensations and sounds from her that she'd never realized she was capable of producing before she met him.

      Quentin Walker, bear shifter. Gorgeous, caring, sexy, safe.

      Yet he was also a bear shifter. Not from her pack. Not from any wolf pack. He was just a guy she was dating. Yes, a guy she really, really, really liked. One whose face she could picture waking up to every morning, going to bed with every night, spending every second with for every day of the rest of her life.

      But he wasn't a wolf shifter. Abby didn't know a single mated wolf who was not mated to another wolf shifter. Sure, they existed.

      Just not in her pack.

      Taking a deep breath, shaking her head to clear her visions of him, she answered in a voice she meant to be steady. But it came out shaky and uncertain no matter how hard she tried. "No one's face. I—I don't see anyone else's face when I think of a mate."

      Megan studied her again for a long moment, eyes crinkled at the corners. She seemed on the verge of arguing. Abby never could keep a good poker face, and Megan knew that. In the end, though, all she said was, "Okay. Shall we head back to the den?"

      Abby nodded, knowing that Megan had seen straight through her. During their entire, silent run back to the den, all she could do was see Quentin's face in front of her. And think of the hunter's moon run coming up in just a few days. The run during which she might meet her mate. Her wolf shifter mate.

      Yes. Because any other shifter was just out of the question.
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      Quentin glared at his brother as he lifted his end of the huge beam, muscles and sweat popping out all over him. "Put your back into it, man! What are you, a half-grown cub? How the hell you can actually rescue people when you go out on your calls is beyond me, as scrawny as you are. It's a damn wonder more of them don't die out there with you on the beat."

      Cortez roared in fury, the sound of his bear bellowing out of his mouth. He put more than his back into it, he put every last remaining ounce of his strength into hefting the cut beam that might as well be an entire tree.

      Hey, they were bear shifters. They could wrangle entire trees when they really wanted to. Like right now. Quentin grinned to himself, though he didn't let it show on his face. Yeah, kicking his youngest brother around a bit had always been the way to get more out of him. It been that way since they all had been cubs, and probably would be that way the rest of their lives. Cortez was crazy strong, just like the rest of the Walker clan, but clearly something was eating at him. He wasn't usually quite this dopey when he came up the mountain to help Quentin.

      "Orgh—ugh—aaaaargh!" Quentin's grunts and groans joined Cortez's as they wrestled the enormous beam up the stairs and managed to lug it through the double front doors of the main building on the property. A wild party last week had resulted in cracking one of the ponderosa beams in the huge dining room. Quentin had been less than thrilled. Okay, he'd been pissed as hell. He'd grumped about it to every single bear and half the humans in town. He, of course, hadn't been around for the party, having gone to Denver for a quick supply run. No, his youngest brother had gotten some stupid wild hair up his butt and invited the entire search and rescue crew he worked on, plus about ten extra people per crew member, up for the party. Apparently, it been a raging success.

      Quentin wondered if his brother still thought as highly of his antics now that he had to help Quentin repair the damage.

      The beam thunked on the floor with a resounding boom after the brothers had maneuvered it to the middle of the room and set it down as carefully as they could. Which meant to say they dropped it. Wiping sweat from his brow and muttering darkly about the idiocy of letting heavy bear shifters swing from a wooden beam while they were drinking, Quentin sat down on the beam to catch his breath. Cortez flopped down beside him, gasping in his own breath with exaggerated drama.

      Quentin narrowed his eyes at his brother. "We've still got a lot to do today, replacing the broken one up there." He jabbed an accusing finger at the cracked beam overhead. Their parents, who had run the Silvertip Lodge resort since shortly after they had first been mated many years ago, were in the middle of a year-long, worldwide tour. Quentin, responsible elder of the brothers not to mention already manager of the lodge, had been left in charge during their absence.

      Well, damn him for being responsible. Even though he was the oldest of all the hellion Walker siblings, he never quite appreciated how hard it was to wrangle his brothers until their parents had blithely taken off on a long-delayed sightseeing tour of the countries they'd always wanted to visit but never had been able to due to the endless responsibilities of running a small guest resort that was open year-round. Quentin had been the property manager ever since he'd come into his maturity. Yet all that experience hadn't quite prepared him for the dubious honor of riding roughshod over his siblings. They were all grown ass man, for crying out loud. But they acted like damn spoiled babies every time he asked for a little bit of help.

      Scrubbing a hand over his eyes, he enjoyed the sharp breeze coming in through the open door. Moving the beam from the yard had been a lot of work, and he and Cortez were both dripping with the sweat equity to prove it. The change of season finally seemed to be spanning over the mountain, a little later this year than usual. Fall was Quentin's favorite season. Something about the crisp air, the changing color guard that swept through all the trees on the mountain, the new life that tickled through the town down in the valley as everyone seemed to emerge from the lazy days of summer into the renewed pace of fall life always made him feel alive.

      He was a bear in the mountains, and his life was perfect.

      Well. Almost perfect.

      After another few moments of catching their breaths, Cortez finally grunted, "How much longer till they get back from that crazy vacation of theirs?"

      "Seven months, three weeks, two days, and a handful of hours." Despite himself, Quentin's voice was grim.

      Another beat. Then Cortez started laughing. Shaking his head, between increasingly mirthful sputters, he said, "You know they did this to you on purpose, big brother. They wanted to teach you what it's like to have cubs of your own."

      "Full grown cubs, and you sure as hell aren't mine,” Quentin retorted, but he couldn't help the grin sliding over his own face. “Though you darn well better listen to every word I say, you scalawag." That had been a favorite word of their mother's for all of them as they grew up. It was still apt.

      Cortez was probably right. Their mother and father had often bemoaned the fact that almost none of their sons was yet mated, let alone anywhere near to producing cubs of their own for their doting grandparents to dandle on their knees and teach how to search for berries and honey in the woods. In fact, during a family dinner the night before they left, their mother had severely mandated an order to the five Walker sons. "Every single one of you had better be mated and about ready to have a cub show up from that union by the time your father and I get back. Or else," she ended threateningly at the shocked silence and dropped mouths that greeted her statement.

      She'd been joking, of course. Well, probably only half joking. Maybe only a quarter joking? Riley, of course, got a pass. He did have cubs, and he wasn't in the market for a mate ever again. That subject was closed. Everyone else, though, got a very stern look from the most ferocious mama bear any of them had ever met.

      Now, Quentin shrugged. To be honest, he agreed with her. He wanted nothing more than to be mated. Maybe not cubs, not quite yet. First, he just needed his mate to acknowledge that she actually was his mate. If he couldn't get Abby to understand how serious he was about that, he wasn't sure what to do next.

      As if he could heard Quentin's thoughts, Cortez stopped laughing. He gave his brother a fairly compassionate look. "What's your plan for her, anyway?"

      Quentin narrowed his eyes at his brother and snapped, "Plan for who?”

      “Abby, of course. You need to get her here somehow. I figured you had some sort of plan to make her understand.” Cortez shrugged. The fact that Abby was Quentin's mate was plain as day to all the bear shifters around here. His brothers really liked her anyway. They'd each privately told him that she was cool, and could hold her own in a rough and tumble bear clan.

      Glaring at his brother, Quentin felt his bear grumping around inside him again. “What, I'm supposed to become some sort of cave bear and just drag her off to my den without more than an if you please?"

      Cortez shook his head, answering in a fairly serious tone. "No, she'd probably just rip out your innards with her super sharp lady wolf claws. Wolves are fast, you know. You wouldn't be able stop her in time.”

      “Hmph,” Quentin muttered.

      “Oh, come on, man.” Cortez reached out for a brotherly punch on the shoulder that nearly drove Quentin off the beam. “You're driving the rest of us crazy. You've been a total asshole. Seriously, you need to chill out. And there's only one solution for that."

