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Prologue

	Rafe

	"Is everyone here?" 

	Ralph Coraine, my immediate supervisor and the director of the Council of Packs Security Division, raised a brow when I took control of the meeting instead of waiting for him to call it to order.

	I glanced around the table, taking notice of the large number of investigators present. If I'd thought the Alpha Zoo case that we had closed a few weeks back had garnered a large following, it had been small potatoes compared to this turnout. In addition to the usual attendees, the department heads from Crimes Against Omegas, Missing Beings, and Omega Services were all present and accounted for. Hell, someone had even brought Charles Kier, a well-known attorney who advocated on behalf of Omega Destiny International, a social justice group known for helping abandoned and neglected Omegas obtain their freedom. Whether or not his presence would be a good thing remained to be seen.

	"If there is no objection, I am going to start with a brief history of the case." 

	No one objected.

	"Omega Doe was the victim of an apparent kidnapping last month. Two days later, the Blue Ridge Alpha was accosted while searching for him and held against his will at a forced fight club that has been referred to as the Alpha Zoo."

	Several voices murmured their acknowledgment of the case. 

	"Those of you who are familiar with the case will recall that the Alpha was able to break free and was instrumental in providing us with the intel that was later used to infiltrate the criminal organization and bring it down."

	Another murmur of agreement.

	"Omega Doe was then dropped off at the COPSD main office by unseen and unknown perpetrator or perpetrators where he claimed to have no memory of the kidnapping or, in fact, any idea at all of who he was."

	Carol, the Crimes Against Omegas department head raised her hand and waited for me to nod in her direction. "Why do you say claims? It sounds as if you doubt him?"

	"Truthfully, Carol, there is some question about the validity of the claim." I watched her eyes narrow as I took a drink of water. "The Omega in question had a history of eratic behavior prior to the incident."

	"I see." Carol's lips screwed into a frown as she flipped through the papers in front of her and jabbed her slender finger down on a neatly printed line. "I thought that a member of the Blue Ridge pack – an elder, I believe? - had already admitted to orchestrating the kidnapping." I nodded and she continued. "Did that pack elder implicate this Omega in the crime?"

	"No," Colby answered for me. "He didn't."

	"I see," Carol said again, her nose wrinkling as she flipped through another couple of pages in her notebook. Damn but that woman took thorough notes. "And it says here that Omega Doe was injured when he was recovered?"

	"Well, not technically," I said with a sigh. "There was evidence that he had suffered a recent trauma or injury, but his body was healed enough that the doctors couldn't determine how the injuries occurred and, of course, the Omega denies that he knows."

	"But wasn't he formally diagnosed with memory loss?"

	"Yes," Colby acknowledged, passing a stack of papers around the table. "The tentative diagnoses is a dissociative fugue."

	"Can you give us a brief rundown on what, exactly, that means?" Charles Kier asked, his pen poised over his paper. 

	"Of course." I flipped my own notebook open and scanned the lines until I found the information. "In this case, Omega Doe claims to not know who or what he is." When a questioning murmur ran around the table, I explained, "He believes himself to be human and seems to be unaware of the existence of Alphas, Omegas, or shifters of any kind." 

	"When you say he is unaware of Alphas.." Carol trailed off.

	"All of his Omega conditioning seems to be gone," Colby confirmed. "Even the Alpha voice has no hold over him."

	"No Omega could fake that." Carol shook her head in annoyance and looked to Ralph at the head of the table. "Director, on behalf of Omega Doe, my department wishes to file a formal complaint against Agent Borrero for his unfounded accusations against the victim in this case. We further urge that Omega Doe is cleared of suspicion until such time that the security division can provide actual evidence that he participated in any wrongdoing."

	Always the professional, Ralph nodded. "You'll have to file your complaint through official channels, Carol, but I agree that Omega Doe should be treated the same as any other victim would be as we investigate the case – innocent until proven guilty."

	 

	 


Chapter One

	Harley

	“Harley? What are you doing with that?”

	I hesitated and looked over my shoulder when I heard the name I’d been given in a voice that was slowly becoming familiar. My guardian, Zade, was standing in the open doorway.

	Looking back to the mirror, I studied the unfamiliar face staring back at me. Releasing my grip on a length of thick curls, I slowly lowered the rusty hacksaw blade that I was gripping in my other hand. I stared in horrified fascination at the nearly scalped man gazing back at me from the mirror.

	“I don’t know, sir.”

	“Okay,” Zade’s voice was calm and soothing. “Why don’t you come with me?”

	“Yes, sir.” I placed the saw blade in his outstretched hand and obediently followed him from the bathroom, sitting on the sofa that he motioned me to. 

	“I’ll be right back. Wait here, please.”

	I nodded, biting the inside of my cheek as I tried to remember how I’d ended up in the bathroom lopping off my hair. 

	Whispered voices flew back and forth in a room to the right of where I’d been left, but they were low enough that I couldn’t make out the words. After several moments, the voices stopped and Zade came to sit in the chair across from me.

	“Harley, where did you get the saw blade?”

	I could feel my brows knitting into a frown and all I could do was shrug. “I don’t remember, sir.”

	“Okay.” Zade studied me, his face etched with concern. Then he sighed. “Levi is calling the doctor.”

	I nodded again and went back to chewing my lip. A visit from the doctor was par for the course when my memory lapses got worse, but there was something about the man that made me very uncomfortable. The last time Dr. Miango had strongly advised medicating me, but Zade had agreed not to when I asked. Something told me that I wasn't going to get that lucky again.

	“It’s going to be okay, Harley,” Zade said gently. “We’ll figure it out. In the meantime, you need to stay in the house with Levi."

	"Yes, sir." I had to swallow a sigh. After all, I didn't remember anything leading up to butchering my hair, so I didn't even know if we'd already had this conversation. 

	"Good." 

	A choked gasp caught my attention, telling me that Zade and I were no longer alone. Zade's husband, Levi, stood in the doorway, his blue eyes sad. He inhaled deeply and then forced a smile.

	"Hey, Harley." He held a hand out to me. "Why don't you come with me and we'll see what I can do to help finish your haircut?"

	"Yes, sir." I rose and walked over to take his hand, my eyes trained on the floor. 

	"Oh, Harley," Levi said softly, leading me into the kitchen and seating me like I was a child. "You don't need to call me sir. I'm Levi, remember?" He ran gentle fingers through the length of hair that I had been holding when Zade interrupted me. "Um, we're going to have to cut this pretty short," he said slowly, "unless you want to try something a little edgier?"

	"Whatever you think is best, sir. I mean, Levi." After all, I didn't even recognize the person in the mirror, what difference would it make to me what he looked like?

	Levi moved around me in a circle, his head tilting as he studied me. Finally, he stepped back and nodded his head, raising the hand holding the scissors. "Okay. I think I have an idea." 

	I sat perfectly still as Levi snipped and clipped, catching the occasional curl from the corner of my eye as it dropped to the kitchen floor.

	"You have such pretty hair," he mused, still snipping away. "It's a shame most of it will be gone."

	"It'll grow back," I reminded him, catching a lock in my fingers as it fell toward my toes. It was a pretty color, I agreed silently. A red so dark that it looked black until the light reflected off it. Still, I thought with an inward shrug, I wouldn't miss it.

	"Of course it will," Levi agreed quickly. He made one final circuit around my chair with a snip here and there before laying the scissors on the counter and pronouncing the job done. "Why don't you come into the bathroom and see what you think?"

	While we'd been in the kitchen, the bathroom had been cleaned up. The hair I had hacked off earlier was nowhere to be seen when Levi gently pushed me in front of the mirror and turned on the light.

	The curls that had bobbed down past my shoulders were gone. On the right side of my head – the side I had started with – there had been nothing Levi could do except even-out the hair I had cropped close to my head. On the top he had layered it so that it started out short at my right temple and then gradually increased in length over the top of my head and down to just below my left ear. 

	It was edgy. 

	Unique.

	But it didn't matter because I still didn't recognize the man in the mirror.

	Chapter Two

	Harley

	"Are you okay back there, Harley?" 

	I was staring out the window at the moonlit countryside zipping past when Zade's voice from the front of the truck pulled me back from my woolgathering.

	"Yes, sir."

	We were on our way to a town I'd never heard of to meet with a doctor. Zade had told me was a specialist, but he hadn't specified in what. Truthfully, though, the only thing that mattered to me was that Zade had again stood behind me when I told Dr. Miango that I didn't want to take the anti-psychosis medication he tried to push on me. 

	Anyway, the town was called Wolfsrudel and Levi had told me that it was a few hours away from the small village with the quaint wood-carved sign that read Blue Ridge. After we left, Zade had mentioned that we would also be meeting with the investigators who were trying to figure out what had happened to me. That made me sigh. They had visited me at Zade and Levi's house several times already and they always asked the same questions, questions that I still didn't have answers to. 

	The doctor that Zade and Levi took me to when we arrived in Wolfsrudel could have easily been a country doctor from an old-time story. He had gray hair, kind, pale blue eyes, a gentle smile, and, best of all, a calm, non-threatening demeanor.

	"How are you, Harley?" he greeted me with a soft smile. "It's good to see you up and about." 

	My confusion must have shown on my face, because he continued. "You likely don't remember me. I was the doctor in charge of your case when you woke up."

	Oh. 

	"No," I said hesitantly, "I'm sorry, sir, but I don't have any memories of that day."

	"No problem," the doctor breezed with another soft smile. "And call me Doc. Everyone does." He waited for me to nod and then continued. "Zade tells me that you're still having some problems with your short-term memory."

	"Yes, Doc," I confirmed. "I..he found me cutting off my hair this morning, but I don't remember doing it." I paused and felt my lip begin to tremble. "I really don't want to have to take any drugs. Please."

	Doc's bushy brow rose and he nodded slowly. "That would never be my starting point, son. Let's start with a few cognitive tests and move on from there, okay?"

	My entire body sagged in relief and I nodded, feeling my head bobble like a broken doll's. "Thank you!"

	Doc smiled, but his eyes were thoughtful as he turned to Zade. "This isn't going to be a one-day fix, you know."

	Zade blew out a breath and nodded. "I know. We're bunking out at Blood Valley while we look for short-term rental options."

	"Smart man." Doc turned back to me. "Now, let's go have a seat and try our hand at a word association exercise," he suggested, taking my elbow and leading me to a small table by the window. "After all, no time like the present!"

	Before my appointment ended, Doc took my vital signs and made a few notes in the chart. Then he told Zade to be sure I got a good amount of sleep and he'd see me the next night.

	"Why do you work nights?" I asked when the thought suddenly popped into my head. "I mean, doctors don't usually, do they?"

	My guardian, his husband, and Doc all exchanged a look that spoke volumes, but I didn't understand it. Doc turned back to me with another of his gentle smiles. "This is a very large hospital and we staff it twenty-four hours a day." He patted my shoulder gently. "This was the only appointment available around the same time as your meeting with the Council."

	With that, Zade and Levi ushered me out the door and into the waiting truck for the short ride to the brick one-story building where I knew the detectives would be waiting for me.

	Zade stopped to exchange words with a man in the lobby while Levi ushered me into the large room and nudged me toward the three chairs that had obviously been left vacant for us. The rest of the chairs at the oval table were all filled. 

	The lead detective, a large man named Rafael Borrero, was whispering to the man next to him, their body language all but screaming that they were involved. It wasn't until Zade walked to his seat – frowning as the man from the lobby followed him and leaned against the wall behind us – that Detective Borrero began to speak to the group.

	 


Chapter Three

	Scott

	When I arrived at the Council of Packs Security Division office, Rafael had been adamant that I would only be allowed to sit in on the meeting regarding Harley's case if Zade allowed it. After all, newly bonded to another Omega or not, the lucky bastard was still Harley's legal guardian. 

	I argued my case as calmly as possible and, finally, the younger Alpha just shook his head.

	"Fine. Whatever." Zade glared at me. "But you do not talk to him until after we talk, understand? There's some shit you're gonna need to know to keep from making things worse." 

	Naturally, I agreed immediately. After spending the better part of two years chasing down every clue that might lead me to my Omega, there was no chance I was backing down that easily. 

	"Absolutely," I said, quickly stepping aside so Zade could continue on his way. There were no more seats at the table, so I leaned against the wall, thankful that the shape of the room meant I could draw in Harley's scent without anyone noticing.

	"If you skim the handouts in front of you," Rafael began, "you'll see that we haven't made as much progress as we would have liked in the time since Harley was restored to the Blue Ridge…to his home." 

	My brow quirked up when Rafael stumbled over his words. He'd clearly been about to say restored to his pack when he stopped and reworked his sentence. A few seats away, Colby, Rafael's Omega and a COPSD Strategy Specialist must have seen my surprise, because he snagged a piece of paper from a stack on the table and twitched it in my direction. I leaned over and grabbed it with an appreciative smile, but once I read through the first paragraph, my heart stuttered and sank into my stomach.

	"Subject continues to suffer from amnesia and dissociative fugue, both of which are presumed to have resulted from a currently unknown trauma. He believes that he is human," I read silently to myself, trying to hide a wince. "He has no knowledge of shifters and appears to have blocked all Omega conditioning." 

	Did that really mean what it sounded like? 

	That Harley didn't know shifters existed – much less that he was one – and wasn't responding to Alphas at all? 

	Looking over, I saw Colby watching me and he nodded, confirming what I had just read. 

	How the hell was I supposed to convince the love of my life to come back to me without him knowing what I was?

	I shoved that thought to the back of my brain, forcing myself to focus on the conversations taking place in front of me. 

	Other than the well-established fact that Harley had been kidnapped and held against his will, the COPSD agents didn't seem to know all that much. They were still operating on the assumption that the perpetrators had been associated with a forced alpha fighting ring that they called the Alpha Zoo, but they hadn't narrowed it down to a location or even identified people of interest, much less arrested anyone.

	When Rafael Borrero finished his case recap, a human at the table whose name card identified her as an agent of the Crimes Against Omegas division of the Council of Packs pulled out a list of questions. Everyone turned to look expectantly at Harley. 

	He sighed but answered each question as she asked it. 

	No, he hadn't remembered anything else.

	No, he was sure he didn't know where he'd been taken.

	No, he didn't know who had grabbed him.

	No, he didn't know what had been done to him while he was gone.

	After several minutes, Harley's distress began to alter his scent and my wolf started clawing at my gut in response. I was fighting a losing battle to keep from speaking up when Zade raised a restraining hand toward the woman.

	"I'm sorry, Carol, but I think this is enough." He shot a quick glance at Harley. "He hasn't remembered anything new and he is exhausted. If anything comes back to him, I'll call you."

	The woman huffed but nodded, flipping her notebook closed with a faint thud and folding her hands together on the cover. "Very well."

	I followed Zade and the two Omegas out to the parking lot where he helped them into a crew-cab truck. He closed the door carefully and walked toward me, shaking his head. 

	"This isn't a good time, Scott."

	"I got that," I agreed. "But I might be able to help."

	Zade quirked a brow at me and I laughed. 

	"Seriously. At least hear me out." I leaned back against my van. "He has a kind of amnesia, right?" When Zade nodded, I raised a brow of my own. "It's common knowledge that beings suffering from amnesia can get their memory back from being triggered, right?"

	Zade nodded. "Doc said that works in a lot of cases."

	"I've known him longer than anyone else here," I pointed out. "If what you've said about your relationship with him is true, I know him better – more intimately, anyway – also." I inhaled slowly, trying not to sound overly eager. "Let me help."

	Silence stretched between us for several minutes as Zade considered my words. Finally, he sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. "Let me think on it," he said.

	"I know you don't really know me," I pressed carefully, "but I would never hurt him."

	"There's that," Zade admitted. "But there's more. Stuff you don't know." He glanced over at the truck where the two Omegas waited and seemed to come to a decision. "The Blood Valley Pack is putting us up for a couple of days. Head on out tomorrow night and we'll talk."

	I nodded, smart enough not to force the issue when he was being reasonable. When the truck pulled out of the lot, I followed behind and then pulled off into a grove of trees at the edge of the Blood Valley territory. Climbing into the back of my mobile home, I booted up my laptop and headed for my favorite search engine. After all, I was familiar enough with amnesia, but I'd never even heard of Harley's other problem. Typing in dissociative fugue, I scanned the results in horror. Whatever had happened while Harley was gone, it had to have been a nightmare.

	~*~

	I was still sitting with the laptop, pouring over everything I could find online that might tell me how I could help my Omega, when the morning sun began to peer in through the windshield and splinter out through the back of the van, triggering a wide yawn.

	I glanced at the neatly made bunk and groaned. Physically, I was tired. Mentally, my mind was racing a thousand miles an hour. Throw in the anxious wolf who was desperate to see that his Omega was safe and there was absolutely no chance that I was going to be able to sleep. 

	Deciding that a run would help, I stripped down, and, since I planned on hitting the sack as soon as I got back, I put my clothes away before surrendering to the wolf that was all too happy to claw his way free.

	I started out slow, keeping a careful nose out to identify territory markers. The last thing I wanted was to end up trespassing in the unfamiliar area. I loped along through the deeper shadows until I heard the unmistakable sounds of a large creature – a stag or possibly even a bear - struggling through the underbrush. Sinking back into a thicket, I was startled when the interloper stumbled into view.

	It was Harley.

	 

	 


Chapter Four

	Harley

	When we left the hearing or meeting or whatever it was, Zade had explained that we would be staying with the head detective, Rafael, for the night instead of driving home. In bed by two in the morning, I was wide awake at nine o'clock but no one else was. I managed to get dressed without disturbing Zade and Levi, who were sleeping in the bedroom next to mine. Grabbing my shoes, I waited until I was outside in the bright morning light to put them on. Then, with a curious glance at a man who seemed to be on guard duty, I decided to follow a path that led into the woods.

	I wandered in the shade of the ancient trees for a while before the gentle babbling of running water caught my ears. Stepping off the path, I began to search for the source but somehow managed to get tangled up in a blackberry patch. I was struggling to free my pant legs from the thorns when I heard a sound behind me and felt the branches give way. Turning around, I was startled to see a large dog holding the offending branch in his mouth.

	"Thank you!" Quickly I stepped past him and out of the bushes. As soon as I was free, he released the branch slowly and then picked his way back out to sit beside me. "I didn't realize those things had thorns."  When he lifted his front paw and began worrying it with his teeth, I realized something was wrong. "Did you pick up a thorn?" 

	I've never been afraid of dogs, and, obviously, this one had just done me a favor as odd as it seemed, so I moved closer, talking as I did. "Why don't you let me take a look, pup?" I lowered myself slowly to my knees and reached my hand out. "I won't hurt you." 

	The large animal whimpered once, but allowed me to clasp his paw and bend it back. "There it is," I said softly, clutching the wide end of the thorn between the ragged fingernails of my thumb and index finger. Pulling quickly, I popped it out and released his paw. "Is that better?"

	The answer must have been yes, because he stretched up and licked my cheek, making me laugh. "There, there, pup," I snickered, gently pushing him down. "That's mighty forward of you."

	The dog's long tongue lolled out, making it look as though he laughed with me. "Well, I guess I should get going." I wrinkled my nose in the direction of the bushes. "I wanted to find the stream, but with my luck, I'll end up stranded without a knight-in-furry-armor to save me."

	The dog took a couple of steps away from the bushes and then looked over his shoulder at me, woofing lightly. 

	"You want me to follow you, huh?" Wondering if he was leading me to a master who needed help, I started forward. "Lead the way."

	When my new friend stopped, it wasn't because he'd led me to an owner needing assistance. Instead, we were on the bank of the river I had been looking for. Astonished, I stared at him. "Do you really understand what I say or is this a coincidence?"

	Looking away, he dropped to his haunches and raised one hind foot to scratch at his ear. 

	"I must be losing my mind," I muttered, sitting in the lush grass with a sigh. "It's so beautiful here." 

	The dog trotted over and dropped unceremoniously next to me, letting his huge head land in my lap and nudging my hand with his nose until I took the hint and began to stroke the soft fur on his head.

	We sat like that for a couple of hours as the sun climbed higher in the sky. It wasn't until the dog's ears perked up that I heard a voice in the distance calling my name.

	"Oh, damn." I gently eased the dog's head off my lap and stood, brushing the dirt and leaves from the seat of my jeans. "I better get back."

	The dog stood and dropped into a low stretch before taking up a spot on my right side.

	"Don't you have a home?" I rubbed his ears as we walked. "Such a beautiful boy, someone must be missing you."

	The voices were getting louder, more frantic, but still a ways off when the dog suddenly raised his muzzle and howled. 

	Oddly, the voices stopped. When I reached the clearing that housed Rafael's compound – really, I couldn't figure out what else to call it unless it was a commune – twenty or so men were standing together in groups of three and four and they all appeared to be waiting for me.

	"Thank goodness you're okay!" Levi exclaimed, hugging me. "We were so worried."

	"I'm sorry," I said softly, guilt seeping in. "I didn't mean to worry you. I couldn't sleep and decided to go for a walk." 

	"That's okay," Zade said calmly. "No problems?"

	"Not really. Not the way you mean," I corrected. "I did get caught in some berry bushes, but the dog helped to free me."

	"Dog?" Levi looked amused. "Where is it?"

	"He was right here," I said, confused. "Really! I didn't imagine him." Doubt started to creep into my mind as I looked around and my voice fell to a whisper. "Maybe I did."

	"I don't think so," Rafael said kindly. "Was it a big black mutt with floppy ears?"

	"If it was real.." I started, relief flooding through me as the dog loped out of the woods and ran straight to my side, butting his head against my chest. "Oh! There you are!" Without thinking, I dropped to my knees and wrapped my arms around him, hugging him tight as tears leaked from my eyes into his fur. 

	"Hey, you're okay," Zade said, patting my shoulder. "You didn't imagine anything. Why don't we go get some food?"

	"Can.. can he come?" I asked hesitantly. "He's probably hungry."

	"More like thirsty," Zade huffed.

	For some reason that made Rafael snort a laugh, but he nodded, answering for Zade. "Of course, he can, Harley. Colby is throwing together some stag hash from a recipe an old friend sent us. There's plenty for everyone." 

	 

	 


Chapter Five

	Scott

	When I'd decided to unwind by letting my wolf run before bed, it hadn't even occurred to me that I might run into Harley. Still, when I watched him stumble into the blackberry bushes and get caught on the thorns, I had to step in and offer him a hand. Or a paw, as it was.

	Just like it never occurred to me to not to lead him to the creek he'd been looking for and sit with him in the morning silence. 

	Then, when I heard the panicked voices calling for him, I remembered an offhand comment that Zade had made about Harley needing constant supervision. Fighting back a wave of guilt at having enabled the Omega in his disappearance, I'd raised my voice and alerted them that he was with me before leading him back to the clearing where the search party was congregated.

	When they crowded around Harley, anxiously trying to assure themselves that he was uninjured, I'd backed into the woods with the intention of returning to the road where I'd left my van and then driving up the main road in human form. That plan was shot squarely in the ass when I caught the fear and self-doubt in Harley's voice as he began to question whether he had imagined me. Unable to bear the thought of causing Harley unnecessary pain, I'd stepped back into the late afternoon light and trotted to his side. When he dropped to his knees and wrapped his arms around me, drying his tears in my fur, I knew without a doubt that I had made the right decision, even as the shifters around him gave the appearance of everything from amusement to annoyance at my appearance.

	I stayed by Harley's side as we walked, noticing that he never took his hand off my back, almost as if he was afraid I'd fade away if he wasn't touching me. Then, when we reached the dining hall, he refused to leave me outside. Instead, asking Levi to bring him food outside so I wouldn't be left alone. 

	"That's not necessary, kid," Rafael assured him with a cough that I assumed was covering a laugh. "There's no rule about pets," he grinned when I narrowed my eyes at him, "in the dining hall. Bring him in and we'll find the mutt some scraps."

	Asshole. 

	Rafael's grin widened, leaving me no doubt that he'd caught my telepathic message. 

	"Thanks, Rafael," Harley sigh, appearing relieved. He looked down into my eyes and smiled. "Are you hungry, pup?"

	I nudged my head against his hand enthusiastically and he laughed. 

	"Okay." He led me to a corner table. "Um, do you know sit?"

	I promptly dropped to my haunches, making him smile again. He ruffled the fur between my ears.

	"Good boy. Stay here and I'll be right back."

	I was watching Harley fill a plate at the long serving table when a shadow fell over me and a stainless-steel bowl of water appeared at my feet. Looking over, I groaned when I met the eyes of the Blood Valley Omega.

	He raised a brow over narrowed eyes, leaving me no doubt that he was suspicious of my motives, but Harley reappeared before he could speak.

	"You brought him water?" Harley asked. "Thank you so much."

	"Yeah, well, Rafael and Zade want to be sure that he doesn't get too thirsty and lose control." 

	"Okay." Harley placed a plate of food in front of me, completely missing the intent of Colby's words. I, on the other hand, did not. 

	I waited until Harley was momentarily distracted and rolled my eyes. Colby shrugged. It seemed we were both sticking to our positions. Then Colby got a gleam in his eyes that made me suspicious. 

	"Hey, Harley? You know, I think I know this mutt." 

	"Really?" Harley sounded concerned. "He has a home?"

	"Naw, not anymore," Colby assured him. I was about to decide I liked the Blood Valley Omega for reassuring Harley when he spoke again. "If it's the animal I'm thinking of, he's actually not a dog."

	Oh, hell.

	"He's not?"

	Colby shook his head. "No, he's a tamed wolf." 

	I eyed Colby, wondering where he was going with this. 

	"Seriously?" Rather than being afraid, Harley sounded awed. He stroked my head again. "Does he have a name?"

