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        “There is no timestamp on trauma. There isn’t a formula that you can insert yourself into to get from horror to healed. Be patient. Take up space. Let your journey be the balm.”

        DAWN SERRA
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      Get ready to be immersed in a world of military might and inner demons as you read Healed by Darie McCoy. Brody and Portia's story is one that will stay with you long after you've turned the last page. McCoy's masterful storytelling will have you cheering for their happily ever after, and you'll feel proud and honored to have been a part of their journey. Healed by Darie McCoy is a must-read for anyone looking for a compelling and emotionally charged tale of love and redemption.

      

      - Dahlia Rose
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      Brody leaned forward bracing his elbows on his knees locking his fingers together.  The helicopter cut through the air jostling the occupants of the cabin, its blades beating a steady rhythm on the wind.  They had a skeleton crew for this mission.

      Warrant Officer Clarke stayed behind.  Their command central was being run a temporary FOB while the four other members had been left back home.  They normally operated with two people per speciality on weapons, communications, medical and engineering.  However, their orders were specific about the numbers required for the op.

      The other five non-com members of his team performed their various mission prep rituals.  Dominguez, checked then rechecked his ammo, spare clips and knives.  Ibrahim sat with his hands clasped in his lap with his eyes closed.  His lips moved slightly as if he were in prayer.  Marks bobbed his head to whatever music was playing from his headphones.  His eyes stared intently out of the door closest to him.

      The landscape passed by in a blur.  Even with his shifter senses, Brody could barely make out anything considering the darkness and their rate of speed.  Remington’s head lolled back against the wafer-thin headrest.  Brody understood being relaxed, but he couldn’t imagine being so relaxed pre-mission that he’d sleep on the transport.

      The last member present and leader of their specialized unit, Major Jeffrey Quinlin, also had his eyes trained on the darkness of the passing landscape.  He was the only other shifter on their team of eleven.  Brody was the highest ranking non-commissioned officer and their designated tracker.

      While they were all skilled at tracking, Brody’s shifter sense of smell gave him an unparalleled advantage.  Bears had no competition when it came to the sensitivity of their noses.  He could scent a human and most shifters within thirty-two klicks of his position—in any direction.

      Tugging on the neck of his tactical vest, he tested the breakaway feature.  The military adapted the gear for shifters to fall away if they shifted, but it needed to remain secure when they were in their human form.  A tap on his forearm drew his attention to their team leader.

      “Parata!  Do you smell anything?”

      Quinlin practically yelled into the headset.  Although the volume of Quinlin’s voice irritated his ears, Brody didn’t flinch.  It’s what the prick wanted.  Instead, he shook his head.  Of course he smelled something, but unless given a specific scent to identify, telling the wolf shifter of the forty varieties of creatures occupying the forest below them was pointless.

      “I strongly dislike that wolf.”  In a voice only he could hear, his beast grumbled.  “He takes too much pleasure in antagonizing us.  If he fell from this height, he’d have a reason to yell like his life was in danger.”

      “I hear you, bear.  But, he’s the leader of this unit.  We won’t be pushing him from the copter.”

      “It would make our lives easier if he weren’t in this thing with us.  I have a bad feeling about this whole mission.  We shouldn’t be here.”

      “Do we need to discuss the chain of command again, bear?”

      Silence met Brody’s question.  He figured his beast was sulking since he refused to disobey orders yet again.   Their last mission, it had taken a lot of cajoling to get the beast on board.  At the end of it all, the operation was successful, but it didn’t leave a good feeling in Brody’s gut.

      This time was very similar, he couldn’t put his finger on it, but something felt off.  During the briefing, Quinlin was evasive, sighting need-to-know to some of the questions from the team.  There was nothing new about the directive, but the gray wolf looked uneasy.

      Due to his age and time in the service, Brody had the most field experience.  Hell, Ibrahim and Dominguez were so young, their breath still reeked of breast milk.

      A drop in altitude had him checking the map displayed on the viewscreen attached to his arm band.  They were within thirty klicks of their target.  They’d be dropped soon, then hump it the rest of the way to the South American village.  The location of the village and descriptions of the people they were sent to extract was the only real intel they had.

      It didn’t sit right with Brody that they weren’t given more details regarding the operation.  He didn’t trust the count of possible hostiles in the area.  Overall…the op just felt…Off.