      Caught up short, Quentin stared his brother for a long moment as his brain scrambled around trying to figure out how to answer that. Finally, he said in a low, dangerously soft rumble, "Asshole? Really? First of all, Cortez, you're the reason we're in here replacing this damn beam.” He slapped the offending beam with his hand. “Better not ever bring that dumbass party boy crew of yours up here again. Swinging from the rafters," he muttered, shaking his head. Like frat boys or something. As Cortez drew breath to speak, Quentin shook his head and held up a hand. "No, hang on a second. Next, I want to know what the hell you mean. Some sort of asshole? What the hell does Abby have to do with me being an asshole?"

      This time, it was Cortez's turn to stare at Quentin, brows furrowed in surprise. “Because she's your mate, and you won't get her to come over here,” he said. “You're pissed off about it. Thus, you act like an asshole. Asshole,” he added in a companionable tone.

      Quentin ground his teeth. “There's a plan,” he said tightly, lying through his teeth. He had no idea what to do. “I'm not an idiot.”

      "Fine," Cortez said, quirking one eyebrow as he shook his head at his brother. "So you do have a grand scheme to get Abby over here for good so you can be happy, your bear stops being a grumpy old fart, and we can maybe survive the rest of the next seven months and three weeks and whatever days and hours that you're in charge till mom and dad get back?"

      Clenching his jaw, Quentin got up and went over to the large east-facing window, where he shoved his fists onto his hips and glared out at the best view on the entire property. Well, he liked to think his own cabin had the very best view. But of course they never said that to guests. His bear rumbled about his mind, alternately irritated at Cortez, at inter-species shifter politics, but mostly frustrated at not being able to just charge across the mountain to grab his mate and bring her back here to his den, safe and sound where she belonged.

      Quentin liked to think of himself as a gentleman, even if he was a big bear. If Abby had plans for her own life, in her own pack, he couldn't just stomp over there and demand she change everything for him. Even if that was the only thing he wanted to do.

      Quentin took a measured inhale, held it, exhaled. He did it five or six times. Finally, he replied to his brother's question when he figured he could talk without his bear growling through his words. "Fine. There is no real plan. I'm just pissed because there's this thing going on this weekend. Tonight, actually,” he admitted, looking back at his brother.

      Cortez raised his eyebrows, gesturing for him to go on.

      Reluctantly, feeling his ire heat up even more, Quentin went on. “So her pack has this thing. They do these pack runs all the time, right? They go out, run around under the moon. You know. It's a wolf thing."

      Cortez grunted from where he had stayed seated on the beam. Now he was peering up at the cracked beam overhead, critically and maybe just a bit sheepishly. He saw Quentin looking at him and waved a hand in his direction. "Go on, go on. Running. Full moon. I'm listening."

      Quentin looked back out at the fiery race of color zigging and zagging all over the mountains. Despite his inner agitation, he felt slightly soothed by the sight, as always. "This weekend is a big one. It's the hunter's moon tonight. Happens every October. Each wolf pack in the country goes out for a full moon run. Some packs do it just by themselves, but others invite wolf shifters from all over the place to come join in. Kind of like a pack gathering sort of thing." Quentin shrugged. "Abby's pack is a big deal. They have a huge run for this full moon every year. Wolves come from all over the place to run with them."

      "Mm-hmm," Cortez said. His boots thumped as he walked the floor across what sounded like the length of the overhead beam.

      "So they run," Quentin went on, "and they hunt deer and stuff, just hang out and have fun. Wolves running in the moonlight. And," he hesitated. "And sometimes they meet their mate during the hunter's moon. They go hunting for a mate. Hunter's moon."

      "Okay, cool, yeah," Cortez's voice came from the far end of the hall. "Sounds like you have a plan after all. You can go over there, run with them, and officially mate with Abby. Boom and done, right?"

      Quentin managed to talk around the sudden tic in his cheek. "Not quite. It's a wolf mating thing. Meaning they might find their destined wolf mate at these things a lot of the time. Abby is at just the right age when a lot of them apparently meet. Magical mating hunter's moon, blah blah blah."

      This time, dead silence greeted his words. Quentin turned around to see his brother standing stock still at the other end of the room, staring back at him. By his posture, Cortez was completely focused on what Quentin had just said.

      "A wolf mating thing," Cortez slowly echoed. He cocked his head to the side. "A wolf mating thing." This time, his voice somewhat mocked the words.

      A glare began to bracket Quentin's face again. “Yeah. So?”

      "Are you serious?” Now, Cortez's voice was incredulous. It was also a bit challenging. “It's a wolf mating run, and you're gonna let Abby run in the middle of it with a bunch of male wolves who are looking for their mates? Abby, the woman you keep telling us is your mate? The woman we all know is your mate?"

      “She doesn't want me there. It's a wolf pack thing.”

      Cortez shook his dark head, a small curl on his lip saying what he really thought about that. “Where the hell are your balls, man? You're letting her get away.”

      Quentin roared as his fury rampaged through him. His bear side suddenly threatened to burst out of his every pore. "Hell, no, I'm not!”

      “Yeah!” Cortez egged on.

      “You're right.” Quentin slammed one fist into the palm of his other hand as sudden clarity bloomed. “I can't let her be there without me. So I'm gonna show up, too. Show up for that hunter's moon mating thing, because Abby damn well is my mate."

      Cortez strode across the room until he was close enough that Quentin could see the shining of his eyes that meant his own bear was close to the surface as well. "Let me get this straight, insane big brother of mine. You plan to go over there tonight, to a huge wolf shifter gathering thing, that's one of their big deal things that they do, and just walk in there, a lone bear shifter, and what? Grab your wolf shifter mate out from under their noses? There's no way they'll let you get away with that." The challenge still rose in his voice, though. He was totally encouraging his brother to do just that.

      Quentin glared. "I don't really think they're that bloodthirsty. Besides, look at me. I'm a fuckin' grizzly bear. A grizzly bear! Wolves might mess with me, but they can't take me down."

      Sharply, Cortez said, "Yeah, they can. If there's like a couple hundred of them."

      His bear marching through his mind in renewed rage, Quentin roared even more loudly as his thoughts filled with images of a hundred young, mate-hungry male wolf shifters eyeballing Abby like she was some sort of prize. "A hundred male wolves? All there for this mating run thing, the same thing Abby is going to be at?"

      "Oh, yeah!" Cortez said, pumping his fist in the air like some enraged Spartan warrior of old or something. "And they're all gonna take a look at that Abby of yours, decide she'd be the perfect mate for them, then snatch her out from under your nose instead! You can't let that happen."

      "Hell, no, I can't!" Quentin roared back, feeling the bear hairs bristle out of his human skin as his equally enraged bear thundered and walked around just beneath the surface. "That's my mate we're talking about!"

      "Your mate!" Cortez agreed, glaring with nearly as much fury as Quentin.

      Then, "Shit," Quentin muttered. "How could I let her go back there by herself? Probably a ton of wolves already in town, ready to start sniffing out their new mates."

      Cortez nodded. "Damn right there are," he agreed. "If I were you, I'd get my ass over there right now. For all you know, she's already been sizing one up, and that's why she's been reluctant to come live over here with you."

      At that, Quentin saw nothing but dark, angry red. This time, though, it was at his own brother's words. "She'd never do that to me." His voice was so dangerously still, so dangerously quiet, that Cortez froze right where he was.

      Then, to Quentin's surprise, instead of looking nervous as Quentin advanced on his brother, Cortez smiled instead. "Course she wouldn't," he said, so easily that Quentin paused mid stride. "She's your mate, man. She's been brought up to believe that she can only mate with another wolf. But look here. I don't know a lot about women—"

      Quentin snorted at that. Cortez was a renowned ladies man. He might not know much about mates, but he sure knew a lot about women.