	That gleam in Colby's eyes sparkled and he smirked. "Well, it's not like he's AKC registered, of course, but the people who tamed him named him Admiral Scotland Fuzzybutt."

	I was a split second too late to hold back the tiny snarl at his words. Colby snickered, but Harley's eyes widened.

	"I don't think he likes that," Harley said softly. He studied me for a minute. "What about if I call you Scooter?"

	That, I decided immediately, was absolutely acceptable and I made my opinion known by licking his cheek before stretching down to eat my food, determined to ignore the Blood Valley Omega's attempts at riling me up.

	I'd finished my food and was lying over Harley's feet as he ate when Levi sat down across from him. 

	"How are you feeling, Harley?" 

	"Good, I think," he said slowly. "This might sound really stupid, but I feel better having Scooter with me. It's almost like he grounds me."

	"That doesn't sound stupid at all," Levi assured him kindly, offering me a small smile. "In fact, it's pretty well established that being around animals can be very therapeutic."

	"Levi?" Harley's brow was drawn into a frown. "Do you think Zade will let me keep him? I mean, if he wants to stay with me?"

	I stretched, snuggling closer so I was leaning against his legs and placing my head in his lap. 

	Levi laughed.

	"Well, I think he's already answered whether or not he wants to stay with you," he teased Harley. "I can't make any promises, but I'll talk to Zade and see if I can convince him. In the meantime, I got a call from Doc earlier. He was called out on a house call, so he is going to come here for your session instead of us going to his office."

	"Oh. Okay," Harley finished his food and pushed the plate away, his hand dropping down to scratch my ears. "When?"

	"About an hour," Levi said. "Why don't I keep an eye on your friend while you meet with him?"

	"Scooter," Harley said quietly.

	"What?"

	"Colby told me what his old name was, and I shortened it to Scooter," Harley explained. 

	"I see." Levi exhaled slowly. "Sure, Harley. Scooter can hang with me."

	~*~

	"You should have seen your face," I said with a chuckle later when Levi and I were waiting for Zade. 

	"When he said your name?" Levi laughed when I nodded. "I thought my eyes were going to pop out of my head."

	"They nearly did," I agreed, taking a long draw from the cold bottle in my hand. It had been a long time since I'd spent so many hours in wolf form and I was grateful for the opportunity to stretch my human legs while Harley was safely shut in with the doctor.

	A snarl announced the Alpha's presence and I laughed. "Something wrong?" 

	"Other than you being naked with my mate?" There wasn't even a trace of humor in Zade's voice.

	"It's okay, Zade," Levi tried to reassure him. "We were just trying to be sure that he'd have time to shift if Harley and Doc finished early."

	"Besides," I shoved my chair back from the table to show the beach towel wrapped firmly around my waist, "all the good stuff is covered."

	Zade was still frowning but managed to pull back the fangs that had poked free, so I took that as a sign that he was moving on.

	"I wanted to apologize," I said calmly. "It never occurred to me that I'd run into Harley in the woods. Then he sounded so gutted when he thought he'd imagined me, that I couldn't just bail on him."

	"I know." Zade sighed. "Honestly, I think it helped him. The only problem is that now he thinks he has a pet."

	I shrugged. If all I had to do to be allowed to hang out around Harley was sit on command and look cute, I was more than on board. "That's not a problem."

	"You should know everything before you make that decision," Zade said firmly, pulling a beer from the refrigerator and sitting in the chair next to Levi. 

	"Okay," I agreed, taking another pull from my bottle. "I did a little research, but why don't you tell me?"

	Zade's eyes clouded and he sat for a long minute before speaking. "You already know that we aren't sure what happened to him."

	I nodded. 

	"The suspicion is severe sexual trauma, but because his body had already healed when he was dropped off, we won't know what kind unless we can unlock his mind. The amnesia could get better at any time, especially if we can find a way to trigger his memories. The dissociative fugue, on the other hand, is the scary part. He's completely separated himself from who he is. From what he is."

	Zade shook his head and drained his bottle in a long swallow. "He blacks out, so he has to be watched constantly."

	"The haircut wasn't the first time?"

	Levi shook his head and joined the conversation. "No, Scott. We've also caught him cutting himself, so we have to be on the watch for knives and sharp objects."

	"Okay. Then it really sounds like you need someone following him around constantly. I can do that. I'm happy to do that."

	Zade narrowed his eyes and I held my hands up in surrender. "Man, I know we just met, but I swear, I am not that Alpha. I would never take advantage of him."

	Zade didn't respond, but Levi kept talking. "He also has nightmares, Scott. Terrible ones where he wakes screaming and begging for help, but in the morning, he doesn't even remember having had one."

	"Okay. So I'll sleep with him." Zade's eyes narrowed further until they were just slits in his face and I sighed. "In furry form, Zade. I can even sleep on the floor, if it will make you happy." I drew in a slow breath, weighing my options and decided to play my hole card. "Although, one of the things I learned during my internet search was that a dissociative Omega still needs Alpha contact. If I sleep on the bed with him, it will keep him from going into neglect and should speed his healing."

	Zade closed his eyes and I could see his brain working through my words. Finally, he looked to Levi and then back at me and sighed.

	"One wrong step, Scott, and I'll be using your pelt to wax my truck."

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Six

	Harley

	It was still early when Doc announced that we were done, but after being up all day and then trying to focus on Doc's cognitive exercises half the night, I was exhausted. It must have shown on my face, because Levi took one look at me and clucked his tongue. 

	"Why don't you lie down for a bit, Harley?"

	I glanced at Zade and then down at Scooter who had greeted me with a small lick on my hand as soon as the door opened.

	"He can go, too," Levi said softly. "Just leave the door cracked open in case he needs to go out."

	"Thank you." I looked down into the intelligent eyes watching me and smiled when my heart seemed to lighten a bit. "Let's go, pup."

	I stripped down to my boxers before noticing that Scooter had positioned himself at the window, looking out into the moonlight. "Would you rather go out? You don't have to sleep with me."

	Scooter snorted, almost as if he understood, and after I slid under the covers, he jumped up next to me and cuddled against my back. A warm, peaceful feeling settled over me and I was asleep before I had time to wonder what had caused it.

	Unfortunately, it didn't last.

	The air around me was deep and dark, without even a hint of the moonlight that I'd expected to light my path, but, somehow, the hulking trees and scraggly brush were all sharply defined. Without a breeze, the forest was oddly silent. 

	I was walking through a thicket of dense pine trees with the black wolf by my side when a twig snapped behind me, echoing in the silence. I hesitated – not scared, exactly, because somehow, I knew I was supposed to be safe – and then I turned and froze, a scream building in my throat. The moon snuck out of the clouds to send a ray down to shimmer on the upraised knife blade, making the blood dripping off the blade glow with an almost ethereal light. Backing away, I sucked in a deep breath and spun on my heel, running for my life. 

	I cleared logs and boulders, fighting to keep my feet churning beneath me when I slipped on a patch of damp moss at the base of a tree. A choked snarl came from behind me as razor-sharp claws bit into my shoulder, the forced stop spinning me around to face my attacker. 

	I gasped for what I knew would be my final breath and closed my eyes against the red-eyed monster preparing for the kill. Then, everything was eerily still and I knew I was dead.

	A loud whine startled me out of my fear-induced fog. A cold, wet nose was pushing into my armpits and  against my cheeks and the sides of my neck. Realizing I was safe, I wrapped my arms around the wolf, buried my face in the ruff of fur around his neck and let his strength support me while sobs wracked my body. 

	"Harley?" Levi's voice came from the hall. "We're coming in."

	The door creaked open and Levi pulled me close – wolf and all – while Zade placed his hand on the back of my neck. I wasn't really sure why he did that, but it must have been his thing because he did it whenever anyone was upset.

	"Another nightmare?" Levi's voice was soft.

	"I..I don't know. I think so." Even more frustrating than not being able to get enough sleep was the speed with which the memory of what had woken me dissipated. 

	"Do you remember any of it?"

	I shook my head, my face still pressed to Scooter's fur. 

	"Okay." Zade moved his hand from my neck to pat my shoulder. "Doc said it's not a great idea to try and go back to sleep right after one, so why don't we go out and raid the 'fridge?"

	I wasn't hungry, but I felt bad enough about waking him and Levi up, I didn't want them to think I was on the verge of another episode, too, so I nodded and forced myself to release my grip on the wolf. Wiping my eyes on the blanket, I stood and reached for my pants. "That sounds great."

	Somehow, raiding the fridge took a weird turn and the three of us – four, if you counted an amused-looking wolf – ended up baking a ton of oatmeal cookies. When every surface in the kitchen was covered with cookies cooling on paper towels, I yawned. 

	"I think I'm ready to go back to bed, now."

	Levi looked concerned, but Zade put a restraining hand on his arm and Levi managed a weak smile.  "Okay. If you need anything, Levi, you know where to find us."

	"Thanks, Levi." I gave him a quick hug before following Scooter back to the bedroom. When I got there, he's already stretched out on the bed.

	"Hey. Scoot over." I nudged the wolf, but he only opened one eye and stretched. Rolling my eyes, I climbed over him and settled into the space between his warm body and the wall. "Fine, but don't think you're gonna get away with that all the time."

	I was pretty sure I heard him snort as sleep quickly overtook me.

	 


 

	Chapter Seven

	Scott

	"Run that by me again?" Zade was staring at me, his disbelief obvious.

	I swallowed an impatient sigh, well aware of just how crazy I sounded. I glanced at the closed bathroom door, the only barrier between Harley and us. "I said, I was in his nightmare," I repeated.

	"So, what, you're a psychic now?"

	"Of course not." I groaned and reached for the bottle of water in front of me. "Look, I don't know how," I admitted, "but I saw everything that was happening."

	Zade's head just swayed back and forth. "It's not possible, man."

	"What if it is?" Levi asked, breaking his silence. "I mean, I know Trevor can sometimes communicate in dreams." When Zade snorted, Levi frowned at him. "He can, Zade. I've seen it." Levi studied me seriously. "Maybe if you told Doc what you saw, it would help."

	When Zade snorted again, Levi's eyes flashed. "Well, it's not like it can hurt, now, is it?" he snapped at his husband. 

	"No, of course not," Zade agreed quickly. "I'm sorry I'm being an ass." He turned to me. "Can you write down what happened or describe it?" When Levi huffed, Zade smiled at him. "I'm trying to help, V, I promise. I don't know how we can explain Scott's absence?"

	I considered that for a minute. "Why don't you just tell him I went out to pee and you saw me chasing a rabbit into the woods? That way he shouldn't worry, and it'll buy me enough time to make it to town."

	Zade nodded slowly. "All right. How are you traveling?"

	I laughed. "Well, as long as no one has towed or stolen my ride, I'll be fine. Maybe even get a chance to sneak it up here."

	Zade nodded again. "Be safe."

	Thankfully, my van was right where I'd left it. Even better, with the rain we'd gotten the day before and the late afternoon sun beating down on me, the solar-heated water tank was primed for a hot shower.  I climbed into the tiny shower stall, my shoulders touching the walls as I scrubbed three days of accumulated grime from my body.  As much as I enjoyed being a wolf, there was really no better way to get clean than a hot, soapy, shower.

	The sky was streaked with red and gold when I parked in front of the small building that housed Doc's main practice. 

	"Come on in, son," he greeted after the receptionist had announced me. "Zade called and told me to expect you."

	"Great." I followed him into a cozy office and lowered myself into the stiff wooden chair he gestured to. I took a deep breath and repeated my story of being in Harley's dream to Doc, holding my breath when I finished. 

	Unlike Zade, Doc seemed anything but disbelieving. "So you say you were in the dream?" 

	I nodded.

	"Could you hear anything? Smell anything? Or was it just visual?"

	I closed my eyes and concentrated. "We were in a forest – I'm pretty sure it was the one surrounding Zade's house – but there were no forest sounds. No wind rustling the leaves, no night birds calling, no rodents scurrying through the leaf litter on the ground." I made myself rewind the tape in my head and replay it. "Harley was panting. The thing chasing Harley growled right before grabbing him." I popped my eyes open. "There weren't any other sounds."

	"What about smells?"

	"Just the usual. Dirt. Bark. Rotting leaves." I closed my eyes and again concentrated on the memory. "He was facing into the wind," I surmised. "When he was grabbed, I think he was too terrified to look for a scent."

	"Very well done," Doc said approvingly. "I'm not sure how you managed it, but it sounds like you are correct. You were in the dream." He scribbled a few notes on a pad in front of him. "We're going to need to figure out how. Tell me about your relationship with Harley. Zade mentioned you had a history, but didn't have many details."

	Of course. "What do you need to know?"

	Doc smiled kindly and leaned back in his seat. "Start at the beginning, son."

	"Well," I said hesitantly, "I've known Harley since we were young. His mother was the Alpha of small pack in the Everglades. My parents were Betas, nomads, and we spent a lot of time in an unclaimed territory nearby." 

	"You're older than he is." 

	It wasn't a question, but I nodded anyway. "I am. Ten years. He was sixteen when we started to see each other as more than friends, as potential mates."

	Doc raised a brow. All I could do was shrug. "We waited until he was eighteen to get physical," I tried to defend myself. "I had just finished my doctorate and landed a job at the community college as a junior professor when his mother sold him to Zade's pack.”

	I knew I was scowling as I looked down at the smooth, dark-brown skin on the back of my hand but couldn't help it. "When I got to their lands to offer for him, she sneered and told me that she'd sent him somewhere that I couldn't pollute the bloodline."

	"Oh, dear." 

	I blew out a breath, struggling to keep a hold on the beast inside me. He was not a fan of rehashing the past. "Yeah. Then she told me that I'd be wasting my time looking for him, because she'd assured him that I'd been offered the chance to claim him and I refused."

	Doc made a small pained sound and scribbled more in his book. "Then what?"

	I shrugged. "Then, I quit my job and started looking for him." 

	 

	 


Chapter Eight

	Rafe

	"You busy?"

	Colby's voice pulled me away from the paperwork I was halfheartedly working my way through. 

	"Never too busy for you," I responded, the same way I did every time he asked. I was rewarded with the smile that my Omega saved just for me. The one that made me feel simultaneously like a hero and the luckiest bastard on earth. "What's on your mind?"

	Colby waved a sheaf of papers in the air. "Cyber finished their report on Harley's tablet."

	"Awesome." Unlike the human population that we live among, shifters don't tend to be technology obsessed. Yeah, we use computers and cell phones and so on, but we don't live by them. In most packs, only a handful of members besides the Alpha even have cell phones – after all, our howls can be heard miles away – and there is usually a central computer bank that everyone uses when they need to. Individual laptops and the such aren't common unless they are needed for work. We'd been more than a little surprised to find a tablet computer when we searched Harley's room.

	So had his Alpha.

	I raised a brow and spun my chair, holding out my hand and biting back a grin as my very obviously pregnant mate closed the door to my office and sashayed his way across the room to stand between my knees. 

	I ran my hands up the back of his thighs, caressing his firm ass as I kissed his protruding tummy. "How's my baby?"

	"We're both fine, Alpha," Colby said softly, stroking my hair as I nuzzled his stomach. "You?"

	"Good, baby." I braced my feet against the floor and tugged Colby down into my lap, running my nose along his neck and drawing in the deliciously spicy pheromones there. "What's the report say?"

	Colby tipped his head back, allowing me more room to kiss along his neck. "They found an online dating account and some messages that suggest Harley may have been arranging to meet up with someone just before he was taken."

	“Anybody in the pack mention it? I don’t remember Zade saying anything.”

	“That’s because he didn’t,” Colby confirmed for me. “In fact, I pulled Zade’s interview transcripts, and he was asked three different times about social media accounts and so on. He said there weren’t any.”

	"Shit."

	Colby just nodded and lifted his shirt to lay my hand on the tautly stretched skin of his tummy. 

	"You're sure you're okay?" 

	"Yeah, but I’m kind of craving your touch," he admitted.

	Setting Colby back on his feet, I rose from my seat and reached for his hand. "Let's go."

	"What?" Colby seemed both bemused and confused. "The shift just started two hours ago."

	"We have some time off accrued," I reminded him, all but dragging him behind me to the parking lot. It only took a quick glance to find Fugly sitting in the corner of the lot. There was no way the ugly-ass monster of a minivan could fit in the assigned space intended for my Omega’s sleek motorcycle.

	At the end of the driveway, I hesitated briefly. If I turned left, I'd be headed toward our pack lands where a nearly endless number of responsibilities – including the target of the investigation we'd been discussing – waited. I turned right and pulled out onto the highway.

	That Colby sat quietly as I drove, gazing out the window and commenting on the scenery, spoke volumes about the progress in our relationship since those early days when he constantly questioned my commitment to him, to us. "Don't you want to know where we're going?"

	Colby's hand landed on my dick, cupping me through my jeans and squeezed gently. "As long as we're together, I'm good, Alpha."

	I barely managed to keep the van on the road as all of my blood ran south. "Damn it, Coby. You know what that does to me."

	His answering chuckle assured me that I was right and it hadn't been an accident.

	Silently praising the brilliant individual who designed push-button fold-flat rear seats, I pulled off the road and parked in a secluded area. Colby was already unbuttoning his jeans as he climbed into the back. 

	~*~

	“It’s bugging you.” Colby was spooned up in front of me on the flattened seat where we had collapsed after our rather frantic coupling. His back was against my front and his words vibrated against me.

	“That Harley had that dating profile?” I asked even though I was already sure what Colby meant. He nodded and I sighed, brushing a kiss over the nape of his neck. “Yeah, it is. It sure increases the number of potential suspects.”

	“And the fact that no one in the pack admitted knowing about it is either suspicious as hell or proof that he was sneaking around,” Colby observed. “Which, of course, is why the three of them are crammed into a Blood Valley guest house.”

	As much as I wish I could say that offering to put Zade, Levi, and Harley up while they were on our side of the mountains was done with nothing but altruistic goals in mind, I've never really been one to lie to myself. The truth was that no one in the COPSD office was quite convinced that Harley had really lost his memory.

	I shrugged. Colby already knew the answer. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Nine

	Harley

	“Harley? What are you doing?”

	“Huh?” 

	Hearing my name in a smooth baritone voice caught my attention and I blinked my eyes open slowly. I gasped when the sight below me sharpened into focus and I was staring over the edge of a rock face into the canyon below.

	“I..I..” I stuttered as I tried to scramble backward away from the edge. My shoe caught on a loose stone and I stumbled, pitching forward toward the yawning chasm in front of me. 

	“Harley!” 

	This time my name was a shout. Strong arms wrapped around my waist, jerking me back from the edge and off my feet. I landed hard on my stomach and felt the breath forced out of me as I was crushed beneath the heavy body of my rescuer.

	“Are you okay, love?” That deep baritone was breathless in my ear, and the hot puffs of air hitting my skin as he spoke made me shiver beneath him. I was gasping for breath when he rolled off me and dragged me into his lap. Capable hands removed my shoes and socks, setting my feet flat on the forest floor. “Harley?” His voice was soothing as I fought to find something to concentrate on. "Focus on my voice, love. Count with me."

	"One. Two. Three. Four. Five," I chanted obediently. As each number was named, a pebble was placed in my hand. As I started to come back to myself, I suddenly realized that my savior was trying to ground me. Pressing my bare feet to the earth. Listing numbers. Touching physical objects. He was leading me through some of the coping techniques that the doctors had taught me before releasing me to Zade's care.

	I was propped up against a firm chest and, despite the concern I could hear in his voice, the hand rubbing circles on my chest was gentle. Finally able to breathe again, I managed a jerky nod. “I’m okay.”

	I felt rather than heard the relieved sigh. 

	“What were you doing at the edge? That’s a long damned drop.”

	That was an excellent question. 

	The last thing I remembered was walking into the woods to look for Scooter after Levi told me that the wolf had taken off after a rabbit. I wasn’t even sure how far I had traveled.

	All I could do was shake my head. “I’m not sure. I was looking for my.. for a friend and I must have zoned out.” As the strong arms tight around me and soft lips brushed over the back of my neck, I suddenly realized that other than feeling that the voice was vaguely familiar, I had no idea who was holding me so intimately. 

	Twisting around, I looked up into the face of a man with high cheekbones, a strong chin, and a cap of close-cropped black curls. His oddly-colored turquoise eyes were framed by long, thick lashes and nearly glowed against his brown skin. 

	If I’d had to describe him, stunning would have been an understatement. 

	But with all of those amazing attributes, what really caught my attention was the expression of deep concern that he wore. 

	“Thank you for catching me.” I finally recovered myself enough to remember my manners. “That was incredibly careless of me.” I tried to struggle to my feet but gave up quickly when the man didn’t release his hold. I knew I should have been distressed to be captive, but for some reason I felt safe and protected.

	“Harley,” his voice was back to the measured tone he’d used before my near fall. “Do you know who I am?” 

	“I..I don’t think so,” I admitted. A curious knot of dread built in my stomach at the thought that my answer might disappoint him. After all, he clearly knew who I was. “I’m sorry. My memory..”

	“It’s okay,” he said softly. “I know you’re having a rough time. My name is Scott and I knew you well when we were younger.”

	“You did?” I felt my eyes widen at the same time that something inside me twitched. The feeling was odd, but not unpleasant. Almost like my body was confirming that I was in good hands. “We were…were we friends?”

	“Something like that,” Scott said with a smile. “We, ah, lost touch a while back and I’ve been looking for you ever since.” His lips brushed my cheek, making me wonder just how close we had been. “I’ve missed you, Harley.”

	“Oh.” What was I supposed to say after the beautiful stranger had saved my life and told me that he’d missed me?

	“Anyway,” Scott gave me one last squeeze and rose to his feet, pulling me up with him, “People are probably worried about you. You’re quite a distance from where you’re staying. Why don’t I give you a ride home?”

	“You know where I’m staying?” 

	Scott nodded. “I was actually going over to talk to Zade, anyway.”

	“Really?”

	“Really,” Scott confirmed with a wink. “Come on. I left my van over here.”

	 


 

	Chapter Ten

	Scott

	Even though I knew Zade was going to have it out for my ass after I told Harley that we had history, it was worth it to see the surprise and relief in his face when he realized someone knew who he was before. After all, as rough as it would be to forget yourself, I couldn’t imagine also being surrounded by others who couldn’t – or wouldn’t – fill in the blanks. 

	“This is so cool,” Harley breathed out, swiveling his seat around and taking in the tiny living space in the back of my van. “Do you actually live in here?”

	“Sometimes,” I confirmed. “You can go check it out, if you want.”

	Harley grinned and for the first time since I’d found him, he seemed to lose all his nervousness and some of the cockiness I was used to surfaced. He poked around in the back, lifting the mattress and testing out the slide that pulled the couch down into a queen bed and fell back on it, laughing as he bounced. “Have I been in this before? This all seems really familiar to me.”

	I bit my tongue to keep from saying that it should. After all, when I’d begun retrofitting the van, I relied almost exclusively on the plans that Harley and I had spent hours upon hours designing together. Back then, we’d planned on owning a tiny caravan design company. After I’d lost him, I didn’t have the heart to continue it on my own.

	Shaking off the funk of the past, I forced myself to smile. “If you slide that panel aside, there’s a bathroom. If you move the other side, I have a tiny kitchen.”

	“Wow.” Harley took me at my word and began moving panels and opening cabinets, oohing over my multi-level table and hidden storage cubbies. “You have a shower,” he mused, “but where’s the water tank?”

	“Where would you have put it?” I countered, enjoying the wonder on his face as he explored.

	“Hmm,” he hummed, his bright eyes bouncing around the tiny space before settling on the throw rug in the center of the floor. He twitched his eyes down dramatically, making me laugh. “A clue!”

	“Yup,” I agreed, tapping my toe against the spring-loaded release that was recessed into the molding. 

	When the trapdoor sprang up – rug still in place – and revealed the water tank below, Harley laughed delightedly. “I knew it!” He ran his fingers over the painted wood panel before looking up in surprise. “Seriously? It's not even a real rug? You painted it on? That’s amazing!”

	I felt my cheeks getting hot and rubbed the back of my neck. “It’s not like it’s a work of art, or anything,” I disputed weakly. 

	“It’s pretty neat,” he argued, still running his fingers over the shellacked surface. “I never would have guessed that it was a painting.” He pressed in the catch and gently lowered the trapdoor door before stepping back to admire the floor. "You'd never know it was there." 

	"That was the idea." I cleared my throat. "We really should get you back, Harley." When his lips drooped into a familiar pout, I shook my head. "As soon as Zade knows you're safe, you can check the van out to your heart's content, okay?"

	At that assurance, Harley grumbled under his breath, but returned to his seat and spun it around, locking the swivel base and snapping on his seatbelt. "Happy?"

	I swallowed my laugh. While I knew most people – Alphas, especially – would be put off by the brattitude, it had always been one of Harley's most appealing quirks to me. "Ecstatic," I said dryly, smirking when he huffed and turned to look out the window. 

	The drive back to Blood Valley territory only took about twenty minutes, but, of course, Harley had been gone much longer than that and, as I expected, the troops were out in force looking for him when we arrived.

	The glare that Zade pinned me with as Harley climbed out of my passenger seat made it clear there was going to be yet another discussion in the near future. 

	I forced back a groan.

	"You okay?" Zade asked, his glare softening into a look of concern when his eyes met Harley's. "We weren't sure where you went."

	"Sorry." Harley's shoulders drooped and all evidence of his old fire fled. "I didn't really mean to go anywhere." He chewed his bottom lip, his eyes trained on the ground. "I was just going to look for the wolf and I must have gotten lost or something." 

	"It's okay, Harley." Zade's husband hurried to assure him, planting his elbow none-to-gently in Zade's side. "Did you find him?"  

