
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Giovanni

			Cry Wolf Series Book 2

			by

			Karen Fuller

			This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			[image: ]

			World Castle Publishing, LLC

			Pensacola, Florida

			Copyright © Karen Fuller 2015

			Smashwords Edition

			Hardcover ISBN: 9781629892191

			Print ISBN: 9781629892221

			eBook ISBN: 9781629892238

			First Edition World Castle Publishing, LLC April 1, 2015

			http://www.worldcastlepublishing.com

			Smashwords Licensing Notes

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in articles and reviews.

			Cover: Karen Fuller

			Editor: Maxine Bringenberg

		

	
		
			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to the owners and staff at II Wheelers Saloon in Pensacola, FL. They thought enough about my writing and asked to be included as characters in my next novel. Many thanks to Pops, Momma Jean, Little Bit, Ashley, and my son, Lil Kenny.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Anjelica De Lucia sighed wistfully as she stood next to her car and watched the early morning sun crest Lake Pontchartrain for the final time. For the last four years, it had been a ritual for her to watch the sunrise from her balcony as she drank her coffee. If she couldn’t convince her father to let her come back, it was a ritual she would forever miss. Being the Alpha’s daughter had its advantages and disadvantages. Never having control over her own life’s path was one huge disadvantage. 

			As the sky lightened, she realized she had wasted enough time and opened the car door, then tossed her purse in the back. She would miss New Orleans, but school was over, and it was time to make the long drive back home to Chicago. 

			Sliding into the driver’s seat, she slammed the door and made a mental assessment of everything she’d packed. She couldn’t think of anything she might be forgetting; her luggage was crammed into the trunk, and the backseat was full as well. “I think I have everything,” she said under her breath.

			As the passenger door opened, she watched her roommate, Luisa Argo, lean in and toss a duffle bag into the backseat, then slide into the passenger seat. Anjelica placed the key into the ignition as the passenger door closed, then glanced again at her friend. “Now, you’re sure you didn’t forget anything?”

			Luisa shrugged, a grin spreading across her young delicate features. “If I did, I’m positive your father will make sure it’s shipped back to me.”

			Anjelica smirked. “Yeah, Papà’s great.”

			Luisa tilted her head. “Was that a tone in that remark?”

			Anjelica crinkled her nose, then shrugged. “Don’t get me wrong. I love my Papà. He can just be a little—”

			“Controlling,” Luisa supplied, and Anjelica nodded. “It comes with the territory. Your father is our Alpha.”

			“Don’t remind me.”

			“There’s that tone again.”

			Anjelica laughed softly as she turned the key, firing up the engine. “Sorry, I can’t help it.”

			~*~

			Luisa buckled her seatbelt, then looked at her friend again. Anjelica hadn’t been herself since she had spoken with her mother, Amanda, on the phone the night before. After she hung up, she had gone to her room, and Luisa didn’t see her again until they were rushing around, trying to get the car packed to leave. Something about their conversation was eating at Anjelica, and Luisa was determined to find out what it was.

			Anjelica pulled away from the curb, heading down St. Charles Avenue. As they drove past Tulane University, they both glanced at their school one last time. 

			“Goodbye, sunrise and freedom,” Anjelica mumbled under her breath.

			That remark had Luisa turning to look at her friend again. From her expression, Anjelica was clearly unhappy. Even sad, she was strikingly beautiful. Long wisps of black hair had pulled free of the clip holding the rest of her hair up, framing her oval face. She held herself rigid, jaw set, her crystal blue eyes sparkling with unshed tears as she drove. Anjelica had a regal stubbornness in the way she carried herself, which got her into trouble more times than not.

			Luisa watched her wipe away a tear that had escaped her raw determination as they merged into traffic heading toward the interstate. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			Anjelica frowned, then shook her head as she changed lanes. “No, not really.”

			“Oh, come on, Angel. Don’t clam up on me now. That’s not fair.”

			“Fair,” Anjelica said sarcastically. “When is life ever fair?”