      "—but I can tell you this much. She may not think she's waiting for you to come get her." Cortez's voice was suddenly serious. "But she is. Trust me. You show up there, do whatever the hell it is you need to do during that run thing, and let her know that you can handle not only it, but also what she needs."

      A sharp wind swirled into the room through the still open front doors as Quentin stared at his brother. "And what exactly is it that she needs?"

      Cortez leaned a little bit closer, as if he was about to share the deepest secrets of the universe. "What she needs,” he said in a low tone, "is for you to show up, be there, and let her know you're never gonna walk away from her again."

      Quentin growled. "I'm not the one walking away from her. She doesn't want me to follow her."

      Cortez rolled his eyes and flung up his hands in seeming despair. Then he advanced on his brother and shoved a strong finger into Quentin's chest. "Listen to me. Yeah, you have been the one walking away from her. You haven't shown her that you mean business about being her mate. That you take it more seriously than anything else in the world. I'm not talking about showing her who's boss, hell no. Now, that would be some stupid cave bear shit. No," Cortez went on, settling back on his heels as he placed his own fists on his hips, pinning his brother with a glare, "I'm talking about you not being afraid to show up in front of her entire pack, and however many other packs are there, and not letting her run by herself. I'm talking about you showing that wolf shifter mate of yours that you sure as hell are her mate."

      Quentin stared at Cortez for a long moment as his mind tripped over itself at the simplicity of what his brother said as well as the stupidity of Quentin's own thought process for the past several months. Damn. Well, he sure as hell was acting like some big, stupid, lumbering bear, wasn't he?

      Not anymore, he wasn't. Turning for the door, Quentin abruptly sprinted for it, his steps shaking the floor.

      "Hey!" Cortez called after him. "Where are you going? What about the beam?"

      Quentin shook his head, still running. "You're right," he flung back over his shoulder. "Get some of those lazy ass search and rescue crew mates of yours up here to help you fix this. I," he thumped himself hard on the chest as he burst out the open doorway and took the stairs four at a time down to the parking area, "need to go get my mate before it's too late."

      Drifting behind him as he ran like a crazy guy for his truck, Quentin thought he heard his brother mutter, "Finally. But you'd better come back in one piece after tangling with a wolf shifter pack. And you need to bring your mate back here with you!" Cortez called out more loudly.

      But Quentin had already jumped into his huge diesel truck, gunning the engine as he tore out the long dirt drive from the property to go down the mountain, then all the way across it.

      To go to the all-wolf shifter hunter's moon run happening tonight, and prove to his wolf shifter mate as well as her entire pack that he was the only one for her.
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      After the first ring, it went to voicemail. As the sound of Quentin's deep voice rumbled into her ear, Abby couldn't help the small shiver that rippled through her. His voice always did that to her, even when it was just a recording. She listened to his brief message, then hung up before the tone sounded. She'd already left him a voicemail earlier that day. And texted him. Twice. There was no need to throw herself at him like a lovesick puppy more than she already had.

      Her wolf lightly protested, Not a puppy, though it was a whisper in the back of Abby's mind. Abby let a smile ghost over her face as she moved down the bustling sidewalk of downtown Durango. No, she'd left puphood behind quite some years ago. She was a grown woman, capable of making her own decisions and sticking with them, consequences be damned. So some of those decisions involved thoughts of a sexy, strong, rough, tough, utterly fascinating bear shifter. So what? She could think about him. She liked to think about him, no matter what she might have said to Megan. Quentin tingled her toes, sent zips of electricity through her body, made her sizzle and sparkle every time she was around him.

      Yes, she could think about him. She'd finally broken down and admitted to herself she was wondering what his mysterious plans were this weekend. What? She could be curious about his activities when they weren't around one another. She could casually wonder what he was up to, how he was spending his time away from her.

      Even though tonight she planned to join the pack's hunter's moon run and possibly find her own wolf shifter mate.

      Her wolf snarled in her mind, this time with firm intention. She swiped a claw over Abby's thoughts, causing Abby to gasp a bit, which in turn made a few passing humans look at her curiously. Pasting a vague smile on her face, she turned into the shop she'd been heading toward. The Steaming Bean was a Durango institution, a small but busy coffeeshop on Main Street that boasted crowds day and night. The autumn chill in the air had made Abby crave a cinnamon latte.

      Fingers clenching around the silent phone in her pocket, she joined the line of chattering customers also seeking a cup of delicious warmth. Almost immediately, she noticed the two other shifters there, getting their drinks at the front of the line as they laughed and flirted with the cute barista. Two male wolves, young and unknown. Usually, unknown shifters were cause for potential alarm in Black Mesa Pack territory. But during a pack run, especially this most significant one, strange wolves in town weren't cause to alert the pack Guardians to the presence of outsiders.

      Instead, it was an opportunity to study them as potential mates.

      Mates, her wolf whispered in disgust, giving the wolfish equivalent of rolling her eyes at Abby. Cubs. Not worthy.

      They're hardly cubs, Abby thought back in mild exasperation. They're grown wolves. Ready to take on responsibility.They're just looking for the same thing I am. A mate.

      With another disgusted bark in Abby's mind, and a flashing image of Quentin throwing his head back, mouth open and teeth gleaming as he laughed that deep laugh of his, her wolf smartly marched to the back of her mind and sat down, back turned to Abby. Quentin, was all she thought at Abby, the name laden with significance. Quentin is mate.

      Abby dug her nails into her hand. Quentin was wonderful. He was fun. He was sexy. She thought about him all the time. She enjoyed spending time with him. But he wasn't a wolf shifter. He couldn't ever be her mate. She had no idea how to have a mate who wasn't a wolf.

      Resolute, ignoring her wolf's tail lashing inside her head, Abby smiled when one of the strange male wolves half turned and caught her eye. He smiled back, eyes alight with sudden interest. He was a little young, sure—Pup, her wolf murmured again with slight derision—but he was cute, strong, looked sane, and was solvent enough to at least buy a cup of coffee. Those were all good things, right?

      Unfortunately, there was no zing as he looked back at her with appreciation. No flare of returned interest inside her, no real desire to go over and say hello to him or his friend. No wish to strike up a conversation, asking where he was from, if he was looking forward to the full moon run.

      He just wasn't Quentin. Dang it. Sighing, she shrugged and looked away.

      By the time Abby managed to order and pick up her coffee, a few tables had emptied out inside the popular little place. She snagged a small one by the large front window, settling down to sip her latte and look outside at the bright day and the passersby. The door rattled and squeaked as it was shoved open again, spilling more customers into the small but brisk business.

      “You're from the Black Mesa Pack, aren't you?” The deep, slightly eager voice sounded above her ear, its words masked by the patter of laughter and conversation nearby.

      Abby started, twisting a bit in her seat to look up. It was the young male wolf who'd smiled at her in line. He hovered beside her table, his friend right on his heels, clearly waiting for an invitation to sit down. Manners prompted her to automatically smile again. Drawing breath to speak, she didn't even get a single word out before being interrupted by another deep voice.

      This voice, though, was familiar. So familiar it sent that aching, delicious zing right down into her bones, rattling her teeth and making her wolf sit up to keen attention.

      “What's it to you if she is, pup?” the voice huffed out in a light snarl, as its owner pinned the young wolves with a dark look.

      Quentin. Right here, beside her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Quentin glared at the wolf who hovered too close to his mate. A look more of shock than fear sprinted over the wolf's face as he took an automatic step back. Abby's beautiful eyes, wide and guileless, darted between Quentin and the young pups who dared to put their bold moves on her.

      Moves it seemed hadn't worked too well. Or that she'd even really noticed.

      Good.

      “Just making conversation with a pretty lady is all.” The young wolf said the words in a smooth, conciliatory tone. This might be wolf territory, but Quentin was a bear shifter. He was bigger than either wolf, somewhat older, and much more savvy to a good old-fashioned throw down. He looked like he could fight anyone at any time, and he knew it. The others did, too. He relaxed—until the pup's next words. “It's the hunter's moon run tonight. It's something just for our kind, you know?”