      The Black Hawk helicopter set them down ten klicks from the target area.  They couldn’t afford to have it any closer since it wasn’t a stealth piece of machinery and the copter would be heard if they dared place the drop zone nearer.

      It was a warm night, but sweat dripped off of Brody in rivulets.  Shifters normally ran a little hot, however he felt the oppressiveness of the heat more than usual.  Everyone rushed away from the drop zone as the helicopter lifted into the air.  The pilots would take an alternate route to pick them and their cargo up at the designated location.

      All members were on high alert, including Remington, who’d apparently been refreshed by his power nap.  He lifted his arm to Brody in his version of a fist bump.  Using the forearm not covered by a viewscreen, Brody returned the gesture.  Remington moved on to their other teammates to perform the same ritual with them.  They’d gone through it once before lift-off, but Remington went around the group doing it again.

      Ignoring his physical discomfort from the sweltering heat, Brody took point.  Scenting the air, he sifted through the smells.  According to their intel, other than the tiny village they were heading to, there weren’t any other humans in the area.

      His nose told him differently.  The air was rank with the smell of unwashed human bodies.   He detected over thirty independent scents.  They’d been told the village was abandoned and only being used as a way-station.  So, there should be less than half that amount of people.  Giving Quinlin a look, Brody swiped his forehead with the back of his forearm then pressed forward.

      Even if he was wary about the mission, the only way out now was to make it to the extraction point—which was on the far side of the village.  The internal dialogue he had with his beast was giving him a headache as he tried to block out the other side of himself.

      The bear wanted control.  He also felt the wrongness of the mission, but Brody was determined to do his duty.  He only shifted on missions when the brute strength of his bear was needed.  This operation didn’t call for the beast.  At least not yet.

      By the time they reached the edge of the tree cover near the village, sweat was pouring off of Brody to the point he had to tie a band around his head to keep it out of his eyes.  Even Quinlin noticed.  Coming closer to him, he pressed a hand to Brody’s forehead.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you Parata?  You’re sweating worse than a virgin Private in a whorehouse.”  Quinlin hissed and snatched his hand back.  “You’re burning up.”

      Brushing off Quinlin’s concern, Brody moved away from his touch.  “I’m fine.  You know as well as I do shifters run hot.  It’s like a fucking sauna out here.”

      Even as he said the words, he felt his mind slipping, but he was powerless to stop the slide.  Shaking his head, Brody fought to regain focus.  Shifters didn’t experience human ailments, but something was most assuredly wrong.  Now wasn’t the time to figure it out though.  People were depending on them.

      Stepping directly in front of him, Quinlin blocked his path.  Although Brody had a couple of inches and about forty pounds on him, the wolf shifter was a the only one in the unit who came close to matching him physically.

      “Don’t bullshit me, Parata.  I know you didn’t forget you aren’t the only shifter here.  It’s hot but not nearly enough for the way you’re dripping sweat.  What the fuck is going on?”

      A growl rumbled from deep within Brody’s chest.  It wasn’t his beast.  No.  It was his man.  The once loudly protesting voice of his beast was muted as a red haze settled over his vision clouding everything around him.

      White hot anger settled into his chest robbing him of a little more of his ability to think coherently.  Quinlin’s words reeked of challenge.  But why?  He’s their leader.  It was his right to question the readiness of all members of his crew.  That logic was dismissed as quickly as the thought was formed.

      Brody felt fingers wrap around his wrist.  Looking down at the offending limb, his gaze traced it back to its owner.  Remington.

      “Get your fucking hands off me.”

      Brody didn’t recognize his own voice.  It sounded deeper—far more menacing than normal.  Not giving the smaller man a chance to comply, he clamped his hand around Remington’s ripping it away from his skin in a twisting motion.  The satisfying sound of bones breaking reached his ears at the same time as the man’s muffled scream of pain.

      The next hand placed on his body was treated similarly—only the person attached to the limb was tossed against a tree a few yards away.  Marks hit the tree then the ground in a series of sickening thumps.

      This wasn’t him.  Brody would never, ever, attack his team this way.  But, he couldn’t stop himself.  His body was lashing out without his say so.  Grunts and growls issued from him as he bared his teeth at them, threatening anyone who came near.

      A cacophony of sounds erupted with the remaining squad members alternately cursing him or trying to calm him.  Shrugging off their words and attempts to stop him, he bounded from the cover of the trees heading for the darkened structures which made up the village.