	Harley shook his head. "I ran into Scott and he showed me his van and then brought me back." He perked up a little. "You should see the inside," he told Levi hesitantly. "It's like an entire little house in there!"

	"Why don't you show him, Har?" I suggested. "I did say you could finish checking it out when we got here."

	Once the two Omegas had climbed into the back of the van, I took a few steps away and gestured for Zade to come with me.

	"Don't start," I warned under my breath. "I found him dazed and about to walk off a fucking cliff. There was no way I was leaving him out there alone."

	Zade's anger turned to shock and melted into fear in front of my eyes. He inhaled sharply and held the breath for several long minutes. When he finally released it, he looked worried. "Doc called after you left. He agrees you were probably in the dream." Zade shook his head disbelievingly. "He suggested having Trevor try to get through to him." He hesitated for a minute. "Trevor's supposed to have some special gifts, I guess."

	I barely held back a laugh at the understatement, but managed to nod my head seriously. "I've heard."

	Zade stared at me and I could see he had something to say. Finally, he inhaled and spit it out, "Trevor thinks you should come with us." 

	Ah. That explained why Zade hadn't wanted to tell me. "When do we leave?"

	Zade sighed. "No time like the present."

	 

	 


Chapter Eleven

	Harley

	Having to leave my wolf behind to go and meet with a so-called Empath had me seriously regretting the fact that I had told anyone about the damned nightmare. It wasn't like it was my first, so I couldn't quite figure out why it was such a big deal.

	"Scooter will be fine," Zade's voice came from behind me as I stood at the edge of the woods, staring into the shadows cast by the setting sun. "But we need to hit the road. Are you ready?"

	"Yeah, sure." I followed him toward the truck and stopped short when I saw Scott's van idling next to it. "Is Scott going, too?"

	"Yeah, he is." 

	"Really?" Suddenly leaving the wolf wasn't quite as distressing. After all, in the forest I'd gotten the same safe, comfortable feeling from being around Scott that I did from burying my face in my four-legged friend's fur. "Can I ride with him?" I heard a chuckle from behind me and spun around, catching Scott watching us. "Can I ride with you?" Zade looked like he had just bitten into a lemon, so I hurried to make my case. "It would give you and Levi some time alone, yeah?"

	Zade narrowed his eyes but nodded slowly. "I suppose, but you have to obey him."

	"Yeah, sure," I agreed, hopping into the van and closing the door before Zade could change his mind. When Scott climbed in next to me, I lost a little bit of my bravado. "I guess I should have asked if you minded being saddled with me." 

	Scott snorted and shook his head. "You literally never have to worry about that, Har." He followed Zade's truck out onto the main road. "You're welcome to find something on the radio."

	Everybody had been really nice to me – especially considering how much work my episodes caused them – but there was something about the way that Scott treated me that helped me to relax. Or maybe it was how he didn't treat me – specifically, like I was a bomb that could go off any minute – that made him so easy to be around.

	 I pressed the knob to turn the radio on and immediately cranked the volume when my lips began moving with the song that came on. I saw Scott glance at me from the corner of his eye, but he didn't say anything. Instead, he began to sing along with me, both of us belting it out at the top of our lungs.

	The ride was shorter than I expected, and it wasn't long before we pulled into what looked like a tiny village. All of the houses and other buildings were brightly painted with white trim and radiated out from some sort of community building like spokes on an old-fashioned wagon wheel. It was adorable.

	When the van rolled to a stop, Scott offered me a hand down and walked beside me to where Zade stood on the porch of the community building, huffing impatiently. 

	"Why don't you come with me?" Levi asked, throwing a narrow-eyed look at Zade. "I'll introduce you to Trevor."

	Trevor ended up being a gentle soul with light brown hair streaked with red and gold and large caramel eyes. He was heavy set and wore a loose tunic over a pair of blue jeans. He greeted me quietly, smiling when I leaned down to speak to the three gangly puppies scrambling around his bare feet.

	"Come in and have a seat, Harley." He waited for me to settle onto the sofa and sat down across from me. "I understand you need some help deciphering a dream?"

	"Oh, um, not really," I stuttered, looking around for Levi. 

	"It's more that he can't seem to remember his dreams, Trevor," Levi spoke up. "But we're pretty sure that they are nightmares."

	"And you think it might help if he can remember them?"

	Levi nodded. "We hope so."

	Trevor smiled at me and reached over to take a handful of animal crackers from the bowl in the center of the coffee table. "I'd be happy to try and help," he offered, popping a cookie into his mouth. "Assuming it's what you want, Harley?"

	I blew out the breath I was holding and nodded slowly. "I think it is." I plucked at a loose thread on my jeans. "If I can't remember, the doctor says they'll have to put me on medication to control me." An involuntary shudder ripped through my body. "I really don't want that."

	Trevor's eyes twitched, his lips pursing into a slight frown, but he nodded in agreement. "Okay. As long as you're sure it's what you want." He offered me the bowl of cookies. 

	"No, thanks," I said and then jerked my head up at the gasp from Levi. "Just on the cookies, Levi," I said, barely managing to hold back a laugh. "I'm accepting the help on the dreams, honest."

	"Sorry," Levi mumbled, a flush coloring his cheeks as he stared down at his feet.

	I wasn't really sure what to say – I mean, it wasn't as if he actually owed me an apology – so I turned back to Trevor instead. "What do I need to do? Take a nap?"

	Trevor shook his head. "No. We just need to spend a few minutes meditating. Do you want to start now?"

	I nodded. "The sooner, the better."

	"Okay." Trevor struggled to his feet and waited for me to follow. "Levi, do you mind asking everyone to wait out here?"

	Levi nodded, still looking oddly distressed and forced a smile in my direction. "Good luck, Harley."

	"Thanks," I responded, hoping my voice sounded more confident than I felt. "I'm sure everything will be fine."

	I'm not sure what I was expecting. A smoke-filled room full of stinky candles and crystal balls like the fortune teller tent at the county fair, maybe? Actually, if I was honest, that was exactly what I was expecting. So, when Trevor led me to a cozy kitchen and gestured for me to sit at the dining table while he filled a teapot at the sink, I was more than a little surprised. "We're going to do it here?"

	"Sure," Trevor said agreeably. "Like I said, you won't really be sleeping and it usually only takes a few minutes, so.." He trailed off and settled into the chair across from me, stretching his arms out, palms up and waited until I cautiously placed my own on top of his, palms down.  "Good. Now, Harley, we are going to close our eyes and then all you have to do is listen to my voice, okay?"

	"Okay." I drew in a deep breath, grateful that the man hadn't commented on the nervous squeak that my voice was reduced to.

	"Good. Now, close your eyes and match your breaths to mine."

	Trevor inhaled slowly and held the breath. As crazy as it sounds, I swear I could hear him counting to three in my mind before he exhaled and then drew in another. 

	The darkness in front of my eyelids began to swirl. 

	Little flecks of light appeared and then burned out. 

	The darkness shimmered and then I was standing in the center of a forest. The moon was full and tinged red, but the thick canopy overhead filtered out the light, leaving me surrounded in shadows. 

	The air was thick with a mist that clung to my chilled skin, making me shudder with every faint breeze that drifted by.

	There was a sharp, acrid scent wafting on the air and my nose wrinkled against it. In the distance, I could barely make out the outline of a small cottage hidden amongst the trees and I shivered, all but overwhelmed by a cloud of dread that made me want to drop to my knees and weep.

	"Harley?" Trevor's calm voice wrapped around me, soothing me. "Are you okay?"

	"I..think so," I managed to stutter, swinging around wildly as I tried to find him. "Where are you?"

	"I'm right here." A firm hand rested on my shoulder, urging me to turn and meet his concerned gaze. "Can you see me now?"

	I nodded, my breaths coming in pants.

	"Good. Does any of this look familiar?"

	"Yes," I confirmed, too scared to be concerned about the high pitch ofmy voice. "But I don't know why."

	"That's okay," Trevor assured me. "You don't have to know anything right now, dear. Can you tell me what you're feeling?" 

	"Scared," I said immediately. 

	"Of what?"

	"I..I'm not sure," I said slowly. I pointed to the outline of the cottage in the distance. "It's almost like there are waves of evil coming from over there." I drew in a breath, the weight of the soggy air heavy in my chest. "Stupid, right?"

	"No, Harley, it's not," Trevor disagreed. "I can feel it, too." He studied the darkness around us curiously. "There is definitely a negative presence." 

	An angry screech came from the distance, making me think of a wounded animal. I began to shake and started to back away from the danger that I perceived heading my way.

	"Harley? Where are you going?"

	Words escaping me, I shook my head frantically as a large, hulking form stumbled toward me, its features hidden in the dark. 

	"What the hell is that?" Trevor gasped. 

	"We have to run!" I choked out, grabbing his wrist.

	"No. Not yet." Trevor pulled his wrist away and leaned down, picking up a large rock from the ground by his feet. "Here."

	"Huh?"

	"The rock," Trevor said patiently. "Take it."

	"But…it's a dream," I protested.

	"Technically, it's not," Trevor disagreed. "It's an astral plane. A kind of a dream world. Take the rock."

	Fighting the urge to roll my eyes, I reached my hand out and was surprised by the solid thud of the rock hitting my hand. 

	"Good," Trevor said softly. "Now, throw it at that thing's head." I heard Trevor snicker when I hesitated. "Okay, I know we can't really see, but I'm assuming there's a head, so just aim for where the head should be."

	I wasn't sure what was going on, but I did as Trevor instructed and threw the rock, surprised again when it flew much farther than I could have imagined and hit something with a solid thud. 

	A grunt of pain reached our ears as the stone bounced off to rest at the base of an ancient pine tree. 

	"Excellent," Trever said, satisfaction ringing through in his voice. "Now, let's get out of here!"

	The next thing I knew, there was a physical jolt, like I'd run into a wall. Then it felt like someone yanked on my entire body. When I opened my eyes, I was back in Trevor's kitchen, shivering and gasping for breath.

	Entering the dream world with Trevor had been a slow and relaxing experience. Leaving? Not so much. 

	"Sorry about that," Trevor apologized, stretching slowly and then standing up to turn off the burner under the whistling tea kettle. "If you had panicked, it would have been much harder to pull you out." He set a steaming cup in front of me and returned to his seat. "You're not hurt, are you?"

	"Umm." I stretched my limbs one at a time. "No. At least, I don't think so."

	"Good."

	"What just happened?"

	"We went into a deep meditation to access the astral plane where REM sleep originates." When I stared blankly, he sighed. "Never mind. The important thing to remember is the rock, okay?" I didn't answer but Trevor continued. "When you're in this realm, whether it's in a dream or a nightmare, you need to remember that you can affect the surroundings. You can fight back, okay? You just have to focus your energy."

	"Okay," I agreed slowly, wondering if things could really be that easy. "I'll give it a try."

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Scott

	Once Harley had disappeared into the building with Levi, Zade began to walk toward the tree line, motioning for me to follow. Once the forest had swallowed us, he stopped and turned to face me, legs spread and fists planted on his hips.

	"We need to talk," he said without preamble.

	I raised a brow but held my tongue.

	"I want you to give Harley some space." 

	I felt my eyes narrow but was more concerned with holding back the wolf trying to break free to worry about whether my evil eye offended him. I drew several deep breaths, the effort slightly hampered by my fangs erupting. Still, once I had my breath, I forced my voice to remain steady. "No."

	Zade snarled at me, showing me that his fangs had breached his gums also. "Yes."

	My fingers began to tingle as my claws broke free and a growl began deep in my gut, my lips twisting into a grimace as the wolf started to gain the upper hand.

	"Hold up, boys," an unfamiliar but unmistakably Alpha voice rode the breeze toward the spot where I was squaring off with Harley's current Alpha. 

	To my surprise, Zade seemed embarrassed by his arrival. "Hey, Clint."

	Clint? Oh, right, the Coruscation werewolf Alpha. Trevor's mate and our host. I'd only crossed paths with him a few times, so it wasn't so odd that I hadn't recognized his voice.   I turned to meet his eyes, still trying to force the wolf back into compliance. "Nice to see you, Clint."

	"You, too, Scott." The werewolf glanced curiously at Zade. "Sure looked like you two were about to throw down," he commented. 

	Zade scowled and shook his head. "We were talking about Harley."

	"Wrong," I snapped, my lips drawing back in a snarl. "You were ordering me away from him. That's hardly the same thing as talking about him."

	Clint's forehead furrowed in confusion. "But Rafe said Scott saved Harley from tumbling down a cliff?" He waited for Zade's tight nod to confirm the story. "Then why are you trying to keep them apart?"

	"Because I don't know their history and Harley isn't exactly in a position to tell me what he wants," Zade huffed.

	"I already told you," I growled in turn. "We were planning on mating until he was sold away from me."

	Clint looked from Zade to me and then back to Zade. "And?"

	Zade sighed heavily and dropped to his butt in the crisp leaves on the forest floor. "And I can't collaborate it, Clint," he said quietly. 

	"Harley talked all the time when he first arrived. He told me everything. He told me about how he was raised, his hobbies, his schooling, his," Zade swallowed a sigh as a touch of red colored his cheeks, "heat cycles. He told me all kinds of things, including that he'd barely escaped being raped by an Alpha back before my pack elders offered for him." Zade lifted his eyes to meet mine. "But he never once mentioned Scott. Not by name, anyway."

	What the Hell?

	"Are you saying what I think you're saying?" I hissed. "I wasn't the bastard who tried to rape him, you dolt. That was his fucking cousin." I ground my teeth together, hoping the sting would help me hold back. "Did he also tell you that a friend stumbled onto them and stopped it?" I waited for Zade's nod. "That was me, asshole!"

	Zade just shrugged. "There's no way for me to be sure," he snapped, "and I won't put Harley in any more danger."

	"He's not in any danger from me!" I roared.

	Clint stepped forward, one hand raised. "Okay. I really think that's enough." He looked at Zade. "Every inch of the living compound is under constant guard. Harley couldn't be any safer here. Why not let them hang together here, where he's safe, and give Scott a chance to jog his memory?"

	Zade growled. "Why not just send Scott's ass home and I can let him know when  - or if – Harley remembers him?"

	Before I could respond, Clint chuckled. "Send him home until the Omega wants to see him?" Clint's chuckles turned into deep laughs. "Oh, hell, son. That's rich!"

	"It's not that funny," Zade huffed.

	I looked from one to the other, completely lost.

	"It really is." Clint turned to me, wiping the tears from his eyes. "This from the same Alpha who all but kidnapped Levi and then followed him back here after we rescued him and refused to leave." He smirked when Zade snorted. "I finally took pity on him and said he could stay for a bit, so then he followed Levi around like a little lost stray."

	"That's different. Harley's my responsibility," Zade protested a little weakly.

	"Just like Levi was mine," Clint nodded. "And technically, I can't make you do jack shit." The werewolf shrugged. "But I can give Scott the same permission to hang around that I gave you." Clint turned back to me. "You can stay here as long as you need to."

	"Thanks, Clint. I truly appreciate it."

	With Harley still occupied and Zade glaring and spitting curses under his breath, I decided that it was a good time to retreat to my van. Discretion being the better part of valor and all. 

	Thinking it was a good opportunity to get back to my research on ways that I might be able to help my Omega, I folded the bed out and propped myself up against the pillows with my laptop on my thighs. Intending to give Harley a couple of hours before I hunted him down, I set a reminder on my phone and clicked the wifi icon on the screen. The tiny globe spun in circles before the browser opened with a cheerful chime. 

	I was deeply engrossed in an article published in the Boston Journal of Medicine on the use of grounding techniques when a hesitant knock came from the passenger door. Operating on autopilot as I scribbled notes on the notepad next to me, I called out "it's open" and continued to scan the article. 

	"This doesn't look like a good time." 

	My head jerked up when Harley's tired voice broke through my concentration. 

	"What? Oh, hey!" I quickly minimized the browser window before he could see what I was doing and hurriedly shuffled all the loose papers into a stack that I placed on the small shelf by the bed, using the laptop to both hold them in place and to shield them from his curious glance. "I wasn't expecting to see you." 

	When his forehead wrinkled, I mentally smacked myself. "I mean, I thought you'd still be with the Empath." I was about to stand up and flip the bed back into couch mode – Gods knew I didn't really trust myself with Harley on my bed – when he kicked off his shoes and flopped face-down on the mattress beside me. 

	"You're sure I'm not interrupting?"

	"Absolutely not," I said firmly, allowing myself to gently rub his back and pretending not to notice the enticing scent flooding off of him. I wasn't sure what brought it on, but my Omega was definitely in the mood. Given how long it had been since I'd smelled it, since I'd tasted him, since I'd had him, I was pretty damned sure I deserved a damn medal for controlling myself.

	"What are you working on?" Harley asked, glancing over curiously to my still-open laptop on the shelf. His eyes widened and I followed his gaze, unable to stop from cringing when I saw that my screen saver had kicked on. The screen saver that I had made from all of my favorite photos. Pictures of him, of us together.

	I was digging through my brain for something – anything- that I could use to explain it when he looked back to me, his lips curved into a smile. 

	"You were my boyfriend," he said quietly.

	I swallowed hard. "You remember?"

	Harley shook his head but without the defeated look I'd already seen too many times when his memory failed him. He nodded to the screen that was displaying a picture of us embracing. We'd been skinny dipping and the water dripping off our bodies had caught the sparkle of the full moon. "No, but I'm pretty sure that I don't do that with just anyone."  

	"Yeah," I agreed, groaning inwardly. Zade was going to kill me. "Just with me. Back then, anyway," I rushed to qualify as the screen faded into a different picture. A smile brushed his lips and I thought back to the day the picture had been taken. "That one was taken on your birthday."

	We – Harley and I - had spent his eighteenth birthday at a local amusement park and Harley had been obsessed with the roller coaster. It was one of those old, rickety jobs that swayed and rumbled under the weight of the trains. At the top, just before the final drop, there was an enclosed section, almost like a raised tunnel. Their souvenir camera had managed to snap our picture right as I stole my first kiss from him. Our lips were pressed together, Harley's cheeks were pink from the brisk air and the surprise was obvious in his still-open eyes.

	"And now?"

	I sighed. "Now? I honestly don't know, Har." I brushed my fingers over the back of his hand. "We really did lose touch for a while. I'm afraid I don't know what you've been up to."

	I'd expected his smile to drop away at my admission, but instead, he laughed. 

	"I meant you, silly." Harley scooted a little closer. "Are you involved with someone?"

	For a split second I considered lying to him, but, hell, the cat was already out of the bag, so instead I gathered him close, pulling him onto my lap and burying my nose in the soft skin behind his ear. "Never, Harley. I started looking for you the minute we were separated, and I never quit. You're all I've ever wanted."

	 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Harley

	When I left my meeting with Trevor, I'd wandered around for a bit before I finally admitted to myself what I was doing. I was looking for Scott.  There was something about him that called out to me. I was pretty sure that it wasn't just that I felt comfortable around him, there was more to it than that. He seemed to radiate safety and good intentions. I know. Stupid. Still. My trip to wherethefrickever with Trevor had left me more rattled than I wanted to admit and I was seriously jonesing for some comfort.

	I walked up to the van and raised my hand, but hesitated before I knocked. After all, if he'd been dragged down to Trevor's with us, there must have been a reason which, in turn, meant that there was a good chance he had crap to do.

	I was just about to turn away when I remembered his words earlier when I'd thought that I might have been bugging him: "You literally never have to worry about that, Har." More than his words, though, I remembered the slight tremble to his lips when he'd smiled and the edge of pain that barely showed in his eyes. 

	I knocked on the door.

	My heart twisted in my chest at the sight of him propped up in the bed with papers scattered all around. He had a small blue ink stain on his lips – from chewing on a pen while he concentrated, I suspected – and one side of his bottom lip was caught between his teeth as he stared at the screen in front of him. It wasn't often that I thought of a grown man – especially one as ruggedly handsome as Scott – as adorable, but, seriously, there just wasn't another word for it.

	As my corkscrewed heart began to flutter, a sudden realization washed over me. The man was freaking hot.

	That epiphany really couldn't have come at a worse time because when he looked up at me, a smile spreading across his lips and something warm and intimate shining in his eyes, all of my blood began a rapid descent. 

	With no other way to hide my untimely erection, I dropped onto my stomach on the bed, biting back a groan as the impact sent an unexpected jolt of pleasure through me. When his warm hand settled on my back, that pleasure began to throb.

	Trying to distract myself from the situation that was quickly escalating in my jeans, I glanced around the room, looking for a safe topic to bring up, and that was when I saw it. 

	There, in plain sight on the screen of his open laptop, was a nearly x-rated picture of the two of us. We were nude and standing in the moonlight on a sandy beach. Scott's glistening body was wrapped around mine, one large hand cupped my bare butt and the other gripped my hair – the long curls that I had just recently hacked off – holding my head in place for his mouth that looked to be devouring mine. Suddenly, I understood why I felt comfortable with him. We'd obviously had an intimate relationship when we knew each other before.

	I listened to his soothing voice as he told me the history of the pictures, pleasure still radiating through me from his hand moving on my back. I finally worked up the nerve to ask if he was available – something I almost couldn't believe I was doing – and when he told me that he wanted me, his voice dropping to a sexy growl, the sensations building inside me exploded, pulsing through my body. I closed my eyes, mortified to be coming in my pants from such an innocent touch, and bit down on my fist to muffle my shout. It wasn't until I tasted coppery liquid warmth that I opened my eyes and gasped, shocked to see my teeth embedded in Scott's hand instead of my own.

	Before I could apologize, he lifted his other hand to stroke my hair. "It's okay, Har. You didn't do it, I did." He eased his hand to his mouth and licked the blood from the wound. "I covered your hand with mine."

	"Why?"

	"There was no reason to mar your skin, love," Scott laughed, obviously less concerned about the punctures in his skin than I was. He lifted my hand to his lips. "Do you feel better?" 

	Just like that, shame flooded through me and replaced the concern that had made me temporarily forget the reason I'd bitten his hand in the first place. 

	"Oh, Gods," I groaned, dropping my face and hiding it in the rumpled comforter. 

	"Hey." Gentle hands burrowed under me and lifted me up, settling me in Scott's lap. "You don't need to be embarrassed with me."

	"Easy for you to say," I mumbled into the soft cotton of his t-shirt. "You didn't just come in your pants like an idiot."

	"Oh, Harley," Scott laughed softly, brushing his lips over my head. "You have made me do that - and then some - more times than I can count."

	"I did?" I peeked up, my heart stuttering when his beautiful eyes caught mine. 

	"Absolutely," he assured me, nuzzling into my neck and kissing a spot that made me shiver. 

	Still caught in his eyes, I shifted my weight, gratified when I felt a telltale hardness beneath me. Twisting to face Scott, I slid one leg over his thigh so that I straddled his lap. Even through my damp jeans I could feel the heat of his hard length pressing against me. 

	"What are you doing, Har?" Scott's voice was rough, but the hands that settled on my hips were gentle. 

	"I bet you can figure that out," I teased, rocking my hips forward and watching, fascinated, as his eyes clouded and lost their focus. "Want me to stop?"

	"Fuck, no!" Scott growled, the vibrations rumbling through my body. He tightened his grip on my hips and dragged me closer. He bucked his hips and we groaned in unison. "Damn, I've missed you so much, baby." 

	He leaned forward to catch my mouth in a frantic kiss, his tongue matching the rhythm I was rocking against him. His breaths sped up and I increased my speed, grinding down against him at the end of each stroke.

	"Harley!" Scott threw his head back and arched his back, driving his hips up hard. I could feel his hard flesh pulsing against me as his release saturated his pants. "Oh, fuck, baby!"

	Scott's groaned words sent a shiver down my spine.

	"Feel better?" I asked, teasing him with the same words he'd used on me. 

	But Scott just grinned, slow and satisfied. Sliding down flat on the bed, he pulled me to him and tugged a blanket up to cover us.

	"Better?" Scott repeated, brushing his nose over my throat as I snuggled into him. "Now that you're back in my arms? Absolutely."

	It wasn't until I was drifting off to sleep, straddling the barrier between the waking world and the dream realm, that I realized when I saw the pictures, I had recognized my own face for the first time since I'd been released from the hospital.

	 

	Scott

	I was dozing contentedly, Harley sprawled across my chest, his legs tangled with my own when a howl from outside brought me back to the present.

	"I should probably be going," Harley murmured.

	"Too soon," I disagreed, tightening my arms around him to hold him in place. "Been without you too long already."

	"I know but you heard them call me." Harley gave a small laugh and kissed my pec, right above my heart. "I can't believe you waited for me."

	"Oh, Har," I nuzzled into his hair and then kissed his temple. "You were worth a hundred times the wait." I propped myself up on one elbow, grinning when he clung to me, laughing eyes looking up through his lashes as he did. "But now that I've got you, you need to know I'm serious. I want to cl..marry you," I barely caught myself. "I'm going to talk to Zade." 

	His eyes clouded and I knew the briefest moment of fear that he didn't still want me. After all, in his mind, we had just met. "You will, won't you, babe? Marry me?"

	Harley studied me for a minute before his eyes cleared. "Yeah, Scott. If you're sure that you want me, of course I will." He peeled his body off of mine with a grimace, brushing uselessly at the cum-crusted denim of his jeans. "I think I better get back and get changed before I go to that meeting," he said with a nervous laugh. "Otherwise, it's going to be pretty obvious what we were up to."

	"Good idea," I agreed, brushing my lips over his cheek. "I'm going to catch up with Zade and then I'll find you." 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Rafe

	"You know you could've ridden, Rafe. Fugly isn't your idea of traveling in style." 