      No real menace underlaid the wolf's words, who clearly was appreciative enough of Quentin's greater size and strength to not really push it. Yet a flicker of challenge stirred there. Enough of a flicker to bring Quentin's bear roaring back to the surface, ready to take out any fool who thought to get in his way. He knew his eyes were likely beginning to glow, as did all shifters whose animals came so close to the surface they threatened to dominate their human side.

      It would be so nice to show this young upstart who was really in charge here. Who was the boss of the situation. Who was really Abby's mate.

      Yet years of being the oldest brother in a clan of rowdy bear shifters, not to mention the fact that he was indeed right in the middle of wolf territory, tempered his response as he forcefully shoved his bear back down. He opted for a charged verbal response, while keeping his body language non-attacking. “And what kind would that be? The young and disrespectful?”

      With that, Quentin dismissed the pups by turning his back on them. It was a clear sign of mild contempt in the shifter world, the willingness to turn one's back on any perceived threat or enemies. He'd basically just called their bluff and demonstrated they weren't even worthy of a defensive stance.

      Abby's lips trembled. Quentin let his own mouth curve up into a smile. He knew her well enough to know that she was covering up a grin. Buying herself some time, she lifted her coffee to her lips and took another sip. Smile abruptly wiped off his face, he stared at those full, pretty pink lips as they melded themselves against the rim of the mug. Just like the way they sometimes wrapped around his—

      “Quentin. What are you doing here?” Her voice lilted out against the background clamor of the busy place as she looked up at him with those mesmerizing eyes.

      He took a deep, slow breath in through his nose before he answered. All the long drive over the mountain into Durango, he'd had the opportunity to think about his impending actions. Since he'd charged off half-cocked, egged on by Cortez's ribbing—and darn that troublemaking little brother of his, trying to stir up drama and reaction as usual—he realized he'd get to town many hours before the run actually began. He'd passed the Black Mesa Pack den, headquartered north of town, rolling down his windows and trying to scent Abby as he cruised by. Knowing he'd look idiotic, if not somewhat threatening, if he tried to go onto the property this early, he'd opted instead to head to town and take a walk to cool himself off.

      When she'd called him, he'd almost driven off the road at the sight of her name on the screen. But he made himself let it go to voicemail. He wasn't sure yet how to approach letting her know he'd be there tonight. Telling her on the phone definitely wasn't the way to do it.

      Besides, he really liked the fact that she'd called him. Then texted. Because it meant Abby wasn't with another guy. She wasn't going to find a mate at this full moon run, or even just a casual liaison. Abby was his, and he knew it. She did too, deep down inside. He'd realized he just needed to be cool about the situation. Not as cool as he had been. No, he'd been too laid back about his feelings for Abby. The woman had to know he was her mate, and he'd let her know loud and clear. But he didn't need to tear up a coffeeshop in downtown Durango because some juvenile wolves thought they had a shot with a magnificent she-wolf like Abby. Abby, whom he'd unexpectedly and very thrillingly had scented as he rambled down Main Street. Her flash of bright gold hair as she sat in the window had caught his eye when he snapped his head around trying to find her.

      She was a gem, Abby Kenyon was. And she was his.

      His bear grumbled at him, but Quentin held firm. He didn't need to give any wolves any more ammunition to think that bear shifters were oafish, always ready to fight, and just too brutish for a wolf shifter. He'd simply prove to them all tonight the exact opposite. Calmly, he replied to Abby. “I have things to do here. Errands. I didn't expect to run into you. I thought you were busy this weekend,” he couldn't resist adding. He wasn't going to pick a fight with any wolves, but he also wasn't above teasing his sexy little Abby some more.

      That cute little red flush tiptoed across her cheeks. “I was, ah, I mean—” she tripped over herself.

      Damn, she was beautiful. Those curves, that voice, the strength he knew rested within her, despite her current flustered state. Quentin enjoyed the sight of her for another long moment, drinking her in, before he rescued her from her own floundering. “I saw you sitting here and decided to stop in to say hi.”

      His voice was low, but expectation thrummed along it. Abby was caught by that note, her eyes snapping over to his and her mouth abruptly shutting. She swallowed at the expression on his face, which he knew was suddenly taut and filled with a longing.

      And an implacable certainty.

      “I thought,” he said more slowly, dragging out the words and deepening his voice, “I'd come in for just a minute so you could see me. So you could get my scent.”

      Abby swallowed again. Her nostrils flared a little as she took his scent in. Quentin was aware of the two young wolves, still at his back, watching everything with what was likely great interest. But they stayed silent.

      “So you could know I mean for my scent to be with you as you go the the hunter's moon run tonight, Abby.” Quentin's voice dropped to such a low register he knew no human ears could hear him. “So you could know the truth.”

      A short pause held them together. The sounds of the little coffeeshop bustled and rolled over them, but the space surrounding Quentin and Abby was like a tiny, insulated island of quiet.

      Of anticipation.

      “What—what truth is that?” Her voice wavered as she spoke, but it was from curiosity. No fear touched her words. Only what he hoped was a tightly-leashed hope.

      “The truth,” he breathed, leaning down closer to her, “that I'll be giving all those wolves a run for their money tonight, beautiful. Because you won't be running alone. No way in hell am I allowing that.”

      This time, he was so close to her he could hear the little click in her throat as she swallowed again, could feel the heat of her skin pulsing out toward him. Could see the fathomless depths of those brilliant aqua blue eyes of hers, locked on his like he was the only man in the room. The only man in the world.

      She looked as stunned as he'd felt earlier, when the truth of what the run meant had hit him. When the realization that he had to be there to run with her had settled onto him.

      Satisfied, Quentin straightened up. Tossing her a sudden grin, he forced himself to step away from her and turn toward the door. The two young wolves, mouths now slightly open and eyebrows raised, just stared at him. Quentin simply said in a cheerful voice, “See you tonight, Abby. Boys,” he added, nodding at the other wolves.

      It half killed him to leave her sitting there with those young pups, but he knew they had zero chance with her, no matter what they might try to say. Not when he'd seen the same hunger in her face he'd felt while talking to her.

      The hunger of a mate, ready to run under the full moon with the only one strong enough and fast enough to catch her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          5

        

      

    
    
      Abby held her breath for a long moment as she glanced again at the eastern horizon, waiting for the giant hunter's moon to rise above the shadowed ridges of the mountains. A definite chill braced the air around her, heightening the scents of the quaking aspen trees and the stately ponderosa pines that ringed the huge meadow. Letting her breath out in a long exhale, she took in an equally deep inhale, closing her eyes as she allowed her wolf to pull in the multitude of layered smells through her sensitive shifter nose.

      No question about it, autumn was her favorite season. It seemed like it had just fallen with a decisive snap in the last twenty-four hours. The air had turned super brisk, the sky so bright and clean it practically shone, and suddenly it seemed that every single deciduous tree in town had burst into flaming color overnight. Reds and golds sprinkled through the streets and dashed up the hillsides, causing Abby's heart to pound with an extra ounce of joy and a nearly constant smile to stretch over her face with unfettered delight.

      The only thing she had missed all day was Quentin. Then she had seen him, and her day had exploded into an even more complicated depth of emotion, whirling around inside her as his huge presence had filled the entire room in the coffeeshop earlier. Their interaction had been so brief, yet the enormity of the bond between them had been undeniable even within those few moments. Her wolf had danced and hummed in her mind, gleeful at the knowledge that her mate had come for her.

      He'd been so—so manly. So bear shifter manly huge and amazing. The two wolves also there had faded completely out of Abby's consciousness, so much so that she was literally surprised to see them still standing there after Quentin had left. She was sure they were perfectly nice, but she hadn't given them another thought the rest of the day.