			Luisa ran her hand over the fine leather seat and glanced at Anjelica’s expensive clothes. They were Lycans, and Anjelica and her brother Nico were royalty to their kind, the first two born to their king and Alpha, Marco De Lucia. As a whole, Lycan’s lives were eternal, and to keep the population under control, the women of their kind only gave birth every twenty-five years. Anjelica’s mother, Amanda, would soon give birth to the next set of royal twins. Luisa was sure the next set of twins would be just as spoiled and pampered as the first two, so she wasn’t buying the “pity me” attitude. “It seems to me that life has been pretty fair to you.”

			Anjelica sighed. “Things…change.”

			“I can see that you think they do.” Anjelica raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment. “Angel, we have around a fifteen-hour drive ahead of us. I’ll go nuts if you don’t talk to me.”

			Anjelica took the I-55 N exit and then glanced at her friend. “I’m sorry. I’m not mad at you, and I don’t mean to sound like things are your fault because they’re not. It’s just…I don’t know.”

			“Why don’t we start with what your mother said to you on the phone that you think is so life-altering?”

			“I’m sure it’s nothing.” Anjelica shrugged. “It’s just my mother sounded funny on the phone last night, and I don’t think it’s the pregnancy.”

			“Funny…how?”

			“I can’t exactly put my finger on it, but something is up. Momma sounded excited and overly anxious for me to be there.”

			Luisa shrugged. “She misses you.”

			“No, there was something in her tone, like she was afraid to tell me something.” She shook her head, then changed lanes. “I’m afraid it’s something that I’m not going to like very much.”

			“I think you’re reading more into it than it is. You haven’t been home in a while, and your mother is just…just being a mom. She wants to see you, but she’s worried about your trip. It is a long drive.”

			Anjelica rolled her eyes. “It’s a trip we’ve made a hundred times.”

			“Now you’re exaggerating.”

			“Okay, ten.” She bit her bottom lip, then glanced at her friend. “But I don’t think that’s it. My gut is telling me that things won’t be the same anymore…for me anyway.”

			“There you go again, talking cryptic.”

			“I’m not ‘talking cryptic.’”

			“Yes, you are.”

			“Okay, maybe I am.”

			“Okay, spill. What is it that you think she’s keeping from you? After all, how bad can it be?”

			Anjelica glanced at her friend and nodded. “Pretty bad.” Luisa crossed her arms over her chest, staring expectantly. “Can I ask you something first?”

			Luisa shrugged. “Sure.”

			“Your parents signed a mating contract when you were born, didn’t they?”

			“Yeah.” Luisa relaxed into her seat. “In two years, I am to be mated with Alonso.”

			Anjelica’s mouth dropped open. “My father’s warrior, Alonso?”

			Luisa smiled. “Yes.”

			“But—”

			“I know what you’re thinking. He’s so much older than I am.” Anjelica nodded. “Age to our kind doesn’t matter. We all stop aging at twenty-five, so when we are mated at the ceremony, we will be somewhat equals. Look how much older your father is than your mother.”

			“Three hundred years older,” Anjelica said.

			Luisa’s smile broadened. “You say the word ‘hundred’ like it’s a disease.”

			Anjelica snorted. “It is.”

			“Stop!” Luisa laughed. “It is not. Besides, I’ve seen for myself how your parents get along, and they don’t act like there’s a three hundred year difference in their ages, other than your father being a touch old-fashioned at times.”

			“‘A touch old-fashioned?’” She let out a long breath. “Try very ‘old-fashioned.’” Anjelica’s voice dropped to a whisper.

			Luisa raised an eyebrow. “Now, I think we’re getting somewhere.” Anjelica shook her head. “No, I think we are. We’re no longer talking about me or Alonso, are we?”

			“No.”

			“Did your mother tell you they signed you into a mating contract?”

			Anjelica shrugged, but a tear slipped down her cheek. “Not in so many words, no.”

			Luisa let out a long breath before she spoke. “But, you’re afraid they have.”