	"He's not that bad, Colby," I disagreed lightly, pulling into an open parking spot next to Clint's truck in front of the Coruscation pack house. "He's kind of grown on me. Besides, it's just not the same without you next to me, baby."

	"Bastard," Colby sniffed, shoving my shoulder. "You know you're not supposed to say sweet shit like that. It makes me cry."

	I snickered. "Oh, please. You cry at everything now," I teased lightly. "The other day you teared up watching that cooking show."

	Colby glared at me. "They were chopping onions. Fuck off."

	That just made me laugh. "Baby, you know that's not how onions work, right?"

	His pregnancy hormones back under control, Colby snorted and flipped me off.

	"Not nice, Daddy." Leia's reprimand finished on a yawn.

	"Finally awake back there, huh, princess?" I glanced in the rearview mirror and saw her stretching. "You hungry?"

	The responding images of hamburgers, chicken fingers, and ice cream flashed through my mind on fast forward before stopping on an image of a large jackrabbit roasting on a spit over a fire. I laughed when Colby clucked disapprovingly.

	"Leia, honey, you know it's not polite to hunt on other packs' property."

	"Uncle Clint will let me," she said confidently. 

	"Yeah, he will, " I agreed with a laugh. After all, nobody seemed to be able to tell our little girl no. "Still, even if you catch one, we'd have to skin it and roast it and all that takes time." I had to smother another laugh at her disappointed groan. "So maybe we can just have something out of the snack box and then have rabbit for dinner."

	"I guess." I didn't have to check to know she was pouting.

	"Good girl." I swung out of the van and pulled the slider open. Leia had already unbuckled the car seat harness and I caught her as she jumped, swinging her up to perch on my shoulder. Walking around to the passenger seat, I held my other hand out to my Omega and steadied him as he climbed down but didn't make a big deal about it. I'd noticed that the further along Colby got, the more cautious he became. It was a far cry from his fuck you and double fuck your rules attitude that he'd carried through Leia's pregnancy. Knowing that he still blamed himself for her disabilities, the change in him chafed at me, but I couldn't find a way to broach the subject.

	"Come on, Papa," Leia whined, tugging at my hair. "I wanna go play!"

	Once I was sure Colby was steady on his feet, I scooped her down and set her on the ground. "Okay, princess, but no hunting, got it?"

	"Yes, papa," Leia chimed dutifully before scampering off, her dark-blond braid bouncing as she ran. 

	As we often did, Colby and I watched in amazement as our blind daughter managed to skirt the obstacles around her at top speed, only stumbling once before she reached the Warrior Course that Clint had built for the pups to play on. I could see Adrian and Eric – Clint and Trevor's twins – already clamoring around on it. She was perfectly safe with them to watch over her. 

	"You ready to go in?"

	Colby nodded, removing a manila envelope from the dash of the van. "I've got the records right here and I texted Zade when we started up the drive. They should be waiting for us."

	Sure enough, Clint ushered us into his office where Zade, Levi, Harley, and Colt sat around a small conference table. After closing the door behind us, Clint dropped into the vacant chair by his twin brother, leaving the two chairs at the end of the table for Colby and me. 

	We did the quick, polite greeting thing and then I moved straight to business.

	"Harley?" I waited for him to raise his eyes from the table. "Did Zade tell you why we're here?"

	He shook his head, his eyes flitting to Zade and then back to me.

	"Okay. When you were missing, we searched your room looking for information." I waited for his reaction. It was just a shrug acknowledging my words. "We found this." I held up the purple tablet computer. Harley stared at it blankly with no sign of recognition. "There are several apps on here with dating profiles in your name."

	That got his attention, but he still only seemed surprised, not worried or guilty. 

	"Do you remember any of that?"

	"No, sir," Harley's voice was quiet and strong. "I don't."

	"Okay. Colby is going to show you some emails and I need you to tell me if anything triggers a memory, okay?"

	The Omega nodded and Colby began to pass him papers one by one. Other than a wicked blush as he read the more x-rated missives, Harley didn't respond. Not until Colby reached the second from last paper, that was. As soon as Harley glanced at the profile picture at the top of the printout, he began to shake violently.

	"You know him, Harley?" Zade asked, placing a gentle hand on Harley's shoulder. 

	"I..I don't think so," Harley denied in a halting voice. "That is, I don't but for some reason, he makes me uncomfortable."

	Uncomfortable? The kid was shaking like a leaf in a hurricane. I nodded to Zade and he patted the boy's shoulder. 

	"Okay. I think that's all for now," Zade said gently. "Why don't you go get some rest?"

	With Harley safely on the other side of the door, Colby snorted. "That's the one, all right."

	"What do we know about him?" I asked.

	Colby shrugged. "Pretty much zilch. He sent a dozen steamy direct messages suggesting that he and Harley get together, but his last known address was an Omega house on the East Coast. We'll need to send a crew for recon."

	"I can do it." Colt volunteered. "I'm going to be heading that way in a couple of days." He shot a sideways glance at his brother. "Assuming you can spare me."

	Clint just nodded.

	I didn't ask why he was traveling to the coast. Hell, I didn't need to. Everyone was aware that Colt's mate had up and taken off a while back and he was still determined to hunt her down. If he was hitting the trail, it meant he'd been turned onto a scent.

	"That'll work," I agreed. While Colt – and Clint and Trevor, for that matter – weren't COPSD members, they'd lent a hand more times than I could count, and I knew the werewolf could handle himself.  "Send up a smoke signal if there's as much as a hair out of place on his head."

	Colt nodded and I sighed, more than a little relieved. The last thing I'd wanted to do was head out on recon with my Omega due any day. 

	Colt caught my eye and winked, telling me he'd known exactly how I felt. Werewolves get a pretty bad rap, but they're some of the most loyal friends a shifter can have.

	 


 

	Chapter Fifteen

	Scott

	"You did what?" 

	As dramatic as it sounds to say that Zade roared a half hour later when I dropped the bomb that I'd proposed to Harley, it really wouldn't have been inaccurate. 

	"I asked Harley to marry me," I repeated calmly. 

	"You fucking promised me that you weren't going to tell him about your past until the Doc said it was okay!"

	I shrugged and, yeah, it might have been a little sheepish. "Well, Zade, the truth is that I meant it and I didn't intentionally violate it." His blatantly disbelieving look made me sigh. "Shit, Zade, I swear. He showed up while I was working on my laptop and I forgot that the screensaver was a slide show of our pictures, okay? It really was an accident."

	"Excuse me." Rafael had been passing by and he spun around, a couple of steps bringing him close. "Did you just say that Harley remembered that you have history together from seeing pictures on your computer?"

	"Not exactly," I responded, taken aback by the intensity of his stare. "He doesn't remember, but when he saw them, it was obvious that we'd been close." When Rafael raised a brow, I groaned. "They're pictures from when we were dating. Hugging, kissing, that sort of thing."

	Instead of clearing things up, the other Alpha's eyes hardened further. "Did you tell him who was in the pictures with you?"

	Huh?

	"No," I said slowly, feeling more lost every minute. "It's obviously him."

	"So you're saying he recognized himself in the pictures?" Zade's anger fled and he sounded concerned.

	"Yes. Then he asked me about them." I looked from Rafael to Zade and back. "What the hell is with the third degree?"

	Levi spoke from his spot at Zade's side for the first time since we'd exchanged greetings. "Since he was returned, Harley hasn't been able to identify his own image," he explained softly, his forehead creased. "Mirrors, pictures, nothing."

	"At least, that's what he has claimed," the Blood Valley Alpha broke in. "We're going to need to talk to him again, Zade."

	Harley's guardian nodded, still frowning. 

	"I better call the doctor," Levi muttered. He stretched up to kiss his Alpha's cheek before turning to face Rafael. "Can you wait about thirty minutes? I want to be there."

	Rafael nodded. "Sure. I'm going to need to make a few calls first, anyway." He gave me another intense look. "We're going to have questions for you, also."

	"Okay." I kept from shrugging – it seemed like I'd been doing that a lot – but, truthfully, I really wasn't sure what they were all so worked up over. A little over an hour later, things went from confusing to alarming when I found out exactly why they were all so concerned.

	Clint and his brother had apparently stepped out, the rest of us – Zade, Levi, Rafael, Colby, and the Empath, Trevor – were all sitting around the conference table in the Coruscation Alpha's office when Zade began to speak. 

	"Harley," Zade kept his voice calm, but there was an unusual hardness in it, as well, "Do you know why we want to talk to you?"

	Harley's scent was tinged with fear. "I..I guess so."

	Rafael pinned Harley's wide eyes with his own steely gaze and my Omega's Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed nervously. "What do you have to say for yourself?"

	"I.." Harley choked out the word and turned to me for help. Help I'd had to promise not to give to be allowed in for his questioning. "I'm sorry," he finished weakly. 

	"Sorry?" Colby snapped. "After everything that's been done for you, to help you, all you can say is sorry?"

	Panic filled Harley's face as he stared back at Rafael, his body beginning to shake. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. Instead, silent tears began to slide down his cheeks. 

	"Dammit, Rafael," I growled, shoving my chair back and striding to my Omega. I gathered Harley's trembling body in my arms and held him close, allowing my comfort to wash over him. "You're scaring the shit out of him. Just tell us what the hell this is about or we're leaving."

	Zade stood and I glared at him. "If I have to go through you, I will, Zade," I warned him. "I tried to work with you, but I'm not letting you put him through this."

	"Sit down, Scott." 

	I stayed where I was and Rafael sighed. "Look, everyone in this room understands how you feel, but this is a criminal investigation."

	What? They thought accusing my Omega of a crime was going to make me less protective? That absurdity nearly made me laugh.

	"Criminal?" Harley squeaked from his spot against my chest. "We didn't even screw! We just made out a little!"

	"What?" Zade and Rafael exchanged confused looks and Zade cocked his head. "Harley, why do you think you're here?"

	I felt Harley's swallow. "Because Scott and I were…you know…and he said he wants to marry me?"

	"That's ridiculous," Colby snapped. "No one cares if you're getting laid." 

	"The pictures, Harley," Rafael added, his voice equally harsh. "Your swiss-cheese memory seems to have conveniently healed itself. Or maybe you never forgot who you were at all."

	"The pictures of us?" Harley's voice was barely a whisper. "That's why they're mad?"

	"I guess, Har," I murmured in his ear, ignoring everyone around us. "I'm not sure what the deal is."

	"The deal," Colby said coldly, "is that a significant amount of resources have been wasted on this dick pretending he was kidnapped and abused."

	"That's enough." Trevor's voice was harsh and everyone in the room turned to stare with wide eyes, leaving me with the impression that it was out of character. The Blood Valley Omega, Colby, began to respond, but Trevor was adamant. "I said enough, Colby. Stop."

	Colby's mouth snapped closed and Trevor looked across the table. "Zade, sit down."

	Zade obeyed without question and Trevor turned to us. "Harley?" Trevor's voice was much softer now. "Remember when we meditated in the kitchen?" 

	Harley turned in my arms, his frightened eyes meeting Trevor's gentle ones. "Yes."

	"Good." Trevor walked over to stand beside us. He ignored me and reached for one of Harley's hands. "Close your eyes." Very quickly I noticed the change in Harley's body as he relaxed against me. Where his heart had been thundering against my forearm, it slowed. His breathing evened out. 

	Trevor murmured softly but I couldn't make out the words and then they both opened their eyes.

	"Thank you," Harley said to Trevor with a deep sigh. 

	Trevor nodded and returned to his seat. The look he shot at the end of the table where Zade, Rafael, and Colby were seated was very nearly a glare. 

	"Harley has no idea what you're talking about, but you're scaring the hell out of him." Trevor shook his head, disappointment flooding out from him. All three of them hung their heads at his next words, "Coruscation lands are a safe place for all Omegas. Shame on you for treating Harley like that." 

	He stood up and looked pointedly at the door. "It's time for everyone but Harley and Scott to leave."

	 

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	Rafe

	"I'm sorry, Rafe," The amusement in Clint's voice came through the speaker on my desk phone clearly. "Can you run that by me again?"

	"I said that Trevor kicked us off the compound and kept Harley there," I repeated, pinching the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. 

	"Uh huh. That's what I thought you said," Clint chuckled. "I'm tied up at the moment. Why don't you have Colby talk to him?"

	"Ah, well," I hedged, glancing at my pregnant Omega who was huddled miserably in the corner, "he kind of kicked Colby out right along with Zade and me," I finally admitted.

	The sudden silence on the line assured me that Clint was now taking the situation seriously. When he finally spoke again, there was no humor.

	"What happened, Rafael?"

	I gave him the rundown on the conversation – okay, interrogation – and the next time Clint spoke, it was more of a growl. "I should be done here in about an hour. Put your evidence together and then I'll evaluate the situation."

	I'd known Clint a long damned time and it didn't exactly take an Empath to know he was pissed. I held back a sigh. "Of course. You want me to meet you.."

	"At your office," Clint interrupted me. "Trevor already told you that you're not welcome in our territory for now."

	Well, shit. 

	I'd been hoping that Clint would call Trevor and sweet-talk him for me. That obviously wasn't going to happen. I'd been called a lot of different kinds of a fool in my time, but I wasn't stupid enough to push my luck with a werewolf.

	When Clint was escorted into my office a little over an hour later, I had several neat stacks of paper lined up on the desk in front of me, and Clint had something of his own in tow. 

	His husband.

	Trevor sat silently in the chair opposite me. Clint stood behind him, strong hands on his Omega's shoulders. 

	"Hi," I greeted Trevor first. "I'm sorry."

	He raised a brow but didn't respond. 

	"Trev, really, I am sorry," I repeated. "I know we were hard on Harley, but sometimes that is the only way to get to the truth."

	"I told you the truth," Trevor snapped. "He doesn't know what happened to him." He looked up into Clint's face. "I was in his mind, Clint."

	"I know, love," Clint agreed soothingly. "But let's shelve that for the moment, okay?"  Clint looked across the desk at me with a scowl. "We've been friends a long time, Raphael," he said, echoing my thought from earlier. "You know better than most how I feel about the way Omegas are treated."

	I nodded and blew out a breath. Yeah, I did. And I also knew without a doubt that I'd fucked up.

	"You and yours have always been welcomed in our lands, and my pack and I have covered your back many times." Clint still hadn't raised his voice, but I winced at his words, the truth in them cutting deep. Hell, without him and Trevor I could have lost Colby. Twice. "Today you abused that trust."

	Suddenly I understood the problem. 

	I had approached the situation as an officer with the Council of Packs Security Division. Clint, on the other hand, was seeing it as an Alpha werewolf whose pack had been threatened by an ally. When I put myself in his shoes, when I considered how I would have responded in the same situation, shame bloomed inside of me.

	"You're right," I said finally. "Regardless of my intentions, I did. It will never happen again." I looked back to meet Trevor's eyes. "Trev, I should not have brought my job into your home. I also should not have been so hard on Harley. No matter what, he's not a hardened criminal and shouldn't have been treated like one." I caught the flash in his eyes and continued before Trevor could speak. "And I do believe you that he isn't faking it. I've had absolute faith in your abilities since they manifested," I reminded him. "Can you forgive me?"

	Trevor's face was tight, but he nodded. Holding out my hand, I waited for him to take it and then closed my eyes, inviting him to feel my contrition for himself. He curled his fingers gently around my bigger hand and smiled. 

	"It's okay, Rafe." Trevor squeezed my fingers and then let go. "Please don't do that again."

	I shook my head in agreement and looked back up to Clint. "Are we good?"

	"We are," he agreed gruffly. "This time."

	The warning didn't go over my head. He'd overlook this transgression, but a repeat would be addressed more forcefully. An Alpha myself, I understood completely.

	"Thank you." I nodded to the second chair. "Do you want to sit down and go over this?"

	Clint began to shake his head, but, to both of our surprise, Trevor spoke up. 

	"I would, please."

	"Okay." I reached for the first stack and passed Trevor the profile information and messages from the dating website. "We know that Harley had a secret life that he hid from his pack."

	Trevor scanned them and then looked up questioningly. "But Harley was already living with a pack that had purchased him as mate to an Alpha who told him – regularly and in no uncertain terms, from what I've heard – that he wasn't wanted. How else was he supposed to find a mate?"

	"If that was all it was, why didn't he tell anyone about it?" 

	Trevor rolled his eyes. "Embarrassment, maybe? Or fear that he'd be sent away before he could find someone? Isn't that what happened when he told his mother about Scott?"

	Trevor had a point. 

	I returned the pile of messages to their spot and reached for the pictures. Trevor studied them one at a time, a smile playing over his lips. "What are these supposed to tell me?"

	"I'm not sure," I admitted. "But it is very odd that he recognizes himself in those pictures, but not in the mirror."

	"I don't think it is," Trevor disagreed quietly. "Maybe what he's recognizing is his history with Scott. You can tell from those pictures that they were intimate, so maybe they're triggering an emotional memory of good times. Levi said the hope of that was the reason that Scott was initially allowed to interact with Harley."

	Okay. Score two for the Empath.

	"Rafe, why is the COPSD so determined to disbelief that Harley was a victim in all this?" Clint asked, his eyes locked on the picture that Trevor still held. "If that's all you've got, you're grasping at straws."

	"Honestly, I think a lot of the suspicion is due to Harley's reputation before he disappeared. He had a history of sneaking around, slipping into Zade's bed after he was told not to, and kind of gave the impression that he'd do anything to get what he wanted."

	"Which was?"

	"For Zade to claim him." That answer, at least, I knew. Or thought I did until Trevor laughed.

	"Yes?"

	"So you think that Harley was a willing part of the plot to force Zade to claim him?"

	"That's one theory."

	Trevor flipped through the stack of dating app messages and pulled one free. "But he was still looking for a suitor online at the same time?"

	"It's possible."                              

	"And he arranged to be kidnapped on the same day that he was supposed to be meeting this hottie for an all-night hookup?"

	"Establishing an alibi."

	"I see." Trevor sent an amused glance at Clint. "So, Harley used a dating site that no one would know about to set up a date that he didn't tell anyone about to establish an alibi so he could force a different Alpha to claim him?"

	When I listened to Trevor string the segments of the theory into one long snake, I had to admit it sounded pretty shaky.

	I sighed. "You made your point, Trevor. I'll start back at the beginning."

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	Harley                  

	"Are you okay, Har?"                   

	Scott and I were sitting together on a wooden bench under a towering pine tree. After Trevor had thrown all of the visitors except Scott and me out, talking about it seemed rather anticlimactic. 

	"Yeah. I think so." I scuffed the toe of my shoe in the dirt. "You don't think I'm faking it, do you?"

	"I know you're not," Scott assured me, squeezing my hand. "If they'd known you as long as I have, they'd know it, too." He shifted on the bench, slipping his arm around my waist. "We'll get this all sorted out."

	"Trevor seemed really mad."

	Scott nodded. "I think Trevor's a kind of victim's advocate."

	I nodded. That explained a lot. Of course, it didn't tell me how I was going to prove that I wasn't faking my memory loss. Then an epiphany hit. Maybe the people on the dating site were the key to finding out what had happened to me. I mean, I've heard of people being slipped drugs and crap like that. Maybe someone accidentally overdosed me.

	The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. If I could just get my hands on those papers! Since I doubted that Scott would approve of my plan, I faked a big yawn. 

	"I think I'm going to go lie down for a bit."

	"Oh. Okay." Scott looked at me a little oddly, making me wonder if I'd given myself away. When he stood and offered to walk me back to the guest house, I barely held back a sigh of relief. 

	I was shuffling through a stack of papers that had been left on the small dining table when the sound of the front door opening took me off guard. If Trevor had allowed Zade and the others back so soon it had to have been the shortest exile in history.

	“Harley?” It was Levi’s voice calling my name. “Are you here?”

	Crap! Somehow I’d completely missed the fact that Levi had been allowed to stay. And, of course, that was the exact moment that I located the papers I was looking for.

	“Yeah, Levi,” I called back, quickly folding the pages together and stuffing them down the front of my pants. “I, uh, was just about to lie down.”

	“That sounds like a good idea,” Levi agreed, rounding the corner into the small breakfast nook. “That was pretty intense earlier. Are you okay?”

	“Yeah,” I sighed. “I mean, it’s frustrating to be suspected of being a criminal, but I guess I can understand that it seems suspicious.” When Levi tried to smile, the light from the overhead fixtures glinted off the tears in his eyes. "Are you okay, Levi?"

	"What? Yes, of course." He drew in a breath. "I probably just need to rest for a bit."

	"I don't think you are," I disagreed slowly. "Why don't you sit down?" I crossed to sink and filled two cups with water, setting one in front of Levi.

	"Thanks." Levi leaned back a little in his chair and sipped from his glass. 

	"What's wrong?" I managed a small laugh. "Besides the obvious, I mean."

	Levi's matching smile warmed my heart a little. "Nothing you really need to worry about."

	I raised my eyebrow and he sighed. "Okay. Other than my dumbass husband getting kicked off the property? The thing that's bothering me is how adamantly opposed he is to you and Scott being together." 

	"Why?" 

	When Levi shook his head, I suddenly caught his meaning. "Oh! Zade and Scott?" When Levi laughed, I cringed. "You don't mean… Zade and me?" 

	"Well, no. Not exactly, anyway," Levi assured me. 

	"You know there's nothing like that going on, right?" 

	"I do," Levi agreed. "It's just, well, complicated." 

	He finished his water and patted my shoulder on the way to put the glass in the sink. "I'm just being paranoid. I'm sure it'll be fine once he's back and all, but for now, that nap really does sound like a great idea."

	I waited until Levi had retreated to his room to scamper off to my own room and close the door, wishing it had a lock. I carefully unfolded the papers and smoothed them out, gritting my teeth at each crinkling sound.  

	I read each string of messages carefully, but the first several were fairly benign. Polite greetings sent, all with a respectable photo attached. My responses were, well, a little less polite, if I was going to be honest. In fact, most were snotty at best and, sadly, self-centered in reality.

	The last page was a departure from the rest, at least, as far as the approach of the other man. Where all the rest had been friendly and respectful, this one was, well, not.

	It was pushy. 

	Aggressive. 

	Rude.

	It was also the same page that I had been reading at the meeting when I began to shake. I wasn't sure why, but there was something about it that disturbed me.

	Drawing in a calming breath, I studied the picture in the upper corner of the message box.

	Where the others had been tasteful images of neatly dressed men, this man was nearly nude, raw, and a little intimidating.  

	The man was bare-chested with only the barest line of fabric visible at the very bottom of the picture to suggest that he was wearing anything at all. His hair was so closely cropped that it could have been anything from chestnut brown to black; all I could be sure of was that it was dark. His mud-colored eyes seemed a little smallish in his large, square head and his smile was really more of a grimace. His torso was oddly hair-free and covered with an alarming number of jet-black tattoos that seemed to be words but in a language that I didn't recognize. 

	The longer I stared at him, the more I noticed a tightening in my stomach that seemed to almost vibrate with unease. Somehow I knew that if anyone could tell me what had happened to me, this man could.

	There was no name anywhere on the page, just a nickname of sorts – Lix-u-good - that I guessed was used to protect his privacy. Which, of course, was going to make it hard to track him down.

	Unless…

	I shook my head, trying to convince myself of just how terribly bad of an idea I was contemplating. It was definitely foolhardy, but how else was I supposed to get the answers that I needed?

	I turned my attention back to the first page that I had set aside; the one that had my name and the picture that I knew was of me, even though I didn't actually recognize it the way I did the ones on Scott's computer.  It had all of the information that I would need to log into my account and try to make contact with Lix-u-good. 

	The only thing I needed was a way to access the website. 

	There was only one person I knew that had the means to help me and I was pretty sure that asking Scott to let me use his laptop to hit on another man would be pushing my luck too far. 

	Like it or not, I was going to have to be creative. And, as much as I hated to risk hurting Scott, more than a little devious.

	I waited until I heard Levi moving about in the bathroom, apparently having abandoned his nap for a shower, and then slipped out through the front door and into the comforting darkness. 

	It was only a short walk to the other side of the compound where Scott's van was parked. To my relief, it was dark. Instead of knocking, I took a deep breath and pulled up on the door handle, surprised when the door opened easily. My eyes were already accustomed to the darkness and in the tiny space it was a simple task to find Scott. The sight of him stretched out on the bed that we'd canoodled on earlier that night sent a tiny shiver down my spine. He was flat on his back and nude except for a towel that was barely managing to stay tucked around his waist. His chest rose and fell with his soft snores. 

	"Scott?" I said his name softly, not wanting to wake him if I could help it. 

	His lips curved into a smile and a sigh replaced one snore, but other than that, there was no indication that I was disturbing him.

	Easing the laptop from its spot on the shelf, I sank down onto the floor and opened the lid, wincing as the bright light assaulted my eyes. 

	Well aware that I was working with stolen time, I hurriedly typed the website into the address bar and waited impatiently while the site loaded. From there it was an easy process to send a message to Lix-u-good.

	Dear Lix, I began, using the greeting that I'd shortened his user ID to in our later communications. So sorry I missed our date. I was in an accident, but I'm better now. If you're still interested, I'll be at the mixer tomorrow at four – ready, willing, and eager to make it up to you!

	Clicking the send button, I snuck a peek up at Scott, but he was still dead to the world. Closing the computer and returning it to the shelf, I tried to leave, but couldn’t seem to make myself walk out the door. 

	Instead, I was drawn closer to the bed. 

	A barely remembered sensation began to tingle at the base of my spine as I watched the man sleep. Even in the barely-there light, he was beautiful and my hand reached for him of its own accord. I hesitated briefly and continued, emboldened as I remembered the way he'd responded to my touch earlier. I tugged at the little scrap of fabric covering Scott's groin and let the sides fall open.