      Quentin had been the only shifter on her mind since she'd seen him, his scent lingering with her all day. I'll be giving all those wolves a run for their money tonight, beautiful. Because you won't be running alone. No way in hell am I allowing that. His words drifted through her head, echoing over and over.

      He wouldn't really show up. Would he? With all these wolves? A lone bear shifter, ready to run among hundreds of wolves? That was crazy. He hadn't meant it. He was just saying it because—because he was Quentin. Because he liked her. Not because he was—because they were—

      She could hardly finish the thought, even to herself.

      Because they were mates.

      Her wolf danced and howled in her mind, slamming image after image at her of Quentin roaming the mountains in his enormous grizzly bear form. Mate. Mate, she insisted, gainsaying Abby's own thoughts. Abby glanced around the meadow. No. Dang it. Now wasn't the time to be thinking about other shifters. Not even Quentin. She couldn't think about him. He wouldn't be here. This was the annual hunter's moon pack run, the largest one in the country.

      Tonight was all about wolf shifters. It had to be. She didn't know any other way.

      Narrowing her eyes as her own wolf's high-pitched howl, then almost vicious snarl, rang through her head so sharply the sound of it hurt, Abby let her glance slowly pan over the many wolves in attendance from different packs. From as close as the neighboring affiliate pack to as far as those who had come down from the northern reaches of Montana and even the far western coastal forests of Washington state, wolves mingled, prowled, and laughed with one another, every single one of them waiting for the rising full moon and the call of the Black Mesa pack alpha to begin the hunt.

      The hunt which for some of the wolves here would be for a mate.

      "A lot of likely-looking candidates for you here, Abby." She startled slightly at the deep, friendly voice at her shoulder. Turning her head, she smiled at Sean as he walked toward her with his arm casually flung over Megan's shoulders. His tone was easy, his stance relaxed as he held his mate close to him. There was no question that the two of them would run together tonight. As a mated pair, they would enjoy the evening together before slipping off to some secluded glade to have their own fun. Abby smiled a bit wistfully, even as she nodded in agreement.

      "Definitely a lot of new guys here," she said, glancing out at all the strange wolves again before she looked back at Sean and Megan. Her best friend gave her a far more dubious glance than Sean had. But she said nothing. "I'm sure they'll be a lot of new mate pairings tonight," Abby casually added, trying to sound excited about that.

      To her utter shock, fierce growls laced her words, deepening her voice and rippling through her entire body with a tensing effect. Sean reared backward, his hackles raising more from startlement than any actual defensiveness. Megan rubbed a soothing hand along his arm, murmuring, "She's just on edge. Sometimes there's a bit of expectation at this run. Your home pack's hunter's moon runs were probably a lot more casual than this one, weren't they?"

      Abby rapidly blinked her eyes, breathing steadily to settle herself and her suddenly outraged wolf, who smacked her mind with angry lashes of her tail. "Wow, I'm sorry, Sean. That wasn't directed at you." She shook her head, trying to clear it. "I don't know where that came from. Megan's right. I'm a little on edge, I guess."

      Sean shrugged and waved it off, the automatic wolf glow of his eyes settling back into their normal human color.

      "True.” He grinned down at Megan, his equanimity restored. “Our hunter's moon runs were a lot smaller, pretty much just for fun. It's a good thing you never met some other guy during one of these, love," he added, a possessive tone creeping into his voice as he leaned down to soundly kiss Megan on the lips.

      Abby watched with more wistful longing. The image of a huge, dark silvertip of a bear rumbled through her mind even as she tried to shove him out.

      After she could come up for air, Megan answered in a teasing tone, "Definitely not. No, I was holding out for a certain sexy guy from the big city." She smiled at her mate, allowing her own wolf to roughen her voice with a similar amount of possessiveness at the simple pleasure of her mate's existence.

      Abby bit her lip and sighed to herself. She wanted that. More than anything. She wanted to be mated, settled, part of the well-working team that was her pack. Settled with a wolf shifter mate of her own.

      Her wolf howled so angrily inside her that Abby gasped. An answering gasp rippled through the crowd around her as her wolf continued to howl inside her. Mortified, she fought back against her wolf with every ounce of strength she had, fighting for control, closing her eyes for a second as she struggled. But the gasps around the clearing rippled out to every edge, leaving in their wake only a stark, shocked silence. Her eyes flew open, expecting to see everyone staring at her. Instead, the eyes of every single shifter in the glade, several hundred of them, were fixed on a point behind her. Even Megan and Sean had turned, also staring. Abby felt the sudden danger twisting and rippling throughout the glade. The instant nervousness and protectiveness of every single wolf there.

      Someone was here who didn't belong.

      Whirling, Abby looked in the direction everyone else faced.

      Quentin Walker, bear shifter, strode through the glen full of wary, agitated wolf shifters.

      Heading straight for her. Just as he'd promised.

      Abby's heart slammed into her throat, stifling another gasp as what seemed like a bucket of cold water, followed by a hot, sizzling sensation ripped through her. It took her a long, disorienting moment to find the exact emotion she felt. To name it. Her wolf still howled inside her, this time with an exultant thrill that surged through her with every beat of her heart. She recognized the feeling for what it was.

      Joy.

      Quentin lumbered with easy grace yet deliberate strength right into the midst of all the wolves, his huge form moving with unerring purpose as he headed right for her. A bear shifter, alone among the wolves.

      “Wow,” Megan breathed beside her. “That's pretty hot, Abby. And it's all for you. You sure he's not the one we were talking about the other day?” Her tone was pointed, but kind.

      Abby swallowed hard, staring as the guy she couldn't get out of her head bore down on her like a freight train. As he came toward her, his long, shaggy dark brown hair topping his sexier-than-hell eyes, the mouth she wanted to feel whisper over her skin, brand her every inch with its kisses, the beard she delighted to feel each time he nuzzled it in-between her legs, Abby felt the very air seem to settle into a charged, expectant harsh.

      Into the wild, tight silence, Quentin drew up to within a mere foot of her, practically causing her nerve endings to burst into flame just from his electrifying presence. Without waiting another second, he crushed her to his chest and claimed her mouth with his. Startled at first for a split second, angry at his audacity in showing up here when he knew it was a wolf thing, she still couldn't help herself from almost immediately melting into him. It was Quentin, after all. Tall, strong, shaggy-haired, rough and tumble and just—himself. Unashamedly, unreservedly his bear shifter self.

      She fell into his kiss as naturally as she breathed air. Feasting on her like she was the last drink he would ever take, like she was the most delicious thing he would ever taste, Quentin kissed Abby in front of the whole pack till she felt boneless and senseless from it.

      When he finally released her, she just stood there, staring at him, legs shaking and fire banking deep inside her. Hot, bright, and focused on him.

      Only him. Angry, yes. But also filled with an unmistakable lust.

      Dammit.

      "I'm here for the hunter's moon run," Quentin said, the deep, dark rumble of his words carrying to each corner of the meadow, although he didn't take his eyes off of Abby. "I'm here to join in the hunt. Right next to this woman." He lifted his hands toward her, palms up, the move somehow screaming pure alpha male possessiveness. "Right next to Abby Kenyon. Because,” his voice snarled out in a booming growl, turning around so she was tucked behind him as he swept his glance over all the other shifters there, “she's mine."
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* * *

      Quentin stood in front of Abby, arms crossed in front of his massive chest as he surveyed the wolf shifters around him. He probably looked like some kind of caveman, shown up to grab his woman by the hair and drag her away to his lair, but at the moment he didn't really care.

      Abby was his mate, dammit. He knew it, her wolf knew it, she knew it deep inside even if she wasn't ready to admit it. Just like he'd told her earlier today, no way in hell was he going to let her participate in this crazy wolf run without him. He was going to show her, and everyone here, that he was the one for her. The only one.