			“Not ‘they,’ just my Papà. Momma wouldn’t do that to me. She wants me to be able to choose my life mate myself.”

			“She was contracted to marry your father at birth―”

			“Yes, but she’s always resented that.”

			“I see the love and hunger in your mother’s eyes when she even glances in your father’s direction. He is the one she would have chosen, given the opportunity. They are well-matched, and neither of them would want any less for their firstborn daughter.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“I know I am.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Giovanni Acardi stormed through the front door, slamming it behind him with such force that it jarred the pictures on the wall. Today had been a day from hell already, and it was no wonder that the summons from his father, Rafael, rubbed him the wrong way.

			It was his and Leonardo’s responsibility to police the new pack members until they could prove their loyalty and worth. Now, a dozen of them had simply disappeared, but Giovanni was sure they were lurking around somewhere and up to no good. His brother was supposed to be helping, but he, too, had seemed to disappear. 

			“Giovanni Acardi!” Caroline stood rigid with her arms crossed. “We don’t slam doors in this house.”

			Giovanni stomped past her, heading toward his father’s office. “Where’s Leonardo?”

			“Don’t change the subject with me, Vonnie. If you feel the need to slam something, take it outside.” 

			The sharpness in her voice brought him to a halt. “I’m sorry, Momma, bad day.” He smiled. “If you would kindly point me in the direction of my wayward brother, I’ll gladly take him outside and slam him into the ground a few times.” Caroline covered her mouth to hide her smile. “He’s supposed to be helping me, and he’s off doing God knows what.”

			She shook her head. “You two are going to be the death of me.”

			His smile broadened. “We don’t die, remember?”

			“Don’t be a smartass, Vonnie.” She poked his chest with her forefinger. “You may be twice my size, grown, and on your own, but you’re not too big to show respect to your mother.”

			He kissed her forehead. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Caroline smiled again, brushing the rough stubble on his cheek with her fingers. He didn’t fool her for one second. He was just attempting to pacify her. Giovanni was the oldest of her twins. His temper was short, but he had a good heart and could be a charmer when he wanted to be. Lately, he had been irritable and restless, his Alpha tendencies barely kept in check. She was pretty sure he wouldn’t be happy with what his father had to say. “Leo arrived a few minutes ago and is in your father’s office. We needed to speak with you both.”

			“The timing couldn’t be worse. The newest pack members are―”

			She placed her fingers over his mouth to stop his tirade. “That is part of what this meeting is about.”

			He stepped away. “Well, let’s get this over with then.” He walked past her and spoke over his shoulder. “I have work to do.”

			Caroline sighed and followed Giovanni to his father’s office. Some things never changed. The curtness of the Acardi men could annoy her to no end. It was a “wolf thing.” She had been converted to Lycan twenty-five years ago when she agreed to become Rafael’s mate, but she still hadn’t grown accustomed to that. 

			Giovanni barged right into his father’s office without knocking, as he customarily did. His father knew he was coming, and he didn’t feel much like formalities today. Rafael raised an eyebrow at his abrupt entrance. “I’m here,” Giovanni said.

			“Way to go, bro,” Leonardo said. “Rude, as always.”

			Giovanni glared at his brother. “Stop baiting me, Leo. I wouldn’t be in this foul mood if you hadn’t disappeared on me. Twelve are missing. Twelve. Do you hear what I’m saying?”

			“Sit down, Vonnie,” Rafael said. “The entire staff in the house can hear you.”

			Leonardo waved his hand toward the empty chair, grinning at his brother. Giovanni’s glare at his brother intensified with the gesture, but he reluctantly plopped down.

			Rafael sat back in his chair regarding his sons while Caroline quietly closed the office door. She made her way around the desk and sat in a chair next to her mate. At her worried look, Rafael reached over and squeezed her hand, and she nodded for him to begin.

			“As you both know, Marco promoted me from enforcer to Alpha when you two were five and granted me my own pack. That was the reason we made the move from Chicago to Vail. The pack here in Colorado had revolted, and Marco needed someone he could trust in charge.”