      Reaching the first squat home, he kicked the door with such force, it detached from the hinges slamming into the opposite wall.  Startled, high-pitched, screaming drew his attention to the woman and two small children in the corner of the single room.  Using her body, she shielded the children as much as her tiny frame allowed.

      Feeling as if he was outside himself watching, Brody heard the thumping of his booted feet as he moved closer to the trembling humans.  Fear rolled off them in waves, yielding an acrid scent.  In the periphery of his vision, he saw his hand reaching out to them.  Screams rent the air causing a ringing in his ears.

      Jerking awake, the bear shook it’s massive head attempting to dislodge the thoughts brought on by the dreams of his human.  Standing, he left the cave walking until he reached the stream.  Lapping at the cool water, the beast tried once more to connect with the voice which was present with him for more than forty summers—until it wasn’t.

      Most nights, he wandered because sleep brought on the dreams.  And, dreaming hadn’t been good in the last ten summers.  The nocturnal attack on his psyche started in different places, but always ended the same way with Brody reaching out a massive hand toward helpless humans.

      Neither the beast nor Brody had any memories of what happened.  There was only the accounting of the unit members who survived.  Two were lost that night.  Dominguez and Ibrahim.  The two youngest members of their team.  In a way, it was also the night Brody Parata died.

      The beast had awakened in a secure facility unable to communicate with his human.  He was shown footage of Brody doing things his shifter eyes couldn’t believe.
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      Portia Applewhite couldn’t explain why she drove the nearly five hours to the home of her best friend, almost compulsively.  She’d visited a couple of times before Carleeta gave birth to the twins.  However, after the first time she met the big silent bear, who Rahm introduced as his beast-bound Uncle Brody, Portia was drawn to Pack Lands in a way she couldn’t explain.

      She could blame it on loneliness since her life-long friend was no longer a fifteen-minute drive away, but she knew that wasn’t the case.  It was because of him.  Which made her feel more than a little uneasy.  What did it say about her that she was drawn to a shifter she’d only encountered in his shifted form?

      As a veterinarian for more than fifteen years, she was aware of the psychopathy afflicting some humans where they experienced sexual attraction to animals.  This wasn’t that.  Her pull toward Brody wasn’t rooted in her libido.  But, since she couldn’t identify the origin, it made her feel some kind of way about what she’d done.

      She’d placed her relatively new partner in charge of the clinic, packed what she deemed absolutely necessary into her pickup truck, and driven to Pack lands with the intent of starting a new life there.  Previously, Rahm told her their pack was inclusive of humans as well as shifters without families.

      Portia was taking his words to heart.  She hadn’t told Carleeta yet.  The locked bedcover protected her belongings from the elements as well as prying eyes.  Portia had entered the Alpha house the previous evening with only a duffle bag.

      Now, she and her best friend stood at the front of Carleeta’s workshop mulling over using her friend’s extraordinary gift in an attempt to heal Brody—releasing him from being trapped inside his bear.  Portia had researched human, shifter and animal physiology for months trying to determine the best area for Carleeta to focus her healing energy.

      Understandably, Carleeta was unsure.  It was a good thing she didn’t have to be certain; she only had to truly desire his healing for her to succeed.  The key was providing the roadmap for the area of concentration.  That’s where Portia came in.

      When Rahm penetrated their bubble asking Carleeta about the feelings she hadn’t fully given voice to, Portia knew he’d used their mate connection to tap into her emotions.

      “What has you so tense, Beloved?”  The overly large bear shifter asked as he stroked between Carleeta’s shoulder blades.

      “I’m not tense exactly.”

      Carleeta’s words didn’t match her facial expression, but Portia didn’t interject.  Despite his gruff exterior, Rahm was a caring mate to Carleeta.  Portia was happy with the match her friend found in the grumpy Alpha.  He always put her first.  Carleeta deserved that and Portia didn’t begrudge her one second of it.

      “Okay…So, what has you nervous?  Is it what we discussed last night?  Did you talk to him about it?”

      Nodding, Carleeta filled her mate in.  “We both talked to him.  He knows, but I don’t think he believes it will work.  His eyes don’t hold even the slightest glimmer of hope.  It’s heartbreaking.  I know he’s in there.  I can’t just let him stay imprisoned that way.”