      He was a silvertip grizzly bear shifter, surrounded by hundreds of wolves. If they wanted to, despite his size and strength, they could easily rip him to shreds simply due to their sheer numbers, just as Cortez had pointed out. It didn't matter. He would fight to the death for Abby if he had to. He didn't know much about wolf pack law. But they sure were about to get a taste of bear shifter law if it had to come to that.

      As the dual shocks of his appearance and his kiss must've worn off, Abby stepped around from behind him, tugging at him with one arm and thwapping him with her other. He looked down at her sexy, adorably furious face with the snapping blue-green eyes. They were ringed with a bright glow, a sure sign that her wolf was rising hard and fast in her. Though he kept his features settled into an expression that told the wolves around him don't mess with me, Quentin smiled inside. His sexy little mate was a hell of a little she-devil.

      One of the many things he loved about her.

      "Quentin!” She finally found her voice. A little ragged, a lot confused, bound with anger as well as what he was pretty sure was excitement, it raced over him like heated little kisses. “What on earth are you doing? You can't just come here like this. Acting like a—doing what you—I mean, kissing me, and then—" Her voice sputtered to a halt, though she still ineffectually tried to drag him away. To where, he had no idea.

      His heart suddenly thumped out of whack again as he realized just what she was trying to do. His sweet, sexy little she-devil of a mate was trying to protect him. She was trying to protect him, an enormous grizzly bear shifter, king of the woods, from her pack of wolves.

      His heart swelled, about bursting in his chest from pride.

      She was going to make a hell of a mate. That is, as long as he could convince her of the truth of that fact.

      Quentin sensed the tension in the glen sharpening with every moment. Then a male voice spoke. Quiet, measured, collected.

      “You are welcomed here, silvertip shifter.”

      The soft voice carried across the meadow with a potency Quentin suspected had to do with some crazy old wolf shifter stuff that he didn't understand, and didn't need to. Clearly, it came from an alpha. Despite the matter-of-fact tone, not to mention that nobody here could claim to be his alpha, Quentin sensed tremendous power emanating from the voice. Well, that was damned impressive. He sharply turned his head to look for the source he instinctively knew was the alpha wolf of all alpha wolves.

      Silently, with not a watchful eye leaving Quentin, the small, tight clusters of shifters parted like smooth water to allow the male wolf who had spoken to easily stroll across the meadow toward Quentin. The man was tall, rangy, and definitely a savvy, cagey old wolf. As he came closer, Quentin could see silver strands in the dark hair. Wolf shifters could live a hell of a long time. Looking at this one, he guessed the man's age had to be at least a few hundred years. Maybe more. But no threat emanated from the shifter, even though every single wolf he passed seem deferent to him. Abby closed her mouth and stopped tugging at Quentin, giving the approaching shifter a single quick glance before dropping her eyes. Even so, she stepped around so that she was slightly in front of Quentin.

      Still protecting him.

      This alpha wolf wasn't challenging him, though. Quentin was in the man's house, so to speak. He would play by the same rules.

      Keeping his voice as respectful as possible, though his bear rumbled and huffed just beneath his words, Quentin replied, "Thank you. My name is Quentin Walker. I come from Deep Hollow, over the mountain. And I want to join your hunter's moon run tonight."

      The approaching wolf studied him as he drew closer, coming to a casual stop several feet away. Spreading his feet about shoulder width apart, casually tucking his thumbs in the front pockets of his pants to indicate he wasn't offering any particular challenge, the alpha nodded. "My name is Channing Bardou, and I am alpha of the Black Mesa pack. I know who you are. I know everyone in the Walker clan. Your parents and I go quite a ways back."

      Despite himself, Quentin couldn't help the soft huff of surprise that left his lips. Even his bear stopped restlessly pacing as Quentin focused his entire attention on the wolf in front of him. Well, almost his entire attention. Part of him remained utterly aware of the fact that Abby stood next to him. Standing her ground with him, even in the face of her own alpha.

      "I see," he said after a long moment. "Then I guess you'll understand that my stated intentions for being here are honest. I'm here for Abby. She's mine, and she will run with me tonight. Only me.”

      Quentin's voice fell into the silent clearing with the ring of authenticity he knew everyone here would recognize. Shifters weren't mind readers, but they were damned good at knowing when someone spoke the truth. Quentin meant his words with every molecule of his being. He was here for Abby, and that was all.

      The older wolf, Channing, regarded him for another long moment, quietly assessing him in what was still a nonthreatening manner. Quentin had to admit that if he wasn't here for Abby, he might feel a little uncomfortable under that gaze. Okay, fine. He'd probably feel damned edgy with those eyes pinned on him. But he wasn't here to pick a fight. He was here for his mate, no matter how that would be received. He knew what he wanted. He'd never been more sure of anything in his life. Quietly, he waited for the wolf pack's alpha to come to whatever conclusion needed to be reached.

      After another long silence, the alpha shifted his mild gaze to Abby. "Abby Kenyon," he said softly, just the sound of his voice jerking her head up to look at him. Even so, she only managed one quick, direct glance at him before she moved her gaze to settle in the general vicinity of her alpha's shoulders. Quentin understood what that meant. In wolf hierarchy, the most dominant wolf controlled the others to the extent that looking directly into a more dominant wolf's eyes was viewed as a challenge.

      Abby knew her place in the pack, and she recognized the power her alpha wielded. Though he bristled a bit inside, Quentin stayed silent. If he wanted Abby to be with him, he knew she had to play by the rules of her wolf pack, the only way she knew how. While he'd done his part in showing up for her—and dammit, but his little brother had been right about that—this part wasn't his own battle.

      Even so, the alpha's next words startled Quentin as well as apparently every other wolf there.

      "Do you fully understand why this man is here, Abby? That this bear shifter has come to claim you as his mate?”

      A low hiss whispered through some of the surrounding wolves, but not a single one of them said more. Unperturbed, the alpha continued.

      “That he wishes to prove to not only you, but to the pack, and even himself that he is strong enough to take you on as his?"

      Quentin's jaw opened a little bit as he stared at the alpha. The next words shocked him even more.

      "And do you understand, Quentin Walker," now the alpha's inscrutable gaze shifted over to Quentin, the power behind his eyes so quietly intense that Quentin actually rocked a bit on his feet, even though he still stood right where he belonged next to Abby, "that not only must you prove this to her, but that she must prove that she is also worthy of being your mate?"

      Well, damn. He hadn't thought about it that way.

      Apparently, neither had Abby. She drew in a shaky breath and looked at Quentin. Before she could say anything, though, the alpha turned his head to the eastern horizon where light began to gently spill into the clearing.

      “Ah.” Satisfaction rippled through alpha Channing's voice. “The hunter's moon rises. Come. It it time for all of us to run under its light.”

      With that, he looked one more time at Quentin and Abby. Nodding at them, he then threw back his head. The deep, rich timbre of his wolf's voice loosed through his throat in a full-bodied howl that was echoed by the other wolves there.

      Quentin set his jaw in determination. Ready or not, the hunter's moon run was about to start.
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      Abby couldn't tear her eyes away from Quentin. Her big, sexy, burly bear shifter, standing in front of her, surrounded by wolves. Their excited, high-spirited howls and yips in answer to the alpha's opening cries swirled up through the crisp October night air as the heavy orange glow of the very full moon slowly rose on the horizon.

      Despite the eerie sound of hundreds of throats, both human and wolf, unleashing their wild animal sounds, Quentin didn't waver for a second. He stayed planted in front of her, ready for whatever came next.

      Ready for her.

      Taking a deep breath, Abby took a step back from Quentin and quickly began stripping off her clothes. Quentin stared at her, a startled yet pleased expression coming onto his face.

      "Really," he said, one corner of his mouth lifting up in a grin.

      But Abby shook her head at him. "You heard my alpha," she said in a soft, low tone. The husky sound of her wolf rippled through her voice as she went on. "On this hunter's moon run, you have to catch me. And wolves are fast. Really fast. You're going to have to work hard for me, Quentin Walker," she added, her voice deadly serious.