			“We all know this,” Giovanni said impatiently as he motioned to everyone in the room with his hand.

			“Vonnie,” Caroline’s voice held a warning tone. “Do not interrupt your father.”

			“His Alpha nature makes him impatient,” Rafael said to his mate, then turned to his son. “But a good Alpha and leader learns to curb his tongue.”

			Giovanni shifted in his chair. “Yes, sir.”

			“As I was saying, Marco needed someone he could trust in charge.” Rafael let out a long breath. “It seems that we are facing a more challenging problem.” Giovanni and Leonardo exchanged glances. “An informer has notified Marco that an old enemy of his, Gennaro Raccio, is attempting to infiltrate packs in the northwest. His goal is to destroy support for the king and overthrow our current government.”

			 Giovanni frowned. “Overthrow…how?”

			“By causing an uprising of the packs, an out-and-out war between our people. His plan is to eliminate the royal family and the Council of Elders.”

			“The loyal Lycans will not just allow this to happen,” Leonardo said.

			“What choice would they be left with?” Giovanni countered.

			Leonardo sputtered. “We will fight.” He turned in his seat to face his brother. “Are you implying that you will not fight?”

			“No, of course not.”

			“Good, I was beginning to wonder if my brother was a turncoat.”

			“Leo―”

			“Enough!” Rafael raised his voice. “I have no doubts concerning the loyalty of either of you. A man couldn’t ask for better sons, and I am proud to call you both mine.”

			Caroline rose from her chair, then sat back down hard. Giovanni jumped up from his chair to catch her. “Momma!”

			Rafael smiled at Caroline’s pained expression. “Your mother will be fine. She is just breeding again.”

			“What?” Leonardo shouted.

			“It is the natural cycle of things. Soon you will be blessed with another brother and a sister this time as well.”

			Caroline brought her hand up to her swimming head. “It’s just lousy timing.”

			Rafael kissed his mate’s cheek. “It’s always perfect timing for a new cycle of life, piccolo.”

			She smiled at Giovanni as he helped her sit up straight. “I just remember how awkward and difficult the last pregnancy was,” she said to Rafael.

			“The two proudest days of my life were the day you became my mate and the day you gifted me with our sons.”

			Caroline nodded. “I don’t regret a single second.”

			Rafael sat back in his chair as Giovanni went back to his own. “Good, I have chosen well.” Rafael spread his hands. “Family and loyalty are what’s on the table now.”

			Leonardo sat up in his chair. “What do you mean?”

			Rafael cleared his throat. “A mating contract has been signed for Giovanni.”

			Giovanni sprang from his chair, slamming his palms down on the desktop in rage. “What?” Caroline winced at his outburst.

			Leonardo threw back his head and laughed at his brother’s rage. “Oh, this is rich. Vonnie is going to be―” 

			Giovanni’s fist slammed into Leonardo’s mouth, knocking him out of his chair. “Sometimes, brother, you go too far,” Giovanni seethed, hitting him again.

			“Take it outside if you two are going to fight,” Caroline shouted over the ruckus. 

			“Sit down!” Rafael’s wolf danced along his skin. “Both of you!”

			Giovanni sat down hard in his chair, glaring at his father, while Leonardo picked himself up off the floor and sat down, wiping the blood from his lip. He was still laughing to himself, and the cut was already healing.

			“That will be enough.”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” Giovanni grumbled.

			“No, son, it really wasn’t easy for me to say that or do that to you. I am very aware that you wished to choose your own life mate.” 

			“Then why do that to me if you already know that? I’m not ready, and I don’t want a mate.”

			“I’ve watched you, and you’re more ready than you know. In time you will want her, even kill for her. You will learn to rely very heavily on her love and companionship as I do your mother’s. You will draw strength from her when you thought no more existed.”

			Giovanni raked his fingers through his thick black hair in frustration. “Why now?”