	"Harley?" Scott's voice was thick with sleep.

	"Yeah." I stared down at his naked body. 

	"What's wrong?" His long lashes drifted up and his blue-green eyes shone in the darkness. 

	I shook my head and then realized he might not be able to see me in the dark. "Nothing. I just missed you."

	Scott reached one hand up and held it out to me. When I took it in mine, he drew me down onto the bed and wrapped me in his arms. 

	"Are you sure that you want this?"

	"I really, really do."

	Scott's response was a growl deep in his throat as he rolled me beneath him and lowered his lips to mine.

	 

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	Scott

	The sound of the van's passenger door creaking open jolted me awake, but I played possum as I watched through barely cracked eyes, unsure of who would have been invading my space without knocking and why. It wasn't exactly as if I was in a public place. When Harley inched his way into the back and said my name, I was about to respond, but bit the words back when he moved to pick up my computer. 

	What the hell?

	I continued to feign sleep, watching him through my barely open eyes as he pulled a piece of paper from his pocket and began to type as quietly as possible, glancing up occasionally to be sure he hadn't been detected.

	When he finally put the computer back, I was debating whether or not to speak up when he came to stand by the bed, staring down at me with hungry eyes. When he reached out to touch me, moving the towel that I'd fallen asleep in aside and baring me to his gaze, the question of what he'd wanted with my computer was suddenly much less interesting. Once I had his lean body beneath me and he was whimpering into my mouth? Yeah, I forgot about it all together.

	"Damn, you feel good," I muttered against his neck before biting down gently.

	"Scott.." Harley whined, bucking up against me. "I need.."

	He trailed off with a gasp when I ground down against him. "What, baby? What do you need?"

	Instead of answering, Harley hooked one leg over my thigh and held me close as his hands burrowed between us to tear at the buttons on his jeans. I helped by lifting my weight off him and supporting myself on my elbows. It might have been more helpful for me to quit kissing him as well, but I wasn't willing to.

	The last of Harley's clothing hadn't even hit the floor before my body was reacting predictably to having all of my Omega's warm, soft skin was pressed against me. And when I rolled my hips, dragging our hard cocks together, Harley's back arched and the choked sounds that forced their way out of him made my blood thrum.

	When his other leg came up to wrap around my waist, I had to force my more than eager dick not to drive into the slick hole he offered. I raised up to my knees and stared down at the beautiful Omega stretched out for me like a willing sacrifice. 

	"I'd forgotten how gorgeous you are," I growled, brushing a kiss over his belly and sliding my hands beneath him to palm his firm ass. Lifting him up, I folded him nearly in half and buried my face between his cheeks, licking my way through his crease until my tongue found his tight little pucker.

	A shudder ran through Harley's body, relaxing his muscles. I grinned and shoved my tongue through the tight ring. "That's right, baby. Let your Alpha in."

	I released one butt cheek, keeping him balanced in my other palm, and wrapped my hand around his twitching cock as I continued to tongue his loosening rim. When I slid one finger into his tight ass, finding the tiny bundle of nerves with no problem, it was met with a keening cry as Harley began to ride my hand, making me regret that I'd removed my tongue. When his body began to throb around my fingers, I knew it wouldn't be long before he found his pleasure and I removed my hand, swallowing his leaking cock instead. 

	Harley clutched at my hair and the sting sent an erotic thrill through me, making me growl my approval. He shrieked again, his dick swelling against my tongue. When my finger returned to his ass, sliding in to rub over his prostate again, his entire body tensed and then began to pulse in rhythm with his heartbeat. 

	"Holy shit," Harley gasped, staring at me in wonder. "That was.." he trailed off with a laugh. "I don't even know what it was."

	"That's good to hear," I murmured, kissing my way back up his body to his lips. "I'd hate to think I didn't turn you on anymore."

	Harley laughed at that, the vibrations rubbed his soft skin against my rock-hard cock where it was sandwiched between our bodies, making me groan.

	"Mmm," Harley seemed to suddenly realize my situation. "But now it's your turn, hmm?"

	When he began to snake his hand down between us, I caught it and brought it up to nip at the sensitive skin on the inside of his wrist. "Actually, there's something I'd really like, if you're okay with it." I licked the spot I'd bitten. "You might think it's a little dirty, though."

	"Yeah?" The sharp intake of breath told me I had my Omega's attention.

	I rolled over onto my back, wrapping one hand around my cock. "Come here."

	Harley followed obediently, straddling me and rubbing his slippery entrance against the head of my cock, forcing a shudder through me. "Not that, Har." My cock slapped against my abdomen as I released it to grip his hips. "Face the other way."

	He spun around so he was facing my feet, but before he could sit down, I grabbed his hips in both hands and dragged him backward so he landed exactly where I wanted him - on my face.

	Releasing his hips, I spread his cheeks gently to allow me easier access to my prize. "Fucking gorgeous, baby," I muttered against his soft skin. 

	His hole was already relaxed from my fingers, so my tongue entered easily and Harley's long, pleasure-soaked moan made my cock jerk. Holding him in place with my left hand on his half-hard dick, I shifted his leg so I could reach my own cock with the other.

	I began to stroke myself in time with my tongue thrusting inside him, and slowly his hips began to rock in time as well, fucking his dick into my fist as he rode my tongue. I sucked in his sweet slick as it dripped onto my lips, his pucker fluttering as it tried to drag my tongue in deeper. When I finally couldn't hold back any longer, I began to beat my cock like the horny mutt I really was, slobbering into Harley's hole, my heart devouring the whimpers and cries while my mouth guzzled the sweet juice his body created for me. Then his body jerked and he ground down against my face, forcing my tongue in and threatening to suffocate me with his perfect cheeks and I howled into his body, my release thundering through me in waves that were nearly painful. 

	Harley was gasping on top of me and he fell forward too suddenly for me to catch him. Nuzzling his cheeks against my softening cock, he continued to shudder through his second orgasm – I'd learned long before that the more he came, the better each consecutive orgasm was. 

	"You okay?" I asked, stroking my hand down his back as I admired the mess I'd made of his hole. His cheeks were red from my stubble and his pulsing pink rim was shiny with spit and Omega slick.

	"So good," Harley agreed, making me jump when he pulled my cock into his mouth sucked it clean. Letting it fall from his lips, Harley kissed the tip. "You?"

	"I don't think I've ever been better, Har." I slid my arms under his body and shifted him around, drawing the covers over both of us. "Stay with me?"

	Harley snuggled up against my side, pillowing his head on my chest. "For as long as you'll have me, Scott."

	When I woke several hours later, the sun had just begun to slide to the East and Harley was gone. 

	Reaching for the computer, I flipped the lid open and waited impatiently for the screen to load before hitting the shortcut to the internet history menu. Hitting the link at the top of the list, I shook my head as a message screen opened beneath a blinking headline that screamed Beyond the Knot: Mating With a Purpose.

	"Oh, Harley," I groaned aloud after I read the message that he had sent. "Some things just never change."

	Sliding the laptop back to its customary home on the shelf, I bundled some clothes together, tying them into a ball with my belt, and stepped out of the van to shift. When the transformation was complete, I gave a full body shake, grabbed the bundle of clothes in my teeth, and started toward The Oh! Club at a lope.

	 


 

	Chapter Nineteen

	Rafe 

	"I'm still not seeing anything different, Alpha," Colby said with a sigh, pushing away the stack of papers that he had just finished reading through. "What about you?"

	I shook my head and rubbed the back of my neck. "Nope. Nothing new here, either." 

	There was a cough from the hall, followed by a light knock on the open door. Bane was leaning against the frame, a single paper in one hand and a frown creasing his forehead. "I have something new, Boss, and it doesn't look good."

	"Shit." I took a deep breath. "Trevor is so sure that this kid is on the level, too." I held my hand out and Bane crossed the room to hand it over. "This is the chat log from that Beyond the Knot site? Bane, we already reviewed this." 

	"Yeah," Bane agreed, "but we've been monitoring it, remember? A new message was added to the thread a few hours ago. It's at the bottom."

	Scanning through the entries, I found the last one. It was from Naughty_Boy_O, the user ID that we'd previously identified as Harley. 

	"Dear Lix.  So sorry I missed our date. I was in an accident, but I'm better now. If you're still interested, I'll be at the mixer tomorrow at four – ready, willing, and eager to make it up to you!"

	"What the hell?" Colby's eyes flashed. "Not only is he fucking with us, but he's also stringing Scott along, too?"

	I raised a brow at my Omega's unusually fervent response and he shrugged. 

	 "Anyway," I said pointedly, "We know when, so that means that we just need to find out the where." I scanned the messages again, keying in on the one that I'd been looking for. "Here it is. The Oh! Club." I frowned, pretty sure I'd heard that name before. "Why does that sound familiar?"

	"That's the Alpha's only club that Quinn and Lachlan hooked up at that night," Colby reminded me. 

	Right. All in all, not a good place for an Omega to wander into unattended. 

	"Great," I groaned. "I don't suppose we know anyone with a membership?"

	"Not that I know of," Bane answered thoughtfully. "But we could pull the membership list to be sure?"

	"Won't help," Colby muttered, tapping at the keys of the laptop he was bending over. "The club is closed for a private event tonight." He hesitated and then scowled. "Whaddaya know? It just happens to be the mixer for Beyond the Knot."

	"So we either need to find a way to get inside or we need to grab Harley before he gets in," I mused.

	"I.." Colby started to speak, but I interrupted him.

	"Am not going," I said firmly. 

	Colby huffed a sigh but nodded. "I was going to say that I wasn't sure how much help I'd be." He tapped a few keys and straightened up in his seat. "You know, Rafe, there isn't any sort of security on this list. I could add a couple of names to the invited guests and they'd never know."

	And that was how Zade, Clint, and I ended up strutting into The Oh! Club like we belonged there. 

	"This is unreal," Clint whistled under his breath as he stared around at the garishly decorated room. "It looks like Donald Trump decorated a discount whore house."

	I bit back a chuckle as I took in the red plush carpet, red and gold flocked wallpaper, red leather furniture, and dark wood trim edged with gold leaf. "It is definitely tacky."

	"What now?" Zade wanted to know. "I don't see Harley anywhere."

	"We're early," I reminded him. "Let's each find a spot to settle in and keep an eye out for our target. You each have your picture?" 

	They both nodded and I pulled out my copy of the DMV photo of Alexi Gartroli – aka Lix-you-good – and started for the stairs that led to the small balcony that overlooked the entrance to the club with Clint on my flank. Zade turned to take up his position by the door. Then, we sat back and waited.

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty

	Harley

	Sneaking out of Scott's bed was the hardest thing I'd ever done. Well, at least it was the hardest thing that I remembered doing, if I was going to be specific. Seriously, there was a knot of anxiety in my gut that seemed to grow as I stared down at his sleeping face for the second time that day. 

	"I'm sorry," I whispered so quietly that I wasn't even sure I'd made a sound. Leaning over him, I kissed his cheek and then backed into the front of the van and, when I was sure I hadn't given myself away, slipped out the passenger door and carefully closed it behind me.

	The bright afternoon light made me wince and I wondered for the hundredth time if whatever I had gone through was the reason that my eyes seemed to prefer the dark of night to sunlight. I picked my way through the quiet village to the main street that led to the nearest town. 

	I was walking along the dusty road when an old beat-up truck rattled to a stop beside me. 

	"Need a lift, kid?" The old man behind the steering wheel wheezed out a laugh.

	"Actually, that would be great," I said before thinking better of it. 

	"Hop on in," he rasped out, reaching over to open the passenger side door from the interior. 

	"Thanks." I climbed up inside and reached over my shoulder for the safety belt, but there wasn't one there. I shrugged inwardly. It wasn't like he was going to be driving very fast down the rutted country road.

	"Where ya headed?"

	Even though the man seemed harmless, telling him I was going to a gentleman's club didn't exactly seem like a wise idea, so, instead, I pictured the map off the website and picked the building just across the street from my actual destination. "Wolfsrudel Community bank, sir."

	"You got some money, have you?" He narrowed his eyes at me, making me worry that I'd misjudged him. He may have been quite a bit older than me, but he was also quite a bit larger

	"No," I rushed to assure him that I wasn't worth robbing. "I heard they were hiring and I wanted to put an application in. I, uh, have an appointment."

	That seemed to satisfy the old man, because he merely grunted and chewed the toothpick sticking out the corner of his mouth. The truck groaned to a stop on the street in front of the bank and I turned to thank him for the ride, but he lunged for me, his hands grabbing at my shoulders as his flappy lips tried to find my mouth.

	I clawed for the door handle, managing to wrench my arm free and scramble from the cab as it swung open. 

	"I jest wanted a little kiss fer my troubles," he cackled after me as I bolted for the club across the street. 

	"Stupid, stupid, stupid!" I chanted to myself. "You totally know better than to get into a car with a stranger, no matter how old they are." I shuddered at the thought of what the old man might have been capable. 

	"You okay, son?" Another strange voice was calling out to me, but this one was oddly comforting.

	"Yeah, I think so," I said quietly, trying to stop my body from shaking. "I..I accepted a ride from someone and he, well, scared me. That's all."

	"Just scared you? He didn't touch you or hurt you?"  The low, smooth voice deepened with concern.

	"No. He tried to kiss me, but I got away." I managed a smile for the man. "Thank you."

	"I'm Lachlan," he said calmly. "This isn't really a safe area for you to be out alone. Are you expecting someone?"

	I nodded. "Sort of, anyway. I'm actually supposed to be going to a mixer here." I tipped my head toward the club.

	"Tell you what," he suggested, offering me his arm. "Why don't I escort you to the door? That way, we know you won't be accosted again before you make it inside."

	 

	The club was busier than I expected, and I was surrounded by an overwhelming number of large, muscular men almost immediately. The air was thick with the scent of sweat and cologne mixed with something else that I couldn't quite put my finger on. It was an intoxicating scent that made my blood hum in my veins.

	"Excuse me," I tried to say, groaning inwardly as it came out more of a squeak. "I was trying to find…" I swallowed the rest of my words on a gasp when I was grabbed by the wrist. The arousal building in my gut was quickly replaced by terror when I dragged through the crowd and shoved against the wall, pinned in place by a hard body in low slung jeans and a sweat-slick bare chest. 

	Sharp teeth scraped my neck, making me scream, but the sound was drowned out by the yelling around me. I couldn't make out the words, but it seemed as if the men were fighting amongst themselves. Fear dripped down my spine as I realized that I was the prize.

	The crowd behind my captor shifted abruptly, forcing his body harder into me. He ignored the jostling and shoved his crotch against mine with a dirty laugh.

	"Well, now," his rough voice growled in my ear. "Sure looks like I found myself a snack." 



	




	Chapter Twenty-One

	Rafael

	"He's here," Lachlan's voice hissed through the Bluetooth receiver hidden in my left ear. 

	"Don't make contact!" I growled into the microphone clipped to the inside of my shirt collar.

	"Not an option," Lachlan's sighed words barely carried through my earpiece. 

	Clint and I exchanged an exasperated look as we listened to Lachlan approach Harley and ask if he needed help. Several minutes later Lachlan was back. 

	"Okay. I got him through the front doors. You got eyes on him?"

	I was straining to see through the throng of Alphas when an impressive string of curses from Zade's microphone made me wince.

	"You're not gonna fucking believe this shit." He paused, and I almost thought I heard him stifle a laugh. No sooner had we started forcing our way through the horny Alphas than Zane's voice rang through again. "Guys, he's not alone."

	"He's not?" 

	"Nope, but I think y'all better hurry." This time there was a definite laugh. "Rafe, Scott is squaring off against every Alpha in the damned place."

	"Let's go!" I started for the steps to the main dance floor at a run with Clint on my six. 

	"That is not good." 

	I sighed and kept shoving my way through the throngs. I certainly couldn't disagree with Clint's assessment of the situation, but that was one werewolf with a gift for serious understatement.

	The sight that greeted me when we finally made our way to the front of the club was, well, something. 

	Harley was backed up into the northeast corner of the room, just to the right of the front door. Carefully positioned between him and a row of angry Alphas was Scott who, to my surprise, looked completely at ease as he ducked and feigned, kicked and tripped the men who were challenging him for access to Harley. 

	I wound my way through to where Zade stood, watching, with his hands on his hips and a surprised expression.

	"You're not getting in there?"

	Zade shrugged. "So far, they're taking it one at a time and he's holding his own. Kinda figured that I'd wait and see if he needed the help."

	"Ass," Clint huffed, pushing past me to the front. Before he could say anything, Scott caught his approach from the corner of his eye and turned to meet the perceived threat, landing his fist against the werewolf's jaw with a solid thud before realizing who he'd struck.

	When Scott lowered his fist with an apologetic shrug, Clint laughed out loud and swung in to stand shoulder to shoulder with him. 

	"That's my cue." Whatever response Zade made was lost in the scuffle as I shoved two bodies out of my way to cover Scott's other side. 

	The crowd that had been more than happy to challenge Scott individually when it was just him and an Omega, suddenly rushed as one undulating body, fists flying and boots lashing out. I wasn't sure of the exact moment that Zade joined the fray, choosing to fight from within the pack of bodies, but Lachlan's entrance was harder to miss as he slammed the door open, the hard wood colliding forcefully with several attackers and sending them skittering across the tile floor that was already slippery with blood.

	By the time that the club's security staff moved in to control the scene, two dozen battered and bloody bodies littered the club floor and we were all starting to tire, which, when I replayed the events in my mind later, was how the entire situation suddenly went bad.

	The bouncers began to line the attackers up against the far wall while the manager spoke softly to Harley, so I relaxed my guard and reached for my wallet to bring out my COPSD ID. Zade was mirroring my actions, reaching for his own military identification when his head jerked up.

	"Knife!" he bellowed, the words hitting me a split second too late for me to stop the bastard who dove past me, arm extended. The neon lights glittered off the metal as the dagger plunged toward Harley's exposed back. 

	I knew I would be too late, that I couldn't make it in time, but still I lunged toward Harley, hoping to knock him out of the way just as the blade sank into flesh with a sickening wet, tearing sound. I landed on my knees and slid as blood sprayed out into the air.

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Scott

	"No!" 

	Harley's scream echoed in my ears as the collision with his attacker threw me to the ground. I tried to speak, but the impact with the floor must have stunned me or knocked the air out of me or something, because I could seem to make any words come out. Instead, there was a gurgling noise and suddenly I was coughing as pain blazed through my chest.

	"Motherfucker!" I recognized the angry snarl in my left ear as Zade's voice as another body thudded down beside me. "Hang in there, Scott."

	My lungs were getting uncomfortably heavy, so instead of answering I tried to nod, only to be held down by strong hands that were oddly gentle. "Don't move, Scott. We've got Harley. He's fine."

	Clint. It was the werewolf Alpha holding me in place. 

	"Ambulance is on the way." Rafael's voice seemed far away. "What do you need, Clint?"

	"Need to stop the bleeding…" the words trailed off as darkness rushed over me, sucking me into silence.

	~*~

	"Harley, kid, we need to go."  

	A male voice whispered through my mind.

	"No!" 

	I'd know that voice anywhere. Trembling and scared, my Omega's sweet timbre also had a touch of the defiance I was used to hearing in it. Something that had been missing since he lost his memory. "I'm staying."

	"Honey, we don't even know when Scott will wake up." A soft, gentle voice. Omega, maybe? Not one I recognized. 

	More sounds – voices as well as odd mechanical noises – began to filter through and I realized I was waking up from…something. The noises around me combined with the anxiety that was rolling off Harley suggested that I was in a hospital or clinic, so it stood to reason that I'd been injured or fallen ill. 

	As my mind began to process my thoughts more clearly, I began a mental inventory of my condition. My eyelids were still too heavy to lift, so I tried to open my mouth, but there was an obstruction of some sort. I tried to move my toes and then my legs, but either they didn't move or I couldn't feel them do it. Not good. There was a slight tingle as I tried to move my fingers. I concentrated and tried again, rewarded by a gasp from beside me.

	"He moved!" My fingers were immediately crushed. "Call the doctor!"

	"Scott? Can you hear me?" Harley was speaking into my ear, his hot breath sending an involuntary shiver down my spine. Sadly, I wasn't sure if my response was psychosomatic or if it meant that my spine was intact. 

	"He can't talk with the tube in his throat, honey." That gentle voice again. "Scott, can you squeeze Harley's fingers?"

	Unfortunately, with as tight as he was gripping mine, I really couldn't. But apparently wiggling them was enough, because Harley began to sob as he spread kisses over my cheeks, my eyelids, my hair.

	"I'm so sorry, Scott," he whimpered, pressing more tear-soaked kisses to my face. "Please forgive me."

	My foggy brain couldn't make heads or tails of what Harley would need forgiveness for.

	"Okay, Harley. Step back so the doctor can see to him." Zade was using the Alpha voice and it occurred to me that this was the first time I'd heard it from him. Knowing how headstrong Harley could be, I was surprised by that revelation.

	Harley squeezed my fingers one last time and then kissed the back of my hand. "I'm just going over by Trevor."

	Trevor. Right. The werewolf Omega. That was probably the owner of the gentle voice. 

	Several minutes went by as my body was poked and prodded, my pulse was taken, and I responded to a series of questions by squeezing the doctor's hand. While that was going on, I was finally able to work my eyelids open, although I did immediately flinch as the bright light accosted my eyes.

	"Well, I think we're ready to try and take the breathing tube out," the doctor informed me. He turned to look behind him and for the first time I noticed that it wasn't just Trevor, Zade, and Harley – the whole damned gang was there. So much for privacy. "If you could all step outside?"

	Harley choked back a cry and I squeezed the doctor's hand as hard as I could manage. He looked down at me and I could see that he understood. 

	"Ah, that's the way of it, eh?" He gestured to Harley. "You can stay as long as you can sit quietly on the chair while we work. Can you do that?"

	Harley nodded and dropped to his butt in the chair. I could feel tension build as Zade opened his mouth to speak, but Levi caught him by the hand and tugged him out into the hallway. I'd never seen him look so determined, but he clearly wasn't taking any crap from Zade right then.

	When the door to the hallway closed, the doctor began to explain the procedure for removing the breathing tube. It didn't sound pleasant. And it wasn't.

	A nurse used a machine that reminded me of a portable vacuum to suck the spit out of the tube before it was pulled way too slowly free. No sooner than it was clear of my lips, I began to cough. 

	"It's okay," the doctor told Harley soothingly, "that's perfectly normal. As soon as he stops coughing, we'll get an oxygen mask on him and that will help."

	I heard Harley murmur something and the doctor laughed. "He should be good as new in no time."

	Just like he'd said, as soon as I quit coughing, the nurse slid an oxygen mask over my mouth and nose. 

	"Now," the doctor said, smiling at Harley again, "it's going to be a bit before he feels like talking much, so how about you go sit with him?"

	As Harley approached the bed, I managed to lift the blanket just enough to get my point across and Harley hesitated, looking at the doctor nervously. 

	"It should be fine as long as you don't put any pressure on his chest," he said with a wink. "And just to be sure we're all on the same page, absolutely no shenanigans, okay?"

	"Yes, sir," Harley agreed quickly, carefully sliding into the bed beside me and leaning back against the pillow. When I tried to reach for him, there was a searing pain in my back and Harley gently pressed my arm back down. "None of that!" He tucked his hand into mine and laid his head on the pillow next to mine. "If you can't behave I have to leave."

	I squeezed his fingers and managed a small smile. Like I'd risk doing anything to make my Omega leave. Instead, I tilted my head far enough to draw in his comforting scent and closed my eyes, surrendering to the exhaustion that was pulling me back under.

	 


Chapter Twenty-Three

	Harley

	In the days following the disastrous outing to the Oh! Club, I'd stubbornly camped out at the hospital. First, in a corner of the tiny emergency room cubicle as the medical staff fought to save Scott's life. After that, I'd sat in the chair by his bed and listened to the machine breathing for him as his body fought to heal the lung that had been punctured by the dagger when Scott jumped between me and the fucker trying to stab me.

	To make it worse, the knife had been made of silver and, if I understood the frenzied conversation going on around me as the doctors struggled to stem the blood rushing from his back in the emergency room, Scott was allergic to silver. 

	It wasn't until much later that it occurred to me to wonder how anyone knew that. After all, I knew he'd only met them after I'd been grabbed six weeks earlier.

	Levi had pleaded with me to go back to our guest house and rest. I'd declined.

	Zade had ordered me out to the car, insisted that I take a break to eat and sleep. I'd refused.

	Other than pick me up and carry me bodily from Scott's side – something I swear he considered for a moment - there hadn't really been anything he could do. The look on the faces of everyone in the room had been priceless; as if they'd never heard anyone refuse to do as he said. 

	It was the Empath, Trevor, who stepped to my side and supported me. Insisted that they allow me to follow my own path, whatever that meant. 

	From then on, there was always someone in the room with me – watching, I was sure, to be certain I didn't have a breakdown – but I was allowed to remain by Scott's bed. 

	The nursing staff brought me a food tray each time they made their rounds and, when I said I wasn't hungry the first time, the threat of making me leave if I didn't eat was enough to ensure I emptied the tray each subsequent time it was placed in front of me.

	A few hours before Scott had finally woken, one of the nurses - a large, overly friendly woman with frizzy brown hair named Brenda – had wrinkled her nose dramatically and ordered me to the shower. Again, afraid of being exiled if I didn't cooperate, I rushed through a shower and, when I stepped out of the tiny cubicle, found a neatly folded set of soft hospital scrubs waiting to replace my filthy clothes.

	As I slid into the bed beside Scott, I sent a silent prayer of thanks to Brenda for the forced hygiene. 