      The emotion in Carleeta’s voice was easily detectable.  Portia glanced up at them to see Rahm’s brow furrow as he continued to console his mate by rubbing her back in soothing circles.

      “I’m here with you, Beloved.  Whatever you want to do.  I’m here.  If you want to try and he’s willing, I have confidence you will succeed.”

      Portia took the few steps to stand next to where Brody lay flopped on his belly.  Stooping the short distance, she scratched between his ears the way he loved.  Leaning his head into the caress, she felt his pleasure with having her hands in his fur.  Looking at her friend, she offered encouragement.  She had complete confidence in Carleeta’s ability.

      “You can do this, Leeta.  I know you can.  Without actually having him speak the words, we’ll never know with one hundred percent accuracy.  But, I think my research is solid.  There’s nothing left to do but try.”

      Nodding in agreement, Carleeta took tentative steps forward with Rahm following closely behind offering moral support.  Portia watched her advance as her own insides quaked with anticipation.

      Talking to him softly, Carleeta prepared Brody for what was coming.  She released a pent-up breath slowly as she knelt beside him placing both hands on his head—one at the crown, the other lower toward his neck.  Portia’s research led them to those particular positions being best to target his brain’s limbic system.

      What little they learned from Rahm and Mama Ley was that he experienced a trauma before taking his bear form all those years ago.  Moving to give Carleeta space, Portia stood while Rahm remained a couple of steps back.

      When Carleeta closed her eyes and dropped her head to begin the process, Portia’s ears filled with the sound of her heart thudding rapidly.  Clenching her fists to prevent herself from reaching out to touch Brody, she sent up a silent prayer to the goddess for Carleeta’s success.

      Minutes ticked by as they watched Carleeta attempt to heal the broken place in Brody’s mind which had him hidden inside his bear.  Something was wrong.  Although she’d been on video chat when Carleeta healed Rahm’s sister, Marigold, she’d heard the audible click which preceded the young woman’s cries.  This time, there was nothing.  No click, or any sound for that matter beyond the sound of Portia’s accelerated breathing.

      Suddenly, the bear sprang from the ground.  Standing on his hind legs, he released a roar so loud it shook the windows on the workshop.  Rahm snatched she and Carleeta by their arms, shoving them behind him, before he transformed to his massive bear form.  Portia’s eyes widened in fear.  She’d never seen Brody’s bear be anything but docile.  The beast standing toe-to-toe with Rahm’s wasn’t even close to docility.

      His furious roar drew the attention of Rosco and Mimi, who were on the far side of the yard with the babies, Echo and Lei-Lei.  Portia heard Rosco speak, but didn’t spare them a glance as she stared at the two massive bears squaring off in front of her.  Rahm answered Brody’s roar with one of his own.

      Brody bared his teeth at the perceived challenge..  What was he doing?  Had she given Carleeta the wrong guidance?  Had they made him worse?  Turned him even more feral?

      One of Brody’s massive paws swung out taking a swipe at Rahm’s beast.  Although he failed to connect, a scream tore from Portia’s throat as she spiraled watching the scene play out before her.

      This wasn’t supposed to happen.  Genuine fear of them devolving into a physical confrontation caused the outburst.  Her internal turmoil spilled over as she tried to wrap her mind around the scene in front of her.

      Portia’s outburst had an unforeseen effect on Brody’s beast. He swung his gaze to her trembling form.  She watched as the fury faded from his black eyes.  In what seemed like the space of a breath, the big beast dropped its head.

      What came next fascinated Portia as much as it concerned her.   His entire body collapsed into a heap of human-like arms and legs.  Other than the twins, she’d not witnessed a shifter’s transformation from beast to human.  It wasn’t at all the same when viewed up close and personal.

      Carleeta’s gasp accompanied Portia’s shocked exclamation as they all stared at the man crouched in the grass.  According to what Rahm and Carleeta told her, no one had seen Brody in his unshifted form for more than a decade.  Rahm, now also in his humanoid form, took a tentative step toward his uncle.

      Portia had no idea what to do next.  From her spot behind him, she saw Rahm reach out, but he dropped his hand before ever making contact.  Brody was in a semi crouched position with his head bowed.  Silvery white hair hung past his shoulders. The beard on his face was scraggly.

      Even from her angle, despite the facial hair covering his jaw, she could make out his masculine beauty.  Almost as if he were poised to strike, the muscles in his thighs, arms and shoulders bulged.  Having yet to stand to his full height, he was still not much shorter than her.