      As she let the last of her clothes drop to the cold ground, stepping away from them and standing before him utterly naked, Abby smiled, letting her wolf's teeth gleam in the dark as she shifted into her wild, four-legged shape.

      "I know you can understand me in this form," she said in her pure wolf's voice. All around the glen, human forms were shifting into wolf, baying and howling and setting off in all directions to run. No one paid the two of them any more mind, having been clearly warned by the Black Mesa pack alpha that the decision of what to do with Quentin was up to Abby, and Abby alone. "Are you ready for this?"

      Quentin's response was to open his mouth and roar. In a flash, he let his grizzly bear burst over him, ripping and shredding through his clothes. He shook them off his furry shape, his massive jaws working as he bellowed again. Several of the wolves paused and looked at him, instinctively answering in snarls and growls and howls. The low, commanding voice of the alpha rose above them all, urging them to their own runs. To their own hunts.

      Leaving Abby and Quentin alone.

      "You'd better be fast, my gorgeous little wolf," Quentin said, stepping toward her on his massive paws. "I intend on catching you."

      With a delighted yip at the challenge in his voice, Abby turned tail and raced away, dashing after the streaming forms of wolves as they spread up and over the mountain into the chilly forest as the moon slowly rose in the sky above them all.

      As she raced through the flashes of stark white bark of the aspen trees and the dark, tall shapes of the pines that made up the bulk of the forest, she felt Quentin at her heels. The ground shook behind her where he ran. He was fast. Really fast. She hadn't expected him to be that fast. They'd run together before in their animal shapes, playing and racing through the beautiful lands by his family's property, but they'd never been so focused. They'd never been at such a dead run before, with one goal in mind: for Quentin to catch Abby.

      She sensed it was a goal he was taking more seriously than anything ever before. The knowledge spurred her on, even as she flung her head up for a short, sharp howl that stabbed through the trees along with the howls of many wolves both near and far. Behind her, Quentin bellowed the roar of a grizzly bear, the noise of it reverberating through the same air to lend a deep bass note beneath the howls of the wolves. A brief silence greeted his unexpected sound before the multiple choruses of many wolves began again. Abby smiled as she raced along. Quentin was staking his claim on her. He was warning off all the others.

      He was warning them off of his mate.

      As she ran, Abby felt her human side blending into her wolf side, relaxing and accepting and enjoying the deep knowledge she finally began to embrace. The knowledge that Quentin was indeed her mate. The knowledge that he could be a permanent part of her life.

      If, her human said with an impertinent sniff, he can catch me.

      Letting her tongue loll out in a wolfish grin, Abby added a staccato yip yip yip as she leapt and raced through the trees, leading Quentin ever onward and up the mountain. Through the far reaches of the forest, far beyond where humans would dare to go at night. Far beyond where any of the other wolves on this cold October run would go.

      Leading him to her.
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* * *

      Miles had passed before Abby began to slow in front of Quentin. He admired her lithe shape racing around tree trunks, under bushes, over downed logs and scatters of boulders. In his bear shape, his sense of smell was superior even to her acute wolf senses. The scent of his mate running in front of him, leading him to her, was so crisp and clear he felt as if he had the strength of twenty bears.

      He would never stop until he could catch her. His mate. His Abby.

      Abby flashed around an enormous boulder that gleamed faintly in the moonlight, disappearing behind it. With a roar, Quentin put on another burst of speed, barreling around the enormous granite boulder, thundering over the ground as he tried to catch up with her. But he raced into a tiny, empty meadow filled with nothing but the sharp, clear bathe of moonlight. Slamming himself to a halt in the middle of it, his claws leaving deep gouges in the earth, Quentin lifted his head as he opened his mouth in a roar, simultaneously bellowing out his cry and searching the chilly night for his mate.

      There. Her sweetness called to him from the left. Snapping his head around, he looked into the shadows between the trees. Sitting there, panting, was the light, beautiful shape of his she-wolf. He paused for a long moment, tipping his head in the other direction as if he wasn't sure where she was. Lifting his nose a bit more as if he'd caught another scent, he moved off to the right instead, pointedly sniffing in the direction of the trees directly opposite from her. Moving as quietly as he could, he listened as hard as he was able. Yes. She was following him into the middle of the glen, probably planning a surprise leap onto his back to startle him with her agile wolf ways.

      He'd see about that.

      Pausing almost at the other side of the tiny meadow, still ostentatiously sniffing in that direction, Quentin waited until it sounded like Abby was about halfway across the glen. Far more swiftly than he knew she expected, he whirled on his powerful hind legs, standing up on them and roaring his might into the moonlit glade.

      Shocked, she shied back from where her she had indeed been right in the middle of the glen, her teeth baring and snapping her surprise. Quentin let himself stay up on his hind legs for a long moment, giving his saucy little love a good glimpse of how strong and powerful and brave he was. Then he dropped back down to all fours, the ground thundering beneath him as he landed. With a shake of his massive head that rippled over the huge hump of his shoulders and across the dark cinnamon and gold of his coat, Quentin shifted back into his human shape.

      Striding fearlessly across the glen toward Abby where she stood still in her wolf form, the look of surprise comical on her face, he reached out his hand to her. "Fair and square, Abby? You caught me, then I caught you. Right?"

      Quietly, he waited for her reply.
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* * *

      Abby stared at Quentin as he shifted into his human form and waited for her. Damn, he was fast. And smart. And hers. At that thought, she let herself shift back into human form, stepping across the pretty little glen in the cool moonlight to him. Her shifter genes didn't let her feel the cold nearly so much as a human would, though she still reveled in the delightful snap of the air against her bare human skin. Quentin was the same way, but he ran even hotter than she did. As she stepped close to him, she could practically feel the furnace of his body both heating her and beckoning her even closer.

      "Yes," she said, feeling utterly at ease as both her human and her wolf side accepted the truth of what was happening right now. "Yes, Quentin. Right now."

      With a groan, her big, burly man took the final step over to her and gathered her into his arms, pressing her close to him. His lips found hers, seeking and ravaging with all the pent-up energy of the run they had just experienced together. She was just as amped up as he was, and answered him stroke for stroke. Her tongue tangled with his, her teeth clashed against his as her lips tried to devour every inch of his mouth. He tasted strong, feral, and utterly divine.

      "Abby," he groaned, the rumble of his bear still muttering beneath his voice. "Mine," he growled, swallowing her answering cry.

      His broad, strong hands smoothed their way over her skin from her shoulders down her back, to the swell of her hips. His fingers tightened over her rear, pushing her hips against his, where she felt the heavy thickness of his dick pressing against her. The sensation made her lightheaded. Her entire body was already completely aroused from the run in the deep, wild magic of the moonlight around them. The fingers of his hand eased around the front of her hip, pressing between their stomachs and down between her legs. She let herself ease back a bit so he could find what he sought. As his exploring fingers encountered the dampness already heating her from between her legs, he groaned again with an almost desperate sound.

      "Abby," he said, pulling his head back slightly so he could look at her eyes in the moonlight. His own eyes were dark, almost completely swallowed up by his pupils so soon after shifting. "I need to be inside you right now, gorgeous. Right now."

      The dark, sexy need of his voice shuddered its way through Abby even as his thick fingers pushed deeper inside her, another one sliding in, then a third squeezing around the other two. She felt deliciously stretched, moaning as he began circling one of his fingers inside her.

      "Okay," she said in what she knew sounded like little more than a breath. "Sounds like a great idea." She sounded inane, but she didn't care. She wanted the same thing. She wanted him inside her.

      If this was what a hunter's moon run was supposed to be like, then she was in. All the way. Never in her life had she had a run like this.

      Then again, never before in her life had she run with Quentin like this. On a mating run. A full hunter's moon mating run.