	Long after Scott fell asleep, I lay awake, listening for his every breath. Holding my own as his lungs filled and then releasing it along with the faint rattle of his exhalation. Repeating indefinitely as I held his hand to my chest, above my heart.

	The gentle sound of Scott's even breaths finally lulled me to sleep.

	The air around me was deep and dark, the light from the full moon barely making it through the leaves overhead. 

	I was sitting on a log, staring into a deep pit in the middle of the path when the sound of leaves crunching under booted feet chased away the silence. 

	I turned and gasped, a scream freezing in my throat as I stared at the monster lumbering toward me, long fangs dripping with blood and red eyes glowing in the dark.

	"The important thing is to remember is the rock, okay?" Trevor's words rushed through my mind. "You can fight back, okay? You just have to focus your energy."

	I struggled to my feet, the damp air choking me as I frantically searched the ground around me for anything I could use as a weapon. A low snarl came from behind me and when I turned, it was my wolf, but he wasn't looking at me. He was low to the ground, his body rigid as he walked stiff-legged toward the approaching monster. His beautiful fur stood on end and his lips were drawn back in a ferocious grin, his massive fangs glinting as they caught slivers of moonlight. 

	I was staring, shocked that the gentle animal I knew could appear so vicious, when he sprang forward, latching onto the throat of the monster in front of me and ripping it out. He spat the flesh to the ground and backed up, his keen eyes locked on his victim.  

	The monster staggered one step. Then another. Finally falling to its knees and collapsing to the forest floor, dead eyes staring up into the starless sky.

	My wolf shook himself, blood from the fur around his mouth spattering the tree trunks around him, before walking over to my side. 

	"Thank you." When I placed my hand on his back, he whimpered and pulled away, looking at me with sad eyes. My hand was damp, and when I held it out into a ray of moonlight, I could see that it was red with blood.

	"Scooter? You're hurt?" I asked, confused. I knew the monster hadn't managed to lay a claw or fang on him. I stared into his eyes. "What can I do for you?"

	He nudged me back to the log and I sat. He pressed his way between my legs, sitting with a groan and leaning sideways against me to avoid putting pressure on his wound. 

	"You want me to hold you?" When he sighed, I wrapped my arms around him as carefully as possible and rested my cheek on the top of his head and we both drifted off to sleep.

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Scott

	"How in the world did you manage to tear this wound open?" The nurse hissed at me, rolling her eyes when I shushed her. Harley was still sound asleep, and I didn't want to disturb him. "I swear you haven't even switched position all night."

	"Bad dream," I suggested with a one-shoulder shrug. "Is it bad?"

	"Well, it's not good," she shot back with a roll of her eyes. "We're going to need to move sleeping beauty to re-stitch it so it doesn't scar."

	I was shaking my head before she finished talking. "Not right now." 

	This time when she rolled her eyes, she heaved a dramatic sigh. "At least let me redress it before you bleed all over the bed."

	I considered her request. I'd woken up on my back with Harley wrapped around my left side and my leg nestled between his. If she helped me remove my shirt, I could roll over onto my side without waking Harley.  "Okay. Can you pull it off?"

	"Whatever," Brenda grumbled, but I caught the sparkle in her eye that told me that she didn't really mind. 

	After a few minutes of coordination, the bloody bandage had been removed and replaced with a fresh one. When she held my shirt back up, I just shook my head. Given a choice, I'd much rather be skin to skin with my Omega, and with my shirt off, I was fifty percent closer to making that a reality.

	After I was lying flat again, I obediently took the handful of pills she shoved at me and then reclosed my eyes, determined to enjoy every minute of my snuggle time with my Omega. 

	The next time I woke up, Harley's fingers were tracing gentle patterns on my bare chest and his honey colored eyes were soft.  

	"Hey, you," I murmured, bending my neck to kiss the top of his head. "Sleep well?"

	"I..think so," Harley said hesitantly, drawing his bottom lip between his teeth and biting down. "I had a weird dream."

	"A nightmare?" I asked cautiously, unsure how much he remembered. 

	"It was at first," he admitted. "But I think it ended as a good dream. Kind of." 

	Harley continued to watch me as though he was waiting for a response, but there was no way I was acknowledging that I'd been with him in it. Much less, telling him that I'd reinjured my wound defending him.

	"That's an improvement, right?"

	"I guess." 

	Any further discussion of the dream was put off as an orderly entered, pushing a cart with two trays of food. I was ravenous and it seemed that Harley had recovered his appetite, because by the time we were done, there was nothing but crumbs left on the plates.

	~*~

	"Run that by me again?" Zade said testily, exhaling sharply. 

	I sighed. Between the blood loss and the infection from the silver dagger, my recovery was taking longer than I'd expected and my patience was low. "Where did I lose you, Zade?"

	"How about the part where you think I should hand Harley's custody over to you because you dreamed that you slayed a monster?"

	"You already know that he and I are planning on getting married, Zade. Since I can't actually claim him without him knowing what I am, transferring his custody to me legally is the most logical option."

	"Oh, so you think I'm going to just hand a member of my pack - a bought-and-paid-for Omega at that -  over to you because you're horny?"

	I felt my eyes narrow at his trivialization of the situation, but before I could respond, Levi jumped in. His Omega, it seemed, had had just about enough of Zade's shit.

	"What is your problem?" Levi snapped angrily. 

	"Wh..what?" Blindsided, Zade spun to look down into the flashing blue eyes of the smaller man. "You already know…"

	"Oh, that's right," Levi growled, "I know. What I know is that you are awfully invested in saving Harley from having a relationship with a man who obviously cares about him despite the fact that Harley wants to be with him." Levi's ears shifted slightly on his head and a drop of blood fell from his lip where the tips of his fangs poked out. "Maybe you need to re-evaluate whether or not you claimed the right damned Omega, Zade!"

	Instead of waiting for a response, Levi turned on his heel and stomped from the room, pushing past a stunned Blood Valley Alpha.

	"Bad time?" 

	"Not for me," I snickered. 

	"Fucker," Zade snarled. "Yeah, Rafe, it kinda is." He started for the door. "I better go after him."

	Rafael waited until the door clicked closed and turned to me. "Wasn't here to talk to him anyway." He dragged the straight-back chair to the side of the bed. "What was that all about?"

	I shrugged my good shoulder. "Zade wasn't amused by me suggesting that I should request custody of Harley so we can get married." I glanced back to the door and couldn't hold back a grin. I know, I can really be an ass. "It seems that Levi was even less amused by Zade saying no."

	"Ah." Rafael shook his head. "Clint saw that coming."

	"Didn't really take a crystal ball." 

	"Nope." Rafael pulled his notepad out and stretched his legs in front of him, crossing them at the ankles. "Where is Harley?"

	"The doctor treating him has an office in this hospital, so Trevor convinced him to go to his memory recovery appointment."

	Rafael nodded. "Is he making any progress?"

	Did he really think I was going to sell Harley out? Or did he think I was too stupid to see what he was trying to do? I raised a brow. "Don't you think you should be asking him that?"

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Five

	Rafael

	Scott's eyes shuttered and his entire demeanor went to cold as fuck in a heartbeat. Shit.

	"Take it easy," I said calmly. "I'm not trying to tangle your boy up."

	Scott's disbelieving snort made no secret of his opinion. While it wasn't the first time that my attempts at reassuring someone had flopped spectacularly, I wasn't quite sure why this particular being doubted my sincerity. 

	"Scott, I fought by your side to save him," I reminded him. "Why would I do that if I thought he was guilty?"

	"Why would you offer to shelter him in your territory when you admitted you thought he was guilty?" Scott countered.

	I sighed. "Okay. I admit that you've got me there, but we honestly aren't after him, Scott." Giving up, I tried a different approach. "Like you said, I should talk to Harley. Are you up to answering some questions about the other night?"

	I took Scott's cautious nod as a positive sign. "Great. How did you end up at the Oh! Club?"

	Scott rubbed his hand over his face and exhaled. "I followed Harley."

	"Okay." I scratched the note in my book. "Then what?"

	"When I got inside, he was being mobbed by that pack of assholes," he said, scowling. "Then he was pinned to the wall by one. I pulled that jackass off him and then you all showed up." He narrowed his eyes. "What were you doing there?" 

	Ignoring his question, I pulled a sheet of mug shots from the notebook and handed it to him. "Do you recognize the guy you pulled off Harley?"

	Scott glanced at the assorted pictures and plunked his finger down squarely on the face of the Alpha that had stabbed him. "Him."

	"Got it." I jotted down another note. "Did you have any history with him? Previous altercations?" 

	"Never seen him before." 

	"Okay." I closed my notebook and studied him. "Do you know why Harley was at the club?"

	Scott's lips thinned and he remained silent. 

	"Okay. What if I tell you why I think he was there and you tell me if I'm right?" No response but I decided to give it a try. "We were monitoring the message threads on the dating site." 

	No response. 

	"Harley sent a message earlier that morning to one of the Alphas saying he was going to be there." 

	Still nothing. 

	"I think he was hoping that if he met up with that Alpha, he might be able to find out what happened to him."

	I could tell by the sudden flaring of Scott's nostrils that I'd caught his attention, but, like the stubborn Alpha he was, still nothing so I kept pushing. "Was the jerk that stabbed you one of the guys he was chatting with?"

	I already knew that he wasn't. Not only had we taken him into custody with no problem, he'd spilled his guts like a jack o' lantern before we'd even made it to the intake center. Turned out that he was just a crybaby punk who was pissed off at being cock-blocked, but I didn't know if Scott knew that.

	"I didn't ask." 

	A light tap came from the door and Scott's eyes lit up when Harley pushed it open. He turned back to me and said firmly, "We're done here."

	I shook my head. "Actually, I have some questions for Harley, also, and Zade has authorized me to talk to him."

	Scott's jaw set, but he remained pleasant, trying, I realized, not to upset the Omega. "That's fine," he said quietly, "but not here and not now." When I opened my mouth to object, Scott's eyes narrowed and a warning note crept into his voice. "This is a private hospital room and neither you nor Zade have any authority over me, so you will need to leave." 

	Dismissing me, Scott held out a hand to Harley. "You look tired. Why don't you come over here and rest for a bit?"

	It didn't escape me that Harley's sharp eyes had caught every byplay between us, but he just smiled and toed his shoes off before crawling into the bed with Scott. More than a little uncertain about how to proceed, I finally shuffled out the door and wondered how, exactly, the lead investigator for the COPSD had just been denied access to a witness by an Alpha who had no legal claim to him.

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Harley

	When I got back to Scot's room after my appointment with Doc, I was surprised to find him and Rafael alone. When Scott lifted the blanket for me to crawl into the bed, I settled between his strong thighs and carefully eased my weight back against him. I stayed quiet, snuggled up against Scott's chest until the door closed behind the detective. 

	"I'm still in trouble, huh?"

	Scott chuckled, the sound vibrating through his chest and making me smile. "I know you don't remember, but that's really nothing new." He kissed the top of my head. "I have a little experience putting out your fires." Another kiss, this one on my cheek. "Truthfully, though, this one isn't your fault, love."

	"Are you sure?"

	"I am." Scott shifted, pulling me higher so he could see my eyes. "I need you to tell me something, though." His turquoise gaze was steady and his face serious. "Are you sure that you want to marry me? Without your memories of our past, how can you be sure that this is what you want?"

	Oh. 

	I laid my palm on his cheek, stroking over the stubble I found there and shook my head. "I don't need for my mind to remember," I said softly. "From the first time we met in the woods, something about you was so familiar and every time that we're together, your presence soothes my soul." I stretched up the tiniest bit to press our lips together. "I don't know if my mind ever will, Scott, but my heart does remember."

	I settled back as he tightened his arms around me. "But what about you? What if I'm always like this?" I worried my lip with my teeth. "Doc isn't sure that I'll ever be normal again."

	Scott huffed a sigh in my ear. "Baby, normal's a setting on the damned dryer. Even if we had to start new every day, it would be perfect because I'd be with you."

	"Do..do you think Zade will let us? He seems pretty much against it."

	"I don't think it's going to matter, Har." Scott sounded pretty sure of himself. "I think that maybe it's time to take matters into our own hands and let the courts sort it out." One warm hand slid up the back of my shirt to stroke my back. "For now, we're safe here, so we might as well get some rest. We'll worry about the rest once I'm done healing."

	~*~

	Exactly a week after my massive screw up had gotten Scott stabbed, the doctor handed him the signed hospital discharge forms. 

	"Are you sure we can do this?" It had been two days since Scott had kicked Rafael out of his hospital room and instructed the staff not to allow anyone but me into the room and I totally expected Zade or the detectives to be lurking around every corner, just waiting to grab me. 

	Still, as nervous as I was, I was a thousand times more excited as I followed Scott out of the hospital to a waiting Uber. 

	"I am absolutely positive," he assured me again, tugging me into the backseat with him. "All we have to do is get the van and then we're on our way."

	The van was parked in the shade of the massive pine tree, exactly where it had been when I'd snuck out for my ill-fated trip to the Oh! Club. Scott waited patiently for me to climb into the passenger seat and fasten my seatbelt before he closed my door and slid into the driver's seat next to me. 

	"Ready?" 

	"Yeah, I think so." 

	"You're sure that you don't need to pick anything up before we leave?"

	I laughed and smoothed the wrinkled scrubs top. "Although, I guess it would be nice to have a change of clothes."

	Scott snickered and winked at me as he pulled the van slowly out onto the road, raising a hand to wave to a little girl who was climbing a tree. "Don't worry about that. We can stop and pick some stuff up." He hesitated, a faint flush creeping up his cheeks. "And, ah, there might be a few of your things in the back that will still fit."

	"Really?" I asked curiously. "But I thought you said I'd never been in the van before?"

	"You hadn't," Scott sighed. "When we were separated, you still had some stuff at my apartment, so I brought it with me. Just in case."

	"You're amazing." I reached for his hand and squeezed it. 

	Scott laughed self-consciously.  "I don't even know what all is back there. Maybe you should hold back that assessment until after you know what you have." 

	"Nope," I disagreed, squeezing his hand again before reaching for the tuning knob on the radio. "It's definitely the thought that counts." 

	And, as it turned out a few hours later when we had stopped for the night, in addition to a change of clothes, there were definitely a few things in the drawer where he was storing my stuff that gave us both plenty to think about.

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Scott

	"Harley?" I swallowed hard, but the lump in my throat didn't budge. "Um, what are you doing?"

	He'd worked his way into the back of the van around midnight with the stated purpose of seeing if there was anything in my little kitchenette to make a meal of. When he'd called out to tell me that my lunch was ready, I'd pulled into a small rest stop and parked before stepping through the curtain that separated the cab from the living quarters only to find him spread out ass-up on the bed. 

	He was naked except for the silky black jock that was lifting his perfect cheeks up for me and the angle of his knees tucked under his chest parted them just enough that I could see the Omega dew glistening on his pucker. 

	Next to him was a bottle of lube and a condom.

	It seemed he'd found the drawer that had our, ahem, private time supplies with no problem.

	  "You said you were hungry," Harley's voice was a husky purr that wound around me and stoked my own arousal. "I found you something to eat."  His head was sideways on the pillow and his honey-gold eyes were daring me to say no.

	As fucking if.

	It only took two steps to reach the bed and I dropped to my knees, grabbing his hips and yanking him to the edge of the bed. 

	"My favorite dish," I growled against his sensitive skin. Harley's laugh turned into a shiver as I parted his cheeks and dragged my tongue over his hole, then lingering to suck and rub my lips over the silky soft skin hidden there. "Love this sweet ass so much." 

	I ripped the button to my jeans open and shoved my hands down my pants, gripping my cock. The faster my tongue lapped up the sweet slick dripping from my Omega's hole, the more he produced until I was eating his ass like a starving beast as I jerked my cock, almost oblivious to the whimpers and moans falling from his lips. It wasn't until his body began to shake, his hole spasming around the fingers I'd snuck into massage his button, that I realized Harley had already finished.

	"You okay?" I managed to ask through panting breaths as I forced myself to pull back from the sweet hole that had been kissing me back so hotly. 

	"No," Harley choked out. "I want more. Please, I want you to really fuck me, Alpha." He looked over his shoulder, his brown eyes molten with arousal. "I want your cock. Please."

	My cock began to throb in my hand as he stared at it, licking his lips and rolling his hips in a silent plea.

	Oh, hell. All the good intentions in the world weren't going to help me resist when he begged. 

	"You're sure, baby?" 

	"Get in me!" he begged. "Please, Scott."  He brought one hand back to tease himself, using the slick to slide his fingers in deep. 

	My control snapped and I caught his wrist, bringing his hand up so I could suck them clean. Grabbing the condom, I rolled it down my eager cock and pressed it to his entrance, easing forward slowly as Harley strained under me, whimpering and cursing as I spread him wide. When I stopped to check on him, he snarled and bucked back, taking a few more inches with a yelp. 

	"Har, baby, slow down," I stroked his back, ignoring the shudder that ran through me as he bore down. "I don't want to hurt you."

	"You won't," he gasped. "I'm too close. I want all of you before I come again."

	Well, fuck.

	Trusting him to know what he needed, I wrapped one arm around his belly, stretched over his body and pressed in harder, not stopping until his ass was resting against my groin.  

	"Is that better?" I asked in his ear as he clenched down again, setting off another series of shudders that started in my dick and ran through my body. There weren't words to describe the intense physical pleasure of being swallowed by his willing body after so much time, and the grip of his tight ass around my cock, the heat that bathed me through the thin condom, very nearly overwhelmed me. 

	"Oh, Gods, yes! Move!" 

	The first few thrusts were deep but slow, intended to let me catch up to my Omega without pushing him over the edge too quickly. When his pants turned into mewling gasps and he began to writhe beneath my weight, I rose to my knees and arched my back slightly, ensuring that every shallow thrust would grind against the perfect spot. 

	His tight passage began to throb and I barely had time to reach around and grip his dick, milking his climax for every last drop.

	Then, when Harley collapsed beneath me, tremors wracking his entire body, I drove in deep and allowed my own release to overtake me. I growled as the hot gush of my cum washed over me, adding another layer of sensation to my orgasm as our bodies pulsed together. 

	"Heavy." Harley's sex-slurred words were barely audible, but I'd always been tuned into him. Pulling free, I rolled over onto my back and reached down to dispose of the condom. When my fingers touched skin, my head jerked up and I barely managed to hold back a string of curses.

	The fucking rubber had broken.



	




	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Rafael

	"He did what?"  Zade's bellow echoed past the third-floor nursing station and down the hall.

	"I guess he knows now," Colby huffed as we increased our pace a little. "I thought you asked them not to tell him until we got there?"

	"I did," I confirmed with a sigh. "Must have gotten our wires crossed somewhere."

	When we got to the nursing station, Zade was leaning against the wall flanked by security guards. He started toward us only to be stopped when they each laid one hand on his chest and shoved him back.

	"You knew about this?" he nearly spat the words at me. "What the fuck, Zade?"

	Next to me, I heard Colby growl. Now that he was due any day, his patience was all but gone. 

	Turning to him, I brushed my lips over his and waved to the upholstered benches lining the room. "Why don't you sit down? I've got this." After Colby lowered himself to the bench, I glanced at the guards holding Zade. "You can let him go."

	Zade rushed me as soon as the restraining hands were removed, a snarl on his face. "Why the fuck didn't you tell me he bailed and took Harley?"

	"Stand down, Zade." Holding my position, I stared back at him. "Wrong time and place."

	Zade clenched his hands into fists, eyes flashing and nostrils flaring. "Then maybe we should relocate."

	"Are you serious?" I couldn't keep from rolling my eyes. "What the hell do you expect to accomplish by throwing down with me?" When Zade's only response was another snarl, I gave up and instead used my pack link to reach out to Bane and Snake who had been lounging patiently on the bench to his right.

	Move on in. 

	Before he realized what was happening, the young Alpha was cuffed and being manhandled toward the elevator on his way to cool his heels -and his temper – in a holding cell.

	"Sorry about that. Alpha Sultan can be a little high strung at times." I smiled at the terrified nurse cowering in her chair behind the waist-height counter. "Now, can you tell me where Mr. Wright said he and his friend were going?"

	"He didn't," she said quickly. "But we don't ask, either." She held out a single paper with trembling fingers. "We just have them fill this form in."

	Scanning the page, I saw that it was nothing more than an emergency contact update and release form. On it Scott had identified Harley as his fiancé and listed the number to Scott's own cell phone. It confirmed that they planned on staying together, but that was all.

	"Thanks." I handed it back with one of my business cards. "If he contacts you, could you let me know?" When she nodded, I crossed the room and offered my hand to help Colby to his feet. "C'mon, baby. Time to hit the office."

	~*~

	"I think he's ready, boss." 

	I was pouring over a stack of paper in front of me when Bane's voice snapped me back to the present.

	"Nifty." Leaving the papers where they were, I grabbed my access badge from the top drawer of my desk and shoved it into my pocket before heading for the holding cells on the opposite side of the building. Sure enough, Zade was sitting on the edge of the bunk in his cell looking contrite and more than a little embarrassed.

	"Feeling better, are you?"

	Zade's face turned a dark red. "Shit, Rafe. I'm so sorry that I lost my head."

	I shrugged. It was hardly news that the kid could be impulsive. "Yeah, well, if you're done, we can try to move forward." I swiped my badge and stepped back as the cell door sprang open. "Come on."

	Back in my office, I dropped into my chair and motioned him to one across the desk. "Do you want me to request a kidnapping warrant? Or put out a missing and endangered BOLO?"

	"No." Zade groaned and shook his head. "I'm still pissed that he took off with Harley, but I know he won't hurt him. Honestly, I think he's trying to protect Harley from us at this point. This is all kinds of fucked up."

	"Talk about a monumental understatement," Clint's voice came from the open door. "Mind if I join you?"

	When I nodded, he took the seat next to Zade. Usually a master of calm, his brow was furrowed, his jaw set, and tension was nearly radiating out of him. "What's up, Clint?"

	"Got a call from Colt a bit ago." He swiped a bottle of water from the shelf next to my desk and polished off half in a single gulp. "He was checking out that Omega house that the dating site creeper tracked to."

	Shit. That was fast. "And?"

	"He's there, but there's more." 

	Clint handed me his phone, a batch of pictures already loaded on the screen. As I scrolled through image after image that made the Verlorene Hoffnung Rehoming Center look like a vacation resort, my stomach lurched. "What the fuck is this?"

	"Colt said he's not sure, Rafe, but he thinks the place is the front for some sort of research facility." Clint swallowed hard. "He thinks they're experimenting on shifter prisoners."

	"Holy fuck," Zade whistled under his breath. "That's crazy."

	"We'll have to reach out to their local office." I began to rifle through my folder of contact lists. "Clint, is Colt going to be able to get out of there?"

	"Should be fine," Clint said with a sigh. "They're operating the Omega house as a cover, so he went in as a John. They hadn't made him."

	"Has he made contact with the Alpha we were looking for?"

	"That's another weird thing," Clint said. "He's there, but according to Colt, he's a prisoner. There's no way that he could have grabbed Harley."

	Jerking the contact list for the eastern coast free, I began to punch the numbers into my phone. "This just keeps getting more fucked up."

	 

	 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Harley

	I was collapsed on the bed, too wiped out to even care that the wet spot under me was growing cold against my skin – the head of my dick must have poked free of the jock without me noticing -  when I noticed a shift in Scott's demeanor. He was still right next to me, our hips pressed together, but he seemed stiff and there was a chasm between us that I wasn't sure how to bridge. 

	As we lay there in the silence, I replayed everything we had done. Had I been too demanding? Too eager?  Too…something? He'd seemed to enjoy it – certainly hadn't complained during the act – but after…

	When I couldn't take it anymore, I took a deep breath.

	"Did I do something wrong?"

	"What?" Scott was obviously startled as his head swiveled toward my face. "No, of course not." His eyes softened and he laid his palm on my chest. "You were perfect."  When I didn't respond, he sighed. "The condom broke."

	I couldn't help but laugh. "Really? That's all?" When he didn't laugh with me, I nudged his shoulder with my own. "I mean, we're both clean, aren't we?" 

	Scott drew in a deep breath and released it slowly, relaxing next to me. "Yeah, baby. Of course we are." He burrowed one arm under my body and rolled me over on top of him. "I didn't mean to freak you out." 

	I spread my legs, letting them fall to cradle Scott's and snuggled closer. "I'm not, really. You got so distant that I thought maybe it wasn't good for you."

	"Silly." Scott stroked my head and then smoothed his hand down my back. Then, with a wry chuckle, "You made me come so hard that I blew through the condom and you didn't think it was good?"

	I laughed with him, rubbing my face against his chest hair. "I guess I should get up and fix you actual food, hm?"

	Scott tightened his arms around me. "Soon. For now, I just want to hold you."

	~*~

	"So, what's our plan?" I set the plate holding both of our food in Scott's lap and crawled back under the cover with him, leaning against the wall. In retrospect, I probably should have asked more questions when he suggested that we sneak out of the hospital and run, but, honestly, I felt so safe with him that it really had seemed like a no-brainer. After that first time at the cliff's edge, I hadn't even had an episode when he was with me.

	As corny as it sounds, he was my safe place. 

	My anchor.

	 

	"Well," Scott wolfed down half of the first sandwich in two bites. "I didn't tell that damned detective, but I'm guessing he was right that you were at the club trying to find out what happened to you."

	It wasn't a question, but I nodded anyway.

	"So I thought that we'd take another run at tracking down the men you were chatting with. See what they know."

	"Really?" The potato chip I'd put in my mouth turned to sawdust and I had to take a drink to wash it down. "You're not mad at me for that?"