      Silence reigned over the backyard.  No one, including the babies, made a sound.  The only noise Portia could hear was her heart furiously pumping in her chest.  Even the babies seemed to understand that this was a moment of great importance.

      Popping up from his stooped position, Brody stood to his full height in front of them, snatching the air from Portia’s lungs.  As a bear, Brody was impressive.  As a man, he was simply magnificent.  The scruffiness of his beard coupled with the untamed appearance of his hair, didn’t take away an ounce of his appeal.

      The intensely dark eyes he had in his bear form had become a steel gray.  Portia noted the difference as his gaze swung to hers.  Inexplicably drawn to him, she slowly moved around Rahm until she stood before his equally ginormous uncle.  The man no longer trapped inside his beast.

      Heat seemed to pour from him.  Her fingers itched to touch him.  To calm the undercurrent of anxiety radiating from him.  Finally, she stopped fighting her desire to connect with him physically.  Raising her hand slowly and deliberately, she placed it on Brody’s chest, just above his heart.  For a few moments, they stood that way, breathing together with their eyes locked on one another.

      They were making progress.  At least she thought they were until, he suddenly flinched away from her touch.

      Stumbling backwards, his voice, gruff from lack of use, croaked out, “No! No, no, no!  What did you do?  What did you do?”

      Not waiting for an answer, he shifted back into his bear form sprinting away in the direction of his cabin.

      “Brody!  Brody, wait!”  Portia called out to him.  As if they weren’t yelling his name, he continued on, racing away as if his life depended on him putting as much distance as possible between them.

      Without thought to what she’d say or do if she managed to catch up to him, Portia took off in pursuit of Brody, running as fast as her legs would carry her.

      “Portia!”  Carleeta screamed out behind her.  Portia heard her friend, but didn’t falter.  Keeping her eyes focused on the bear widening the gap between them, she concentrated on getting to him.

      If pressed, she wouldn’t be able to articulate why it was so important to her that he not be allowed to go off alone.  There was simply something inside of her which refused to let go.

      When she saw him enter the back door of the cabin, relief flooded her, but she didn’t slow down.  There was no guarantee he’d remain inside.  Conserving precious air, she didn’t attempt to call out to him again.  A sprinter she was not.  So, every inhale was savored before being released.

      Coming to a stop just outside the open door, she held on to the frame with one hand, while the other pressed into her side.  Gulping air, she thanked the goddess for small favors.  Over her heaving breaths, she heard the sounds of movement inside.

      Happy to confirm that he hadn’t gone in one door, then out another, she stood up straight smoothing her hair from her face.  Tugging on the edge of her t-shirt, she stepped over the threshold closing the door behind her.

      Moving in the direction of the noise, she trekked through the sparse, eat-in, kitchen.  Only a stove and refrigerator sat nestled between the cabinets.  There was no table, but why would there be?  This was real life, not a cartoon where bears ate their porridge at a sturdy oak table.

      When she rounded the corner into the space, which should’ve been the living room, her feet failed her leaving her standing in the doorway openly staring.  Covering the length of the room in four long strides, Brody paced.  He’d reverted back to his humanoid form.

      Without her permission, Portia’s eyes tracked his movements roving over his very muscular, very naked, body.  Unbidden, her gaze locked onto the length swinging with each step he took.  Concern warred with the sudden onset of lust which bombarded her the moment her eyes locked onto Brody’s finely sculpted form.

      How had his body remained so fit?  Was it a shifter thing?  The breadth of this shoulders inspired images of having her legs thrown over them as he drove into her.  Internally, she chastised herself to get it together.  She was here to help him, not fulfill her dirty shifter fantasies.

      Despite her internal admonition, the throbbing in her chest moved to her core.  Her breathing, which had returned to normal, increased as arousal slickened her walls. What the hell was going on?

      Portia didn’t have to wonder if Brody knew she was there.  The exact moment she felt the warmth of her fluids slip from her channel, he stopped dead in his tracks.  Those sharp gray eyes locked onto hers.  Although he stood fifteen feet away, she could practically feel his touch on her skin.

      As implausible as it sounded, she experienced the sensation of fingers stroking her jaw then gliding down her neck.  The pulse point at the base of her neck thumped erratically as the imaginary fingers continued downward to her breasts.  Her nipples puckered in response to the feeling of being pinched with the exact perfect amount of pressure.