      Gently and urgently, Quentin suddenly scooped her up, causing her to squeal a little bit. He very gently laid her down on the floor of the meadow, following with his own body. He snugged her into his side, warming her even more. She opened her mouth to speak, but he shook his head. “Let me touch you for just a minute, Abby," he whispered. The sheer need that made his voice shake trapped her own voice in her throat as she stared at him. "Let me touch you first."

      Trembling, she nodded. It took everything she had to not just grab his head and pull it down for another kiss, but she resisted. He knew what he was doing. Whatever it was, she wanted to be there for every second of it.

      Quentin smoothed his hand down over Abby's body, gently running his fingers from her collarbone over her breast, her stomach, her hip, the top of her thigh. Then he ran his hand up the other side, as if he were feeling her for the first time ever. His hand trembled with effort. Effort, she knew, that was him keeping himself from just taking her.

      That was what she wanted more than just about anything right now. Fine, he wanted to touch her first and she would let him, but—

      "Oh!" Abby gasped as Quentin suddenly leaned his head down to lick and stroke one breast while his other hand moved back between her legs, his fingers diving back in to her wet, needy depths. "Oh, okay. That's good. Oh, wow. Quentin." She knew she sounded totally nonsensical, but she was beyond caring. His touch sent fire blazing through her, as if her nerves were made of molten liquid that shivered and trembled and grew ever hotter beneath his touch. Between her legs, she felt the ache deep in her core that told her she needed his touch desperately. Now.

      "Abby. So damn beautiful." Sheer worship colored Quentin's voice. She half giggled, half gasped as his voice and his beard tickled over her breast, then moved to the other one.

      Her hips began moving almost of their own volition, gently swirling and circling and lifting off the ground. The moonlight poured over both of them, seeming almost as bright as day, although it cast inky black shadows, giving a mysterious, momentous cast to the little meadow. Abby dug her hands into Quentin's hair, clutching his head, pressing him closer to her breast. He lightly bit the nipple, making her gasp, then did the same to the other one. Back and forth he went, even as his hands whirled and stroked inside her. She was getting so wet there she could hardly stand it. She was ready for him. More than ready for him.

      She'd never been more ready for this man in her life.

      "Quentin," she said, her voice nothing more than a trembling gasp.

      "Yes," he finally said, lifting his head from his breast and shifting his body so that he was completely on top of her. "You're so wet for me, Abby. I'm not going to be able to hold back," he warned. "It's half killing me to hold back this much."

      "Don't hold back anymore," she commanded as best she could in her still shaky voice. "Don't you dare hold back on me, Quentin."

      Groaning, Quentin said, "Never. I'll never hold back on you again."

      With that, he reached down to guide himself to her entrance. Abby spread her knees, lifting her hips toward him as she looked into the wild darkness of his eyes.

      "Now, babe," he said. His voice roughened into a growl of anticipation. "Now!" With a roar, Quentin plunged himself into Abby, his steel-hard dick sliding into her. It filled her so full that she screamed from the stunning delight of it as her hands moved down to grip his shoulders with a strength she vaguely thought might bruise him. But she didn't care. Her Quentin, her lover, her mate, was plunging in and out of her, diving into her with deep strokes.

      Claiming her fully as his.
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* * *

      Quentin thrust himself into Abby's welcoming heat again and again, his head about ready to explode from the sound of her eager cries as she moved with him. Like a dance partner he'd known forever, who knew his every move and joyfully met them with her own. He didn't think it was possible, but his dick seemed to get bigger and harder, encased in her slick wet heat as he thrust in, then out, then back in. Her hair, an outflung wild golden mane around the face he could tell even in the moonlight was flushed, begged for him to gently grab on and hold. So he did, even as she held onto his shoulders and back so hard he felt as if she were burning her very fingerprints into his skin.

      As she clenched slightly around him, her voice took on the sexy, guttural quality it always did as she approached orgasm.

      "Yeah, babe," he said, barely holding himself back from spilling his seed inside her. He wanted her to come first. He wanted to feel her spasming around him in her wild release so he could enjoy every second of it as he plunged over the edge himself with her.

      "Come for me, Abby. Come for me, beautiful." He thrust into her faster, cupping one hand around her head as he bucked against her in the crystal clear moonlight. Far off in the distance, he heard a few wild echoes of wolf howls spiraling up over the mountainside. Abby arched her back, her sweet inner walls abruptly clutching him tightly as she suddenly shrieked out, the sound of her climax spilling out of her mouth in a sweet, joyous call that he couldn't help but echo himself seconds later as he fell right over that same damned beautiful edge with his mate.

      White fire seemed to lick through Quentin's body, jumping over to Abby and binding the two of them together tightly under the moonlight as their bodies moved and exploded and melted together as one. Her hoarse cries shouted along with his into the night air, her wolf howling beneath her voice even as his bear roared beneath his as the two of them claimed one another. As the two of them mated beneath the beauty of the magical full moon.

      As the lingering, delicious shudders ebbed and flowed and finally rolled away from both of them, Quentin gently lowered his body slightly to the side of Abby's, keeping his arm and leg flung over her while the bulk of his body rested on the ground so as not to crush her. He listened to her breathing as it steadied along with his. A deep sense of peace and satisfaction spread through his limbs like never before.

      After more long moments, during which Abby's hands gently rubbed his back and arms and basically every inch of skin she could touch, her face nuzzled into his neck, the heat of her body mingled with his combating the slight chill that both their shifter genes already protected them against, she softly laughed.

      "What's so funny?" he asked, his own mouth slipping into a smile at the sound of her sweet laughter.

      "Me," she said, shrugging beneath him. "You. Both of us. This," he could tell she was waving a free arm around, indicating the glen in the moonlight and the distant echoes of wolf howls in the mountains. "Us. I'm laughing," and she nuzzled her face into his neck even more, lightly kissing him, “because this is perfect. Because it's what I needed. What we both needed."

      Quentin leaned back a little bit, tipping his fingers under her chin gently so that she looked up at him. He could see the luminous blue-green of her eyes even in the moonlight, enhanced by the glow of her wolf. "Because you're finally ready to admit that I was right?" He let his grin tumble into his words. "You're finally ready to admit that I'm your mate, even if I am just a big, gruff, bumbling bear?"

      So quickly that it took his breath away and wiped away his grin into a serious, heartfelt expression, Abby said, "You're not bumbling. What you are is the fastest, strongest, most incredible man I've ever met. Bear, wolf, it doesn't matter. Wait," she interrupted herself, looking at him with a tiny frown on her forehead. "It does matter. It does matter that you're a bear. It's part of what makes you you, Quentin," she added so firmly that the sound shivered its way into his soul.

      “My wolf shifter mate," he said, wonder touching his voice even though he'd already known the truth of it for a long time. "I don't know what it is about tonight, if it's full moon magic and pack run magic and who knows what else, but I know more strongly than I've ever known before that you're exactly that for me, too. My mate. That I'm yours," he added just as firmly as she had.

      Abby smiled up at him, her sweet, full lips curving up with the luscious intention that slayed him every time he looked at her. "Some kind of magic for sure," she agreed.

      "Of course,” he said lightly, though every part of him felt buoyant and free, “it was because I was fast enough to catch you. Faster than you thought I could be, huh?"

      "Oh, yeah?" The sweet, teasing challenge in her voice whispered over him as she threaded her hand back into his hair. "You only caught me because I let you."

      "Is that so," he murmured, leaning down to her lips again. "Well, since you did, my sexy wolf shifter mate," he added, smiling again at the immense joy that word sent through him, a joy he saw reflected on her own face, "then I suppose we have the whole night ahead of us to keep seeing who's caught who."

      “I think you're right. My sexy bear shifter mate,” she said, smiling up at him.

      He proved the truth of that to her over and over again, all the amazing night long.

      [image: ]
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