	"For what?" The rest of the sandwich was demolished. "Talking to other men?"

	"Well, yeah," I tried to keep from cringing but failed. "I really wasn't going to hook up with him, I swear."

	"I know." Scott looked at me curiously. "Har, it never even occurred to me that you were."

	The breath I didn't realize I was holding escaped in a rush and I laughed, nearly giddy with relief. 

	"That said," Scott set the empty plate aside and tugged me onto his lap, "I would really prefer it if you never took that kind of risk again." He nuzzled into my neck. "You can tell me anything, Har, and I'll always have your back. When I saw all those creeps swarming you.." he trailed off, sucking lightly on the tender skin behind my ear. "Please don't scare me like that again." 

	A familiar panicky feeling crept over me, making me think I'd pronounced myself cured of the episodes too soon. 

	"Hey, hey, none of that, Harley," Scott crooned into my ear, holding one of my hands to his chest and stroking my back firmly with the other. "Deep breaths. Stay here with me, baby." 

	I tried to match my breaths to his and quickly noticed that same increase in the scent that was so totally him. 

	"I'm not mad at you, Har," he continued to murmur softly in my ear. "I never was."

	When the fear began to dissipate, he brushed his nose over the back of my neck. "That's better."

	"Sorry," I mumbled, staring down at the blanket and wishing for the millionth time that I wasn't so fucked up. It wasn't like I could really expect Scott to put up with my issues indefinitely.

	"Of course you can." 

	"Huh?" I jerked my head up.

	"Expect me to stick around," he clarified, leaving me wondering if I'd spoken out loud. "I'm not leaving you. I told you that." Scott pressed a gentle kiss to my lips. "You're stuck with me."

	The fear was slowly being replaced by a warm internal glow and my body just sort of melted against his chest, as I inhaled the scent of his skin. 

	"Anyway," Scott switched back to the previous topic as if we'd never left it, "I think it makes more sense to go back to the area where you were living with Zade." 

	"Aren't we running from them?"

	Scott laughed. "No. We just needed a little head start and now we've got it."

	"Why do you think we should go back there?"

	"Well," Scott said thoughtfully. "The Oh! Club is a chain and dating sites usually use an algorithm to help match members with people close by. So there's a good chance that we were actually at the wrong club the other night. The people that we're looking for might be at a different location. One closer to where your profile says you live."

	I tilted my head back and stared into his eyes. 

	"What?"

	I couldn't help but laugh. "With all those professionals working on this case, how is it that none of them came to that conclusion?"

	Scott shrugged self-consciously. "Just lucky, I guess."

	"I don't think so," I disagreed, leaning forward to plant my lips hard on his. "Scary smart is a little more like it." Suddenly eager to be on the road, I grabbed my pants from where I had tossed them on the floor earlier and yanked them on over the sticky jock. "Well, let's go, Alpha. We're burning moonlight!"

	When Scott didn't respond, I turned to find him watching me with an odd expression. "What's wrong?"

	"Nothing, really," he said swiftly. "But that's the second time you've called me Alpha. How come?" 

	Was it? Although, I could swear I remembered him referring to himself that way the day I'd snuck in to use his laptop and ended up sitting on his face. 

	"That's right, baby. Let your Alpha in."

	A shiver ran through me as I recalled the pleasure that had followed his words. 

	 I shrugged. "Dunno. Is Big Daddy better?" 

	Scott snorted out a laugh and shook his head, reaching for his own discarded jeans. 

	"Gods, no. Let's hit the road."

	 

	 


Chapter Thirty

	Scott

	The drive from Wolfsrudel back to the Blue Ridge pack lands was about four hours, give or take. Not exactly a road trip, but the still-healing wound in my shoulder meant that even with a couple of rest breaks to stretch my back and shoulder, I was stiff well before we arrived.

	About halfway through the trip, I twisted in my seat, angling my good arm over my head to try and loosen the knots forming there, and saw Harley watching me, his eyes intense.

	"Something wrong?"

	Harley's lips twisted into a slight frown, but he shook his head. "No. Not really."

	"You know you can talk to me about anything," I reminded him. "And it sure looks like there is something on your mind."

	Harley continued to study me and then it seemed like he came to a decision. He released his breath in a long, slow exhalation. "I had a dream. The night you tore your stitches."

	"Okay." 

	"Scooter was there. The wolf that I told you about." 

	I waited. As far as I knew, this was the first time that Harley had remembered one of his dreams.

	"He saved me from a monster." Harley drew the side of his bottom lip into his mouth in an all too familiar nervous habit. "But when it was done, he was bleeding from his shoulder."

	"I see." I forced my face to remain passive as my heart began to race. First, Harley had called me Alpha and now he remembered a dream days after he'd had. Was it really possible that Harley was going to recover his memories after all? It was all I could do to hide the joy coursing through my body at the thought. 

	When Harley's eyes narrowed slightly, I realized that while I was inwardly celebrating the milestones in his possible recovery, my Omega was waiting for a response.

	"That's great, Har," I said, my voice carrying a little more emotion that it probably should have. 

	He released his lip from his teeth and his eyes narrowed a little more, taking on a suspicious glint. "You don't sound surprised."

	"I'm not." I wink at him, choosing to intentionally misconstrue his comment. "I always believed you'd get better and now you are!"

	"About the wolf, Scott," Harley huffed, making me snicker. "Isn't it odd that the wolf that befriended me out of the blue received the same injury protecting me that you did?"

	Well, either his memory was recovering or his subconscious was putting one and one together. The problem was, I wasn't sure how much information to offer without risking damage to his recovering mind.  Making a mental note to call the doctor that had been treating him as soon as I could, I forced myself to give him a relaxed smile that belied the anxiety and excitement fighting for control of my emotions. 

	"No. I don't think that's odd at all." I grabbed his hand and raised it to my lips, kissing the soft skin on the inside of his wrist. "After all, we both care about you and want you safe, right?" I didn't wait for him to agree. "So it makes perfect sense that you would associate us together." 

	I flipped his hand over to kiss the top. "But, more importantly, Har, is the fact that you remembered it." Slowing the van to a stop in the middle of the empty road, I ignored the honking of the truck behind me and leaned over to press a kiss to his lips. "I'm so happy for you."

	Instead of answering, Harley angled his head to give me better access and brought one hand up to cup the back of my head, pulling my mouth harder against his. By the time I broke the kiss and pulled back, Harley's eyes were glazed over and there was a steady stream of cars passing me on the left as they shouted and made insulting gestures. 

	Pressing the gas pedal, I started encouraging the van to climb back to the speed limit – she had a lot of great traits, but speedy acceleration wasn't one of them – and Harley settled back in his seat. Soon he was dozing, so I turned up the radio, rolled down my window, and enjoyed the rest of the drive.

	Harley was still out cold, his head resting in my lap and my hand resting lightly on his hip, when I turned into the drive that led to the Blue Ridge Alpha's house.  I'd only been there once before, but the aggressive security force trying to stop the Blood Valley Omega, Levi, and me from entering stood out in my mind, so I was surprised to be waved through the gate without opposition. 

	Pulling up to the house, I was more than a little surprised to see Zade's pick-up truck parked out front. Granted, I had sent him a letter telling him of my plans to bring Harley to Blue Ridge, but there was no way he could have received it already and beaten us there.

	"Hey." I stroked Harley's hair lightly. "Wake up, sleepy head. We're here."

	Harley smiled and pressed against my palm like a cat looking for pets, but didn't open his eyes. "I love it when you touch me." He nudged my hand again. "Keep doing that?"

	I chuckled and rubbed my fingers through the spiky hairs on the side of his head that were starting to grow out. "Later, baby. We're here."

	Harley's only answer was a disgruntled sigh, but he stretched and finally opened his eyes. "Hi."

	"Hi, yourself." I waited until he sat up to lean over for a kiss, laughing when he jerked away. "What's wrong?"

	"I need to brush my teeth," he mumbled, covering his mouth with his hand. "That has to be some nasty breath."

	I rolled my eyes. "You can use my toothbrush. It's in the back."

	"Shower, too?" Harley asked hopefully, reminding me that he was still wearing the jock soiled with our juices under his jeans. 

	My dick immediately began to fill at the thought and I had to clear my throat. 

	"Ah, well, maybe we should see what's going on inside first?" I suggested, nodding to the truck. "It looks like we have company."

	Harley's face paled, but he bobbed his head in agreement before ducking into the back to brush his teeth. "I'll be out in a minute."

	I stepped out of the van and leaned against the side, waiting for Harley before approaching the house. No sooner had he rejoined me than the door swung open wide. To both of our surprise, it was Levi and not Zade who walked out to greet us.

	"Hey, guys." Levi wrapped his arms around Harley in a warm hug before reaching out to shake my hand. "What are you doing here?"

	So Zade hadn't gotten my letter. No surprise. I cocked my head. "Is Zade available?"

	"Nope." Levi's lips turned down ever so slightly at the corners, but he kept his voice strong. "He's not here. I..I came back alone."

	Oh, hell. That was not a good sign.

	"Oh, no!" Harley wound his arm around Levi's waist and led him back inside. "What happened?"

	I followed behind slowly, not sure that Levi would want to talk in front of me, but he turned and offered a small smile. "You might as well come with us. You've heard my sob stories before." Once inside, he gestured for Harley and me to take the couch and he sat down in one of a pair of matching leather recliners. "Like I said, Zade isn't here." Levi swallowed hard. "We're, well, having a trial separation is the way to put it, I suppose." He tried to smile, but his blue eyes were full of tears when they met mine. "I guess I wasn't really what he wanted after all."

	"Oh, Levi," I sighed. "I'm sure that isn't it. What happened after you left my hospital room?"

	Harley raised a brow and I realized I'd been so caught up in everything else that I forgot to tell him about the situation.

	Later, I mouthed, relieved when he gave a slight nod. 

	"I don't know," Levi said softly. "Zade started in again on all the reasons that he didn't want you dating Harley and, well, I guess I lost it." He shrugged. "I jumped in the truck and came back to pack my stuff." He gave a small laugh but there was no humor in it. "Luckily my room at Trevor's place is still vacant. I can move back in."

	"Shit," I groaned. "I'm so sorry, kid."

	"Thanks." Levi dashed the tears from his eyes. "Enough about me. What are you guys up to?"

	That, I had to admit, was an excellent question.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter Thirty-One

	Rafe

	My tiny office had never been so packed or so quiet as it was when I hung up the phone. Zade and Clint were still in the chairs opposite my desk and the far wall was lined with my usual back up – Bane, Snake, Whiner, Jackal and, of course, where Jackal went, so went Vlad. Still, even with nearly every square inch of the room packed, you could have heard a pin drop when I dropped the telephone receiver back into the cradle with a clunk. 

	I looked around at the congregated beings and shook my head. "That office is short staffed right now, so unless we have actual proof instead of just suspicions, they don't have the manpower to investigate."

	Everyone groaned in unison and I held up my hand to stave off the complaints that I knew would come at the tail end. "But we are more than welcome to send a crew to investigate."

	"That's pretty far out of our jurisdiction," Whiner said skeptically. 

	"True," I agreed. "But we have their blessings, so.."

	"We're really going to head out of state to see if there is a problem?" Jackal said dubiously. "Oof!"

	Next to him, Vlad's signature caftan – this one a neutral beige covered in palm trees, but, as usual, nearly transparent – fluttered as his elbow was planted firmly in his husband's side before he stepped forward. "Of course, we have to help! I'd like to volunteer."

	I smothered a smile – since vetting into the pack, Vlad was always one of the first to volunteer for any mission, regardless of danger or necessary skill set. "Thank you, Vlad." I nodded seriously and scribbled his name on the notepad in front of me. "As soon as we form a plan, I'll match volunteers to available assignments. In the meantime, you're all excused." I caught Whiner's eyes. "Council meeting at dawn."

	No sooner than Whiner had led the troops out of the office, the COPSD receptionist was rapping lightly on the door. 

	"Got a delivery for you, Rafe."

	"Thanks, Becky." I accepted the large manila envelope and, poking a claw through, sliced through the seal, grinning when Clint rolled his eyes at my shenanigans. Inside were two smaller, letter-sized envelopes. To my surprise, one had Zade's name neatly printed on the front. "Looks like this is for you," I commented, tossing it across the desk. 

	Zade's raised brow told me that he was just as surprised as I was. Tearing it open, he pulled out a wad of bills followed by two neatly folded sheets of paper. Quickly scanning the letter, he groaned and shoved it all back into the envelope and dropped it back on the desk. 

	"Good news?" Clint asked with a snicker. The snicker turned into a laugh when Zade glared at him. 

	"Scott," Zade huffed, "has taken it upon himself to prepare a purchase agreement transferring Harley to his care and keeping." 

	"Really?" I had to bite back a laugh myself. That Alpha definitely had nerve. "How much is he offering?"

	Zade leveled a scathing look at me. "Like it matters?"

	I cocked a brow. "Doesn't it?"

	"You know damned well that I can't sell Harley when he doesn't even know who he is."

	"Yeah, because that's the only thing that's wrong with treating Omega's like property," a newcomer sniped.

	"Hey, baby." I stood up to give my chair to my mate. "Everything okay?"

	Colby sat, giving me a grateful smile. "Yeah. Fine." He pulled an envelope from his pocket and waved it in the air. "This was left at the house, though." 

	"You're a popular guy today, Zade," I said with a smirk when I recognized Levi's neat printing on the front of it. 

	"Fuck my life," he groaned, leaning forward to snatch it from Colby's fingers. He ripped it open and scanned it, all his usual cockiness faded away and most of the color drained from his cheeks. "Son of a bitch." He shoved himself to his feet and turned to the door. "I've gotta go."

	I picked up the letter he had dropped on top of the envelope from Scott and read it to myself. Wincing, I refolded it and gently placed it back inside the envelope. 

	"Remember when he said Levi would get over their spat about Harley and Scott?" I asked no one in particular. Clint nodded and I sighed. "Levi went back to Blue Ridge to pack up. It seems he's going back to werewolf territory." 

	"What?" Clint's eyes widened. "Why?"

	"It doesn't really go into detail. He just says that he isn't willing to compete with Harley for Zade's affection and he suggests that Zade needs to do some soul searching to see if he is really as unattached to Harley as he says he is."

	"Fuck," Colby hissed under his breath. "That is not good."

	"I don't know," Clint said thoughtfully. "Maybe it's not so bad."

	"Explain?" Clint may have been a long time friend, but that didn't mean we always agreed. 

	"Think about it," Clint said calmly. "You know Zade is crazy for Levi and I know Zade is crazy for Levi, but Levi is the one he needs to make it clear to." Clint shrugged. "If his Omega is going home to Trevor, it would seem that Zade hasn't accomplished that. Besides, he really is acting like an ass by trying to keep them apart." He rolled his eyes. "All this protecting Harley crap is nonsense. Amnesia or not, Omega's know what they want." 

	Well. He did have a point.

	"This could get interesting," Colby said suddenly, waving the letter from Scott that he had nosed into while Clint and I were talking. "You said Levi went home to Blue Ridge?" 

	I nodded. "To get his stuff."

	"That," Colby said with a smirk, "just happens to be exactly where Scotty and Harley were headed."

	I looked over to Clint and he gave a resigned sigh. "We ride?"

	"We ride," I confirmed before looking back at Colby. "Some of us, anyway."

	In another unusually obedient moment, Colby just smiled instead of disagreeing with me. "I think I'll grab Leia and head over to spend some time with Trevor, then." He laid his hand over mine on my hip and squeezed. "That way you have nothing to worry about."

	 


 

	Chapter Thirty-Two

	Harley

	"You banned Zade and Rafe from your hospital room? Really?" Levi clapped his hands over his mouth, but his eyes were positively gleeful. "I can't believe I missed that!"

	Scott chuckled softly, stroking his thumb against my palm. "It wasn't as dramatic as it sounds, Levi. Honest."

	We were sitting around the kitchen table, comfortably stuffed from the meal that Levi had insisted on preparing shortly after we'd arrived back at his and Zade's house. I yawned and leaned against Scott's shoulder as I tried to fight back my impending food coma. 

	"We should get some rest," Scott suggested, wrapping his arm around me and pressing his lips to my brow. 

	"Too early," I mumbled even though I was losing the battle to keep my eyes open.

	Scott snickered and stood up, scooping me into his arms and holding me to his chest. "Sure it is, Har."

	"His room is over there," Levi offered and I assumed he was pointing down the hall.

	"Nope," Scott said with a soft laugh. "His room is out in the driveway, right, Har?"

	"Mmhmm," I agreed, rubbing my face against the soft fabric of his shirt. 

	"We'll pop back in after he's rested for a bit," Scott said. "I know you've got security and all, but if you need anything.." he trailed off.

	"I'll call you," Levi agreed. "Thanks." There was a pause. "You're different now, Scotty." Scott didn't answer, but I imagined him raising his brow because Levi continued. "You seem younger now that you've found Harley," he said softly. "You're more relaxed. Not as, well, stiff and formal as the night we met. I like it."

	Soft fingers ghosted over my cheek and I knew the touch was Levi's. "Sleep well, Harley."

	~*~

	"Harley! Wake up!" Scott's frantic voice jolted me out of the nightmare world where I was fleeing from a horrible beast with a humanoid body and the horribly misshapen, oversized head of a wild boar complete with massive tusks dripping blood.

	I jolted up in the bed, fighting against the sweat-drenched blankets twisted around me until large, strong hands peeled them away. The air I was gasping in was thin and stale with fear. My eyes darted around the interior of the van, searching each shadow for the beast that had been squealing at my heels seconds before. 

	"You're okay, Harley," Scott continued to speak softly, rubbing my back. "It was just a dream. A nightmare. It wasn't real."

	Except, I knew better. I wasn't sure how, but I knew that the creature hadn't really been left behind in my nightmare. 

	"It was." I concentrated on controlling my breathing, knowing all too well that it was the fastest method of stopping the panic. "It was real, Scott. It is." Even in the dark I could sense his skepticism. I could smell it, if that makes sense. Except, of course it doesn't make sense.

	"It's here," I pressed on, glancing out the window at the early morning sky. The deep blue was barely beginning to pale. "Out in the trees."

	To his credit, Scott didn't huff in annoyance or humor me, he simply handed me the jeans that he'd peeled off me before our nap and reached for his own. "Show me."

	Clinging tightly to Scott's hand, I started across the open grassland behind the house, uncertain where I was going but somehow knowing that I was headed in the right direction. The tall grasses began to give way to the scattered trees that announced the beginning of the woods and the shadows deepened. The air became heavier, almost damp, and the light breeze carried a scent that made me freeze in fear even though I didn't know why. 

	The path that we followed narrowed until it was barely recognizable as a trail and through a break in the trees loomed the outline of a ramshackle building hidden deep in the woods. 

	"There." I whispered. "It happened there."

	"What did?" Scott stared at the roofline that was visible in the distance. "You mean.." He trailed off and tried again. "Is that where they took you, Harley?"

	Scott's voice was too loud in the artificial hush of the woods around us. I turned to shush him, but I knew it was too late. The sentries had been alerted to our presence.

	"We've got to get out of here," I muttered, turning to flee and yanking him down the trail with me. "They know.."

	"Who does, Harley?" Scott dug his heels in, pulling me to a stop. "What do they know, Harley?"

	Fear flooded me as a hissing snort came from behind us. Turning slowly, I drew in a deep breath and gagged on the foul stench that emanated out from the monster stalking out from the brush.

	"They do, Scott," I managed to say as I tried to back away. "They know that we're here."

	 


 

	Chapter Thirty-Three

	Scott

	When Harley woke from his nightmare, oddly insistent that the monster haunting his sleep was real, my reactive response was to say show me. 

	As we'd worked our way through the thickening trees, the air took on a heavy mist that told of a body of water somewhere in the vicinity and I realized that we were in the setting from Harley's nightmares. The deeper we went into the dense forest, the more familiar it became until Harley stopped suddenly, his sharp eyes trained on the shadows in the distance. 

	"There." The terror in Harley's whispered words made my gut clench. "It happened there."

	I followed his gaze and was able to make out the outline of a building through the fog. I wondered briefly if we were still on Blue Ridge land, but the thought was pushed to the background when Harley started to back away, his already dangerously high anxiety level spiking.

	My attention was squarely focused on Harley when a fetid odor began to fill the air around us. An odd combination of sulfur, acetone, and another, stronger chemical overtone that I couldn't identify assaulted my nose and crept into my mouth to burn my throat. 

	"They know that we're here."

	Before I could press my terrified Omega for clarification, a massive beast stumbled from the brush, snorting and bellowing as it lumbered toward us, arms waving and massive claws grasping at nothing. 

	I released my grip on Harley's arm, shoving him behind me so hard that I heard him stumble as I tried to focus my eyes through the airborne mist. My brain kicked into overtime as I fought to determine what the fuck I was looking at.

	The body seemed to be human, nearly as tall as I and with shoulders that were easily twice as wide and stout, muscular legs. When the legs tapered down to cloven hooves, the resemblance ended. My horrified eyes traveled back up the creature's body, noting the absence of any visible genitalia, and instead seeing thick scars crisscrossing both the groin and grotesquely over-muscled chest. 

	I had to fight back a wave of revulsion when I arrived at the massive head that seemed to sit squarely on the hulking shoulders with no evidence of a neck. The head was oddly oversized and I was torn between whether it was the head of a bull or a wild boar, but eventually settled on the boar when it closed enough of the distance between us for me to see the snout crusted with dried blood set beneath tiny black eyes that were dull and flat.

	Dead eyes in a living animal. 

	Nothing about the horrifying chimera in front of me made sense. Without taking my eyes off the still-approaching monster, I pinched my thigh hard enough to sting.  

	Nightmarish or not, there was no doubt that I was awake. 

	"Scott!" Harley hissed from behind me. "We have to run."

	"No, baby." I disagreed softly. "I can't. I don't know what this thing is, but I'm pretty sure it’s a threat. I can't just run away. You get back to Levi, okay? Tell him to get Rafael's crew up here ASAP."

	I could feel Harley's hesitation and, with the threat only a dozen yards away and still closing in, I sighed and called on my Alpha voice. "Now, Harley! Go!"

	Relief barreled through me when the sounds of retreat came from behind me and I turned my focus back to the current threat. 

	Without knowing what, exactly, I was staring down, I wasn't sure which of my forms had the best chance of defeating it. 

	My human had better dexterity, clearer reasoning skills, and the ability to use a weapon – assuming I could find one – whereas my wolf was faster, stronger, less concerned with the damage it inflicted, and, of course, came pre-loaded with its own formidable arsenal of razor-sharp claws and vicious teeth.  

	"What are you?" I asked out loud, deciding to take a shot at diplomacy no matter how absurd the thought was. 

	The monster stopped in its tracks and tilted its head, staring at me in confusion. 

	Taking advantage of its hesitation, I stepped to the side and began to creep in the opposite direction from the one that Harley would be taking back to Levi, hoping to lead the beast back into the deeper woods and away from my Omega. 

	A sharp whistle pierced the air and the hog-like man shook off his stupor, snorting a spray of blood from his snout as he bellowed in anger and charged me. Recognizing that it was too late for me to shift, I grabbed a branch from the forest floor and hefted it to my shoulder. I swung and the branch connected solidly with the side of the creatures massive head, the recoil making me grunt as pain radiated from the still-healing wound in my back. The beast dropped to its knees before toppling over in slow motion.

	I held my position, club raised, but other than a single body twitch, it didn't move.  Exhaling sharply, I moved away and leaned against a tree, wincing when the rough bark pushed the fabric against the wound that I'd clearly reopened…again.

	I could smell the blood dripping down my back and dropped the branch in favor of removing my shirt to try and fashion a makeshift bandage before starting my trip back to meet up with Harley.  I was already thinking ahead to my meeting with Zade and Rafael when they arrived, trying to decide if I needed to secure the corpse or if it would be undisturbed until they arrived and so on. My distraction proved to be my undoing when I noticed that the odor in the air had changed again, the smell of fresh blood muted by the now familiar nose-curling chemical cocktail. 

	I barely had time to register that I was no longer alone when I was struck from behind and pinned to the ground, the rich, fertile smell of the rotting leaf litter clogging my nostrils as my flesh was ripped and torn by an unseen adversary. I called my wolf forward but a sudden impact knocked the weight of my attacker off of me before my transition began. 

	Rolling over, I was met with a sight that I hadn't been sure that I would ever see again. The shimmering mahogany fur of Harley's wolf was slick with blood as he pinned a second creature to the ground, his brilliant white fangs glinting in the darkness as he dismantled the creature, piece by shredded, blood-soaked piece. 

	Rising to my feet, I stumbled over to pull him off the mutilated corpse. He fought me for the briefest moment until I spoke. "It's okay, Harley. I've got you, baby. You killed it. We're safe." 

	Deep in my mind, I heard my Omega for the first time since we'd been relocated. The thought was pained, horrified, and full of self-loathing.

	I remember. Gods help me, I remember.

	I staggered several feet from the second body and dropped down to my butt, cradling the bloody wolf in my arms as he shuddered and whimpered, tears running down my cheeks as I tried to offer some small measure of comfort to the broken Omega that couldn't get close enough to me. 

	When the search party came upon us hours later, that was exactly how they found us.

	 

	 


Chapter Thirty-Four

	Rafe

	"What the fuck..?"

	I raised a hand to silence him, but inwardly I echoed Zade's appalled response to the horrific scene in front of us. The brush surrounding the small clearing was spattered with blood and other body fluids. The ground was littered with body parts. The sun-warmed air reeked of blood and death and something else – a stomach-turning combination of chemicals and rotting flesh.

	One corpse had been all but shredded. 