      Struggling to return to the reason she chased after him, Portia managed to put a sentence together.  The probing questions she intended came out in a raspy entreaty.

      “Why?”  His eyebrow lifted in silent acknowledgement of her query, but he didn’t respond.

      “Why are you angry?  Why did you leave?  We just wanted to help you.”  Her pride in remaining attentive enough to ask more than one question was dashed at his response.

      “Who said I wanted your help?”

      The gruffness in his voice scraped over her skin leaving goosebumps in its wake.  Seriously, what the hell was going on?  Digging her fingers into her hair, she tugged at the coily strands trying to get her head out of her panties, placing it where it needed to be focused.  Closing her eyelids to remove the visual stimulation addling her brain, she answered his question.

      “It’s hard to explain…but I felt it.  When I looked into the eyes of your beast, I felt you reaching out to me.  Are you saying it was all in my mind?  I mean…We spent a lot of time together, talking.  Well, mainly me talking, but was I wrong?  Were we wrong?  Were you choosing to remain in your bear form?”

      Hurt and regret laced her words.  The thought of doing something so invasive without his consent, made her stomach clench with dread.  Soft eyes probed his, searching for answers.

      A low rumble issued from Brody’s chest.  Hands that were fisted at his sides, released.  In the span of a blink, he moved from the other side of the room to standing directly in front of her.  Mere inches separated them.  This time, when Portia felt the sensation of being touched, it was real.  His long thick fingers delved into the coils at her nape while he used his thumbs to swipe at the tears on her cheeks.  Tears she had no idea were even falling.

      “Fuck…Sweetheart…Don’t cry.  I wasn’t trying to hurt you.”

      “But, did we hurt you?”  Emotion clogged Portia’s voice making it difficult to get the words out.

      Tilting her head using his thumbs under her chin, he captured her gaze.  Unable to look anywhere but at Brody’s fierce face, Portia stared into his eyes.

      “You didn’t hurt me.  I don’t want you to think that.”

      “Why do I feel like you’re holding something back?  If you didn’t want our help, why did I get such strong vibes from your beast?  Carleeta said she felt it as well.”

      “Because he wanted your help.”

      Portia’s brows drew together in confusion.  “I don’t understand. Isn’t he you?  Aren’t the two of you one in the same?”

      His fingers loosened their hold on the hair at her nape, but he didn’t pull them away.  “No.  Not anymore.  Not the way we once were.”

      Sadness flit across his expression before he closed it off.  Cautiously, remembering what happened the last time she touched him, she lifted her hands—resting them on his chest.  His words told her everything and nothing at the same time.  This time, he didn’t flinch from her touch, but she felt the tension beneath her fingers.

      “Why didn’t you want our help?”  Deliberately placing emphasis on the word, you, she tried to get him to explain why he would want to remain constantly in his bear form.

      Portia wasn’t sure why she expected immediate cooperation from a shifter who, it appeared, had been purposely living in his shifted form for the past ten years.  Maybe she thought she’d established a connection with more than just his bear over the months.

      Or maybe she imagined he felt the same unexplainable draw to her that she felt to him.  Even now, as she waited for him to respond, heat floated beneath the surface of her skin.  Although his hold on her wasn’t tight, awareness of the entirety of his maleness meant she had to use every ounce of the self-discipline she possessed to keep her fingers from tracing the ridges of his muscles.
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      She was aroused.  Brody smelled desire wafting from her compact, voluptuous, body.  It was almost unbearable.  The grip he had, with one hand in her hair and the other on her back, tightened again as he fought against the compulsions driven by what he knew was the mating instinct.

      When he’d first been forced into his human form by whatever Carleeta had done to his beast, he’d been disoriented.  The only clear thing had been the impulse to claim his mate.  Portia’s touch, which she may have intended to have a calming effect, had immediately caused his shaft to harden.  His primal response jerked him into a reality he didn’t want.  One Brody didn’t think he deserved.

      So, he ran.  He folded himself inside his beast and ran away from the little animal doctor who’d awakened him from his self-imposed slumber.  Unfortunately, the methods he’d use to keep his beast at the forefront had been eliminated by Carleeta’s touch.

      So, the bear was able to retreat, thrusting him into his humanoid form. Not having the speed and strength of his bear was the reason he was inside the sparsely furnished cabin they’d secured for him instead of rushing through the trees to seek refuge there.

      Portia had asked him a question.  He hadn’t answered.  Not because he didn’t have the words.  His voice was gruff, slightly hoarse from lack of use. But, his inability to articulate wasn’t due to him not having an answer.  It had everything to do with him quickly losing the battle against laying claim to the woman he and his beast agreed belonged to them—even if he didn’t think he was worthy of her.

      “Brody…why didn’t you want our help?  Why did you run away?”

      The light strokes of her fingers to the fine hair on his chest wreaked havoc on the slight control he had over his baser instinct.  As if punishing him for all the years he’d refused to speak, his beast was unnaturally quiet.  The internal dialogue they’d shared in years past was totally absent.

      Closing his eyes against the intense earnestness of her gaze, he tried to force himself to release her—to step away.  He couldn’t.  When Brody commanded his hands to let go, the traitors tightened instead.

      “I can’t.  You need to go.  You shouldn’t be here.”

      “What?  No.  I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.  I came here for you.  To help you.  I’m not leaving.”

      “You can and you will.”

      Although he didn’t yell, she shrank away slightly.  It only lasted a split second, but it was enough for him to notice.  Almost immediately, she squared her shoulders piercing him with a determined glare.

      “I’m.  Not.  Leaving.”

      A new aroma mixed with the scent of her arousal.  So…That’s how her anger smelled.  Unconsciously, his digits flexed in the springy curls at her nape.  Portia’s rebellion made her harder to resist.  A growl rumbled in his chest.  Part frustration.  Part excitement.

      Grasping her left hand in his, he moved her fingers from his chest to wrap around his rigid length.  A halting gasp escaped her lips, but her gaze remained glued to his face.

      “If you don’t leave, the only answers you’ll receive will be to the question of whether you can take all of me and for how long.”

      He thought to shock her.  Force her to retreat giving him the chance to regroup and negotiate with his beast.  Instead, Portia resumed her stroking.  However, instead of focusing on his chest, her attention was on his throbbing cock.

      “Like I said…I’m.  Not.  Leaving.”

      Yielding to the pressure of his need, Brody gripped Portia’s sides, lifting her until they were eye level.  Her legs wrapped themselves around his waist as he stalked through the cabin.  There was very little furniture to speak of, but he didn’t need it.  He’d happily take her against the wall, or on the floor, but his more animalistic reflex required him to mount her.

      Brody had enough restraint left to opt for the never used bed Carleeta built for him.  Their joining was likely to be rough.  The least he could do was place her in relative comfort.

      The air was thick with the scent of her arousal.  Their breath mingled as they breathed heavily.  However, neither spoke.  It was fine.  Words weren’t necessary.

      Along the way, one, then another thud, reached his ears as she kicked off her shoes.  He didn’t acknowledge it in any way.  When they arrived at their destination, he set her atop the massive bed.  Her garments were shredded in his pursuit of seeing, touching, and tasting her bare skin.

      His beast roared to attention when presented with her bountiful breasts, full hips and thick legs.  She was perfect.  Fire blazed in his eyes as he greedily perused her body.  Showing no shyness, Portia’s gaze raked over him with equal intensity.

      Brody promised himself he’d spend time on the many places he wanted to taste and savor.  Later.  Much later.  Now, joining them together was a matter of crucial importance.

      Portia yelped in surprise when he spun her body on the bed placing her on her knees facing away from him.  The view presented to him took his cock from merely stiff to granite.  Her folds glistened with her fragrant juices.  Her body was already prepared to take him.

      The height of the bed offered him the perfect angle to glide inside. He wasted no time notching the tip of his dick at the opening of her channel.  Grasping her full hips in his hands, he guided his shaft into her silken depths.  The feelings he experienced were indescribable.

      Her body accepted his so well—like she was made specifically for him.  The walls of her slick core stretched to accommodate him while holding tightly to his tunneling thickness.  Using his grip on her hips, he began pushing and pulling as he rocked his hips delving into her velvet center.

      Portia’s cries of pleasure sang out into the barren room combining with his grunting moans.  His singular focus was making her his completely.  Resurfacing, his beast pressed him to finish the process, to sink his elongated incisors into the soft skin of her shoulder and mark her.

      Not fighting against his nature, Brody leaned over Portia, bracing his arms on either side of her.  As if she knew what was coming, his mate dropped her head forward tipping it to one side giving him access.  His release shot down his shaft as her channel clamped down on his surging length.  Finding the special place where her shoulder attached to her neck, he sank his teeth into her flesh officially joining them together.

      His beast roared his approval inside Brody’s head while he filled his mate’s channel with his seed.  Her essence coated his shaft as she reached her peak along with him.  The force of their coupling pitched them forward.  Blanketing her back, with his lower legs and feet hanging off the bed, he unlocked his jaw.

      Licking the wound to facilitate healing, Brody acknowledged the new presence surrounding them.  He couldn’t hear her thoughts, but their connection was tangible in its strength.  Lifting enough to see her face in profile, he marveled at her beauty.  She had the look of a well sated woman.

      In comparison to his still harsh breaths, her breathing was soft and even.  She was fast asleep.  Never having mated before, Brody had no idea if it was normal for a mating orgasm to cause unconsciousness.  Masculine pride swelled his chest at the thought that he’d pleasured her so thoroughly she fallen into an exhausted sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Brody lay on his side watching Portia as she slept.  She hadn’t so much as twitched when he picked her up to rearrange her plush body so that her head lay on the pillow propped against the headboard.  Not even when he’d used a warm towel to clean their combined juices from her folds did she stir.  His beast piped up long enough to object to Brody taking that particular step in caring for their mate.

      Why are you removing our scent from our mate?  You should leave her covered in our life-giving essence.

      Oh, now you want to talk to me?

      I only stopped talking to you for mere minutes.  You stopped talking to me for years.  We aren’t the same.

      The sting of his beast’s words pierced Brody.  Through the veil he’d erected between them, his beast tried to reach him.  But, he’d shut himself away—nearly severing the bond between them.  It was understandable for the bear to give him even the slightest taste of his own medicine.

      I’m sorry, beast.

      Brody’s apology was met with silence from the sullen bear.  Sighing, he knew it was no more than he deserved.  He returned to the task of caring for his mate before lying down beside her—watching, waiting for her to awaken.

      After what felt like eons, Portia’s long lashes fluttered.  Her eyes opened incrementally.  She didn’t appear startled to awaken to his face inches from hers.  Instead, she tentatively reached over to him to trace her fingers along the lines of his face.

      “Hey.”  Giving him a sleepy grin, she stroked his hair away from his face.

      “Hey.”  Goddess knows why he decided to test their mate link at that moment, but he couldn’t seem to help himself.

      Bolting upright in the bed, Portia stared at him, mouth agape.  “Did you just?”

      Shaking her head, she put her hands up to cup her ears.  Questions swam in her dark eyes.

      “Did you just speak to me?  Like directly into my mind?”

      “Yes, my little mate.  I did.”

      “Holy shit!”

      Her eyes widened.  Brody watched as she worked through the stages to reach the understanding he was certain of the moment she laid her hands on him.  They weren’t simply mates; they were fatal mates.  Why the goddess thought he was worthy of such a gift was beyond him.  He was fucked up.  Brody couldn’t and wouldn’t deny it.  However, now that he’d received such an amazing blessing, he had no plans to turn away from it.

      Scrambling off the other side of the bed, Portia began pacing the room.  Every few steps, she would stop and fire a question in his direction.  However, she didn’t give him a chance to answer before moving on to her next query.

      “What does this mean?  Can you hear what I’m thinking right now?  Are my thoughts not my own anymore?  I thought only shifters could share a mate link.  Am I wrong?  I should’ve asked Leeta more questions when she told me about how it worked with her and Rahm.”

      Stepping in front of her when she turned to pace in a different direction, Brody placed his hands on her shoulders.

      “Calm down, Little One.”

      “Please stop doing that.  It’s creeping me out.  And don’t call me little one.  There’s nothing little about me.”

      Brody didn’t want to start their mating with an argument, no matter how much her feistiness made his beast sit up and his cock ache.  Therefore, if she wasn’t ready to use their link, so be it.  Slipping his hands down Portia’s side when she made to resume her pacing, he lifted her bringing them eye to eye.

      Automatically, her legs wrapped around him as her arms clung to his shoulders.  Her short nails dug into his corded muscles.  Adjusting his grip until he had two hands full of her luscious ass, his gaze raked over her taking in her mussed hair and glowing
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