			Rafael sat back down. “Time is of the essence. The reason these papers were drawn was to unite and make our packs stronger. You will be granted Alpha status and given your own pack to lead. In order for you to be successful, you must be mated. Not only mated but mated to our king’s only daughter.”

			Giovanni raised an eyebrow. “Anjelica De Lucia?”

			Caroline smiled. “Vonnie, do you remember her?”

			“I remember a skinny little girl with freckles and black pigtails.”

			Leonardo whistled low. “I remember her.” He raised his eyebrows playfully. “Hey, Vonnie, I’ll take her if you don’t want her. I’m friends with Nico, and he’s sent me some of their family pictures. I wouldn’t mind staring at a face like that every night for the rest of my life. She’s what wet dreams are made of.”

			“Leonardo!” Caroline huffed.

			“Sorry, Momma.”

			Giovanni rolled his eyes. “Leo, I don’t care what she looks like. I don’t want a mate.”

			Leonardo shook his head. “Okay…but you’re missing out.”

			“Unfortunately, son, what either of you wants doesn’t really matter. This is necessary for the future of our race.” Giovanni grunted. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m sure she’s not any happier about this than you are.”

			“Oh, I highly doubt that,” Giovanni said sarcastically. “Girls are usually all into the ‘getting married’ thing.”

			“Not all girls,” Caroline said.

			Giovanni snorted. “Right.”

			“Her father and I had a long talk last night,” Rafael said. “She’s been a bit wild. Her father says she likes to party with her friends. She’ll think he’s betrayed her when he gives her the news. He’s really dreading telling her when she gets home from school tonight.”

			“She’s in school?”

			“She was. She just finished her last semester at Tulane University.”

			Giovanni’s shoulders slumped. “How long do I have?”

			“The ceremony will be at the next full moon. We will leave for Chicago in the morning.”

			“That soon?” Rafael nodded. “What about the missing pack members?”

			“My enforcer will handle things while we’re gone.”

			“Great.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Luisa’s brother took the last of her bags out of Anjelica’s trunk as Luisa leaned into the back seat to retrieve her duffle bag. She then leaned in to give Anjelica a hug. “It was a great year. Thanks for everything, and cheer up. I’m sure it’s not as bad as you’re suspecting. Your parents both love you and wouldn’t do anything to hurt you for the world.”

			Anjelica gave her a small smile. “I hope you’re right.”

			“Call me later.”

			“If I can, I will.”

			Anjelica waved goodbye, then drove the remaining two blocks home. She was tired and ready to get out of the car, but at the same time, she was dreading arriving home.

			The garage door opened as she approached, then she drove the car into her regular spot. 

			Nico jumped down from the stool he was perched on to greet her. He opened the door, pulling her out of the car into a bear hug. “It’s about time you got here. Welcome home. I’ve missed you, Sis.”

			Anjelica smiled, hugging him back. “I’ve missed you too.” Nico draped his arm over her shoulder as they walked toward the main house. Anjelica’s anxiety was kicking in. “Nico, what’s going on?”

			“Other than you coming home?” She nodded. “Nothing I’m aware of, or at least nothing concerning you.”

			Anjelica stopped, looking up at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Nico turned to face her. “Papà’s been having some trouble with someone from his past, but I don’t think we have anything to worry about.” He chucked her chin playfully with his forefinger at her worried expression. “Why?”

			She swatted his hand away, then shrugged. “Momma sounded funny on the phone last night when I talked to her.”

			Nico laughed. “Momma’s pregnant.”

			Anjelica smiled. “Yeah, I know that, but her voice sounded funny.”

			“Little sister, I don’t think you have a thing to worry about unless you’ve been getting into trouble while you were away. I haven’t heard Papà yelling in his office, so I think you’re good.”

			“Little sister!” She punched him in the ribs, laughing. “We’re twins.”

			Nico dodged her next punch, laughing. “I’m older by a whole ten minutes.” Nico took off at a run with her chasing him.

			“You big liar, it’s only five minutes. As if it matters anyway.”

			The door leading into the house opened, then Amanda