	The second was in a heap at the base of a huge pine tree. 

	Ten or so feet from the scene, Scott sat cross-legged against the base of another pine, his clothing red with blood and Harley curled into a naked, trembling ball against his chest, his eyes were closed and every so often a sob escaped him. He watched us approach warily but didn't move to greet us.

	"Are you two okay?"

	Harley's body jerked at the sound of my voice and Scott winced, his Adam's apple bobbed as he swallowed.  

	"It's okay, baby. It's the cavalry," Scott murmured into Harley's ear. Scott looked up at me with haunted eyes. "He remembers."

	"Okay." I knelt down next to them, recalling all too easily when my own Omega had retreated inside himself to escape. "We don't need to talk about it yet. I'm gonna touch you, okay?"

	Harley managed a partial nod and I raised my eyes back to Scott's. He gritted his teeth, but also nodded. As quickly as possible, I ran my fingers over Harley's limbs, checking under the layers of blood for injuries but finding none. 

	"He's not hurt." 

	Scott shook his head. 

	"You?"

	"I reopened my shoulder again," he admitted quietly. "But it quit bleeding hours ago. I'm fine."

	"We should get you back and call a doctor."

	"No!" Harley's shout took us by surprise and I tried to back away only to fall on my ass in the mud. He lifted his head from his Alpha's chest and spoke through chattering teeth. "We have to go to the laboratory. There could be more." 

	I raised a brow to Scott and he tilted his head to the south. "Over there."

	Squinting against the sunlight that was streaming through the leaves overhead, I saw the outline of a building of some sort and turned to Zade. "Is that yours?" 

	Zade shrugged. "I really don't know. I don't remember seeing it on the asset list for the pack."

	I nodded. "Okay, Harley, we will check it out, but first we have to go back. You're in shock and I need to get a warrant since Zade isn't sure who it belongs to, okay?"

	Harley closed his eyes for a long moment and released a ragged sigh before reopening them. "Okay."

	Scott stood, Harley still cradled in his arms, but staggered as he tried to step forward. 

	"Shit!" I braced one arm around Scott's waist while Zade jumped forward to lift Harley from his arms. Scott's snarled and tried to reach for his Omega. "Man, I think you lost more blood than you realized. Let us help."

	Scott gave no sign that he heard me, instead trying again to reach for Harley. 

	"Hold on, Scott." Clint stepped forward, meeting the agitated Alpha's eyes. "What if I carry Harley for you? You know you can trust me." 

	Scott stared into the werewolf's face for a moment and then relaxed, nodding his acceptance. 

	"Come here, kiddo," Clint said softly, bracing Harley against his chest and stepping into place ahead of me to ensure that Scott could see his Omega was safe. "Let's get you home."

	A movement from the side caught my eye and I turned my head to see Zade casually stripping off his clothing and setting it aside. 

	The sounds of his shift were nearly nonexistent as his wolf eased forward – a hard task to master. I nodded my understanding of his silent declaration. Rather than continuing to make Scott uncomfortable in his agitated state, Zade would stay and guard the scene until I could get back to begin the investigation. 

	~*~

	The forest was still unnaturally quiet when I led my team back through the woods a little over two hours later. 

	"Where the hell is he?" Snake hissed in my ear as we approached the crime scene. It was untouched, but also appeared abandoned. 

	"He's here, somewhere," I replied absently. I knew too much about Zade's service record – had made it my business to learn as much as my security clearance allowed – to even consider that he might have wandered off. Or that he could have been overpowered without adding to the body count. Fool me once, and all that.

	I lifted my nose and scented the air, but before I could isolate his scent from the foul stench of the carnage around us, something bounced to the ground and rolled to a stop against my boot. 

	A tennis ball. 

	I chuckled and bent to pick it up, tossing it back up into the foliage above me. As expected, when it came back down, it was resting in the gleaming teeth of a striking blue-roan wolf. 

	"Hey, man." 

	Zade spat the ball out onto the ground and threw himself into his morph. 

	"Hey. Is Harley okay?"

	"Levi tucked them both into bed and called a doctor."

	"Good." Zade glanced at the line of shifters that had followed me from the path. "They made good time."

	"They were only about thirty minutes behind Clint and me," I explained, watching as Bane and Snake took control of the site, stretching the crime scene tape from tree to tree around the perimeter. I reached into the interior pocket of my jacket and pulled out a folded paper. "It seems that COPSD is already carrying a full load in this area, so the council asked us to take point on the investigation, so they'll start cataloging the evidence here while we move on to the building." 

	Zade nipped the paper from my fingers and unfolded it. Scanning it, he looked up with a thoughtful frown. "It does belong to Blue Ridge, huh?"

	I shrugged. "According to the county documents, your official territory extends an additional ten acres past that building. I pulled a warrant anyway, just to be sure."

	Zade nodded and began to pull on his clothes. "I'm ready when you are."
 

	The building ended up being further away than it looked, and by the time we reached the edge of the trees that bordered it, the sun was high in the sky there were no shadows left for us to use to disguise our approach. 

	The clapboard building was larger than it had appeared from the distance, two stories plus what looked to be a half-floor attic with dormer windows poking out. Most of the paint had peeled off, leaving the wood a weathered gray that was only occasionally interrupted by slivers of white paint. Several of the windows were boarded over and pieces of roofing fluttered in the breeze. A small cupola jutted up against the sky, colored glass gleaming in the light despite the layers of grime coating them. 

	A church. 

	It was a fucking church.

	"It looks empty," Jackal observed quietly. 

	Our lead tracker, Stahl raised his face to the wind and closed his eyes. We waited for several long moments before he shook his head. "There's nothing inside." He grimaced slightly. "Nothing alive, anyway."

	With that warning ringing in our ears, I stepped free of the trees and marched to the door. It swung open easily, no surprise when I saw that the wooden frame was splintered from the door having been kicked in. 

	Reaching behind me, I pulled my Barretta from the back waistband of my jeans. It wasn't something any of us needed often, but every member of the COPSD packed heat on the job. Even Vlad had started to, I thought with a grin, remembering his struggles to unholster his tiny .22 from the strap around his inner thigh during target practice. After all, a waist holster would have interrupted the flow of his caftans, he'd explained loftily when his husband had teased him about it.

	Flipping off the safety, I motioned for Zade – the only being not carrying a weapon - to stay behind me and I stepped over the threshold and into what could only be called Hell on earth. It wasn't until we reached an inner room and Zade began to shuffle through the papers scattered on the counter that we realized Harley was still in danger.. and we were too far away to do a single god damned thing about it.

	"Call Levi," Zade yelled, throwing himself into his shift without bothering to remove his clothing. He sprang out the door and hit the trail like the devil himself was on his heels.  

	 

	 


Chapter Thirty-Five

	Harley

	I knew the room I'd slept in at Zade's house wasn't really cold. Even if it had been, the pile of comforters and quilts that Levi had piled on me after Clint gently deposited me on the bed would have chased away any residual chill. Still, it wasn't until Scott crawled in beside me and pulled me against his body that the ice inside me began to thaw. 

	"You okay, baby?"

	"I guess." I wiggled against his body, trying to get as close as possible. If I could have found a way, I would have climbed all the way inside him. "Is your back okay?" 

	Guilt flashed through me at the thought of being responsible for him being injured yet again.

	"It'll be fine," his chest rumbled under my cheek as he reassured me, brushing a kiss over my hair. "The new stuff is already healing."

	"What about the knife wound?" 

	Scott gave a rueful chuckle. "Well, it's rebandaged, but that one was already guaranteed to scar, Har. You know what silver does to a shifter."

	"And it doesn't help that I keep reinjuring you," I added with a sigh.

	"You haven't injured me once, Harley," Scott corrected me, running his hand down my back. "Everything that has happened has been because of decisions I made."

	If only I could believe that.

	"Anyway, Levi said to tell you that the doctor will be in to see you in a few minutes."

	A finger of dread began to unravel through me, but I wasn't sure why. 

	"Harley? What's wrong?" 

	"I'm not sure," I said slowly. "Did he say what doctor?"

	"No." 

	I drew in a deep breath of the comforting Alpha hormones that Scott's body was offering up to me. "Damn, you smell good."

	Scott growled deep in his throat and his scent got deeper and more erotic, his dick starting to swell against my thigh. "Don't say things like that, Har. You need to rest."

	"Mmm," I exhaled against his skin, then tilted my head so I could rub my nose against the skin of his armpit.

	"Har, that has to stink," Scott protested, laughing.

	"So good," I disagreed, pressing a kiss to the soft hair. "I always loved the way you smell."

	 Before Scott could reply, there was a knock at the door. It opened, admitting Dr. Miango, the doctor who'd treated my episodes before I was taken to Wolfsrudel. 

	"Well, now, Harley, I hear your memory has recovered," the man greeted me with a broad grin, but there was something strange – hostile, even – lurking in his eyes.

	"Some of it, anyway," I agreed hesitantly. 

	"Not all?" He seemed oddly relieved. 

	"Not yet," Scott answered for me. "But we're optimistic that the rest will come."

	"One can only hope," the doctor said with an odd snicker. He pulled a needle from the pocket of his long, white coat. "Now, I understand that you've had a traumatic morning, so rest is going to be the best help." He advanced on me, snapping the cap off and spraying a tiny drop into the air. "Be a good boy and hold out your arm for me."

	I screamed as images began to flood my mind, one after the next so quickly that I couldn't even process them all. I was tied to a chair, a bed, an operating table and in each of them the doctor was holding a needle and telling me to be a good boy. 

	Then he was forcing pills down my throat, striking me across the face when I gagged on them. 

	I didn't realize I was broadcasting them until Scott jerked up beside me.

	"You fucking bastard!" Beside me on the bed, Scott snarled and began to shift, but the doctor pulled his other hand free of his pocket, the silver blade of a scalpel flashing in the sun. 

	"Come now, Alpha," he huffed in annoyance as he slashed at the air, "do you really think that your body can take exposure to any more silver?"  

	He caught me around the neck by his arm and dragged me from the bed, hold the scalpel to my neck. Gripping the needle in his teeth, he dug around in his coat pocket until he drew out another needle, this one still capped and tossed it across to Scott. "Unless you want to see his pretty red blood spilled all over the floor, you'll inject yourself."

	"No! He's going to kill me anyway!" I shouted, struggling against the arm that had an iron grip on my throat. 

	"Just relax, Harley," Scott said calmly, flicking the cap off the needle and holding it over his thigh. "It'll be okay."

	"No, no!" the doctor snapped. "It has to go into your vein. Use your arm!" As he tried to lean past my head to see the veins in my Alpha's arm, I heard the tiniest noise from behind us. Jerking free, I dropped to the floor as a loud thud ran through the room and the doctor slumped over, the scalpel falling harmlessly from his grip. 

	The needle was a different story. 

	When he fell, it had slipped from his teeth and was lodged in his lip.

	As the doctor's body writhed on the floor next to me, his eyes jerked erratically under half-closed lids and flecks of foam began to build at the corner of his lips. Looking up, I saw Levi standing in the doorway, a large cast iron skillet in one hand and his cell phone in the other.

	"It's okay, Rafe," he said into the phone, his voice trembling. "Miango is down. Everything is going to be fine." 

	 

	 


Chapter Thirty-Six

	Harley

	"Are you ready, Harley?" Rafe tried to keep his voice calm and gentle. 

	I nodded jerkily, squeezing Scott's hand between both of mine.

	"You're sure you want to do this in an open forum?" Colby asked from his spot beside Rafe. "We can video tape it or even stream it live, instead."

	"I can do it," I said, scooting my chair slightly closer to Scott's. 

	Rafe nodded toward the one-way window and the door opened, one of his detectives – Jackal, I think – began ushering people in one at a time. 

	The older man who seemed to be in charge patted my shoulder as he took his customary seat at the front of the table. Carol, a woman from the Crimes Against Omegas division took the open seat to my right. As much as she had bugged me with all of her repetitive questions when I didn't have any answers, now that I'd several chances to talk to her, I'd really started to like her.

	Another familiar face - Charles somebody -  took the one next to her.

	By the time the door closed, the twenty seats had all been filled and the back wall was two people deep. 

	"Thank you all for coming," Rafael began, rising from his seat and walking to the front of the room. "We're here for an update on the Omega Doe case."

	A whisper ran through the room and the Blood Valley Omega snorted. "Nope. It's not actually the wrap-up, unfortunately." 

	Rafael shook his head. "As much as we wish it were, we've only scratched the surface of this case." He flicked off the lights and walked back to his seat. "Colby? If you don't mind?"

	The massive screen mounted to the wall came to life, filling it corner to corner was a simple picture of the hell house from the woods. Or, as Rafael had correctly guessed, the hell church. 

	"This is an abandoned church on the Northeast corner of the Blue Ridge territory," Rafael began. "According to Alpha Sultan's records, when he took over management of the pack, no one mentioned it to him. It was even omitted from the official asset registration and the map in the Alpha's office."

	"Why?" a male voice wondered quietly.

	"We're still trying determine that," Rafael responded. "Harley, do you recognize this place?"

	I nodded and then remembered that they needed me to answer verbally. "Y..yes, Alpha. I do." 

	"Can you tell us about it?"

	I took a deep breath and tried to center myself. "It's where I was held after I was taken."

	A faint gasp.

	"Maybe you should tell us what happened from the beginning?"

	Scott squeezed my hand and I stood up, walking to the front of the room.

	"Eighteen months ago, I was sold to the Blue Ridge pack elders as a potential mate for their Alpha." I sent an apologetic smile to Levi; I was well aware that he and Zade still hadn't resolved their differences. "But he wasn't interested. That left me with a lot of time on my hands and I used to spend most of it wandering in the woods."

	"One night I was watching the moon when someone came up behind me and grabbed me. Before I knew what happened, I was tied up and there was a cloth bag over my head."

	"Oh, honey," Carol sighed.

	"They took me to that building and tied me to a chair inside."

	Another picture flashed on the screen, this one was a panorama of the interior of the main room. There were evidence markers on the exam tables and in front of the row of small biocontainment units. 

	"Do you know why they took you specifically?" Rafael asked gently.

	I shook my head. "I know that someone said it was as part of a forced mating ring, but I never heard anything like that." I drew in a breath. "I never saw any other real shifters being held there."

	The picture changed again, showing the laboratory where the evidence markers sat beside smashed equipment and a pile of glass that had been shattered out of an adult-sized bio unit. 

	"Do you know what happened here?"

	"No," I said slowly, mentally superimposing the image of it as I had last seen it over the trashed room. "When I was released, it didn't look like that."

	"Okay," Rafael waited for me to continue.

	"Those monsters, the ones in the woods," I started, choking back a sob when Rafael brought up the uncensored image of the dead bodies. "Yeah, those. The last time I was there, the one with the bird's head was in the containment cell that's broken in the picture."

	"When you say the one with the bird head, you mean the one you killed?"

	I nodded, swallowing hard. 

	"Okay," Rafael continued. "Were there only two of them?"

	"That were complete, yes. At least, as far as I know."

	"Can you tell us what that means?"

	"Can you go back two pictures?"

	 "That row of small bio units? The ones marked with the number 16? Those are incubation units. The people who grabbed me were trying to create a race of super-shifters by combining DNA from several species into one." I sucked in another breath of air. "They would inject the mutated DNA into Omega eggs and then incubate them in there. Once they were big enough, they were moved to the next room with the larger containment units. Most of them died after a day or two, though, so they weren't ever moved."

	This time it was a horror-laden gasp that ran through the room. 

	Rafael clicked forward through the pictures again, stopping on a close up of the boar-like creature. "You said that the other creature, for lack of a better term, was in the containment unit the last time you saw it. Where was this one?"

	I swallowed again, but the lump in my throat wouldn't recede.

	"That one had already escaped," I said quietly. "That was why they had to grab me. When it got out, it killed the Omega that they were harvesting for eggs. Without her eggs, they couldn't continue their experiment."

	 The room was completely silent now, but when the screen changed again and brought up the image of a pretty young woman with a fading bruise on her cheek, Trevor choked on a cry. Next to him, Colby reached for the hand that Clint wasn't already holding. 

	"Was this the Omega that was killed?"

	I nodded. "Her body was still there when they brought me in. I heard them call her Christine." I closed my eyes and forced myself to continue. "They had her hooked up to life support so they could try and harvest the rest of her eggs, but something went wrong."

	"What happened next?" 

	I had to take several breaths before I could force the words out. "The doctor started forcing me to take huge amounts of hormone pills and then every few days, he'd strap me to the table and inject me with something that kept me from moving while they cut me open to harvest eggs."

	Another shocked gasp. 

	"Those were the injuries that you were healing from when you were released?"

	"Yeah."

	Another picture flashed on the screen, this one was an older man with sagging jowls and hard eyes. 

	"Do you recognize this being?"

	"Yes. That was the one in charge. The others called him Cal." I blew out a long breath. "He like seeing me suffer. Every time they cut me open, he watched like it was a damned television show."

	Rafael's eyes widened. "You were conscious?" 

	I nodded. "They didn't see the point of anesthesia or painkillers."

	Rafael muttered something under his breath that might have been a curse. "How many more captors did you know of?" 

	I thought for a minute, replaying it in my mind. "The doctor that tried to kill me yesterday, but he's dead now. So, other than him and Cal, I only remember seeing two others and they were both muscle types – not scientists. They were the ones who grabbed me. But Cal talked to somebody on the phone nearly every day. I don't know who, though."

	"Thank you, Harley. You've been a great help." Rafael paused to turn the lights back on and turned back to face the room. 

	"Harley," he began, his voice firm. "I owe you an apology. When I first caught this case, I decided that you were involved before I'd bothered to investigate the case thoroughly." He glanced over at Carol with a smile, "Some people called me out on and they were right to. I want to take this opportunity to tell you publicly how sorry I am for that."

	"Thank you," I managed before stumbling back toward my chair. Scott caught me and pulled me into his lap, nuzzling my neck. 

	"Is that all?" Scott asked. "He's exhausted."

	"Of course," Raphael agreed quickly. "I'll have a few more questions tomorrow, but I think we've covered the key questions for now."

	Wrapping one arm around my waist, Scott led me out to the van and we headed out into the night.

	 

	 


      Epilogue

	Harley

	"What are you thinking about?" Scott's deep baritone caressed my ears.

	We were parked in a wide open field, and he was sitting on the ground with me between his legs as we watched a meteor shower. It had been three days since I'd told my story to the council and in those three days, Scott and I had been completely wrapped up in each other, making up for lost time.

	"Wondering where I go from here," I responded, my eyes trained on the natural fireworks above us. "You know what I mean?"

	"I think so." Behind me, Scott rubbed his nose against the soft skin behind my ear, before sucking lightly. "What do you want to do?"

	I laughed. "I have no idea. I don't have any real education or skills." I shrugged, smiling when my Alpha began to nibble on my neck. "Mmm, that feels good."

	"Yeah?" Scott switched to the other side. "I can think of some awesome skills you have."

	I couldn't help but laugh as I snuggled back into his arms. "Well, as flattering as that is, I don't think I actually want to make a living on my back."

	"Huh? What are you talking about?" Before I could answer, he caught my drift and laughed himself. "Oh, um, no, love. Those skills are damn near legendary, but that is absolutely not what I meant." 

	"What then?"

	"Seriously? We had big plans, once upon a time, remember? Now there's nothing to stop us from joining the tiny house slash caravan housing craze." He bit down lightly on my earlobe. "We’re going to be together anyway."

	When I didn't answer right away, I felt his body stiffen behind me and not in a good way. 

	"Harley? Has something changed?" He drew in a ragged breath. "Did you change your mind about us being together?"

	"No, of course not, Scott." I tried to pick my words carefully. "It's just that maybe we should give it some time and see if that is really what is best. You know, not rush into anything."

	Scott eased away from my back and rocked to his knees before standing. I watched from the corner of my eye as he paced back toward the van. In the stillness of the night, I could easily hear his measured breaths, a sure sign that he was fighting to control his emotions. Knowing how much he hated to be seen as weak, I kept my eyes on the sky and pretended not to notice. 

	When he finally had himself under control, he walked back my direction and stopped a few feet away. "If that's what you want, Harley. I think I'm going to lie down for a bit."

	I glanced back at him in surprise – it wasn't even four in the morning and the meteorites were still going strong. "Are you okay?"

	"Yeah." Instead of elaborating, he let himself into the van and left me alone to stare at the sky.

	When the sunrise bleached the sky too light for the stars to be seen a few hours later, I decided it was time for me to retire as well. I climbed into the van and found the bed pulled down and neatly made, so, empty. 

	It only took a second to find Scott folded into the driver's seat, his hands behind his head and eyes closed. 

	"Hey." I jostled his shoulder ever so gently. "Wake up."

	"I'm awake." 

	"Oh. Why are you up here instead of in bed?"

	"Just working some things through, Harley. You go ahead and turn in."

	I couldn't stop the frown that creased my forehead, but I did as he told me and climbed into the bed to wait for him. An hour passed. Then another. And another. Finally telling myself that he must have dozed off, I rolled over onto my stomach and surrendered to the exhaustion trying to pull me under.

	When I woke a little before seven that evening, there was a cup of coffee and a plate of cold scrambled eggs and bacon sitting on top of the laptop on the shelf, but Scott was long gone. When I lifted the plate, I found a scrap of paper. 

	Harley, 

	I need to burn some energy. I might be gone a while.

	Scott

	 Well, shit.

	I read for an hour or two and then tidied up the van. When midnight approached and I still hadn't heard from him, I prepare his favorite turkey and mozzarella sandwich from the ingredients stashed in the tiny fridge only to throw it out at dinner time when he still hadn't returned. 

	As the pinks and orange streaks of the impending sunrise began to color the sky and there was still no word from him, I was nearing an all on panic. Afraid that he might have been injured, I had just decided to venture out and look for him when I saw a familiar four-legged form in the distance. As he got closer, I saw that Scott's fur was caked with mud and he was limping as he walked. 

	Grabbing a couple of water bottles, I leaned against the van to wait. 

	"Hey." 

	Scott raised his head to return my greeting, but skirted around me, careful not to touch me. Then, throwing himself into his shift, he accepted the water bottle I held out and drained in it three swallows. When I held the second one out, the corner of his lips ticked slightly upward and he drained it as well, stuffing both into the recycling bag that was tied to the bumper. "Thanks. I needed that."

	"I bet."

	Instead of responding, he reached up and flipped down a panel on the side, turning on the spigot that he'd unearthed and showering the mud and debris off. "That's better."

	I followed him inside where he pulled on a pair of shorts, slid his feet into his flip-flops, and then set to putting together a meal. 

	We ate in silence and scrubbed up the dishes. 

	"Why are you mad at me?" I finally asked when the last dish had been put away.

	"I'm not mad at you, Harley," he responded tiredly. "Didn't you find my note? I said I might be gone for a while."

	"Yeah, I guess you did." I started to turn away, to give him the space that he clearly wanted, but then I thought better of it. "Damn it, Scott. What the hell? You spent how many months chasing my shadow around the damned country just to freeze me out now that I'm here?"

	"It's not about me, Harley," Scott sighed heavily. "I'm trying to respect your wishes."

	"What wishes? What are you talking about?"

	"What did you say when I asked you what you were thinking the other night?"

	"You mean about where we go from here?" This wasn't clearing anything up.

	"That's not what you said, Harley." Scott's eyes pinned mine. "You said I not we."

	 "Are you fucking serious?" I snarled, balling up the dishtowel in my hand and throwing it at his head. "You're going to just write us off because you don't like my fucking word choice?"

	"Don't do that, Harley!" he snapped back. "Don't fucking deflect this onto me! You also said that you weren't sure that you wanted to be with me, that we shouldn't rush into anything." He clenched his fist at his side. "Those are the wishes I am trying to respect and it's damn hard for me to do when you're close to me."

	Shit. I'd completely forgotten about that. 

	The fight drained out of me and I felt my entire body droop as I sat down on the edge of the bed. "Oh."

	"Oh? Really? That's all you have for me?" Scott was glaring at me, but I could see the pain in his eyes.

	"Yeah. That's all I've got," I agreed with a sigh. "It's not you, Alpha. It's me. You know that."

	"No. I don't," he huffed. "How the fuck can you even say that? You've been all I wanted since the day we met." 

	"Scotty, you know what the doctor said. I might never be whole again." I gave up on holding back my tears. "You deserve someone who can give you everything, baby."

	"Har? What are you talking about?" Scott lowered himself down to his knees in front of me. 

	"Kids." I reminded him. In every dream we had ever dreamed about our future together, Scott had insisted on kids. Lots of them. "The doctors said that with the number of times those bastards cut me open, I probably can't have them now." I took the dishtowel from him and used it to wipe my tears. "Too much scar tissue."

	"Is that seriously what you think?" Scott stared at me, shock and sadness warring for control of his face. "You think that I would walk away from you if you can't have babies?" 

	"You love kids," I choked out. "You've always wanted them. Maybe you should find someone who can do that for you."

	"Oh, baby." Scott pulled me off the bed and cradled me in his lap, wrapping his arms tightly around me. "If we decide we want kids, we can find a way, Har. But what I want more than anything is to wake up with you for the rest of my life." He kissed my lips and gently rubbed the tip of his nose against mine. "I want us to explore the world together and have all the adventures we used to talk about for hours."

	I closed my eyes against the next onslaught of tears. "What if it's not enough, Scott? What if you end up resenting me for not being able to give you a family of your own blood?" 

	"That's never going to happen, Har." My Alpha tipped my chin up, forcing me to meet his eyes. "Ours is going to be the greatest love story ever live, baby, and when we're old and gray, that is going to be what our hearts remember."

	 

	The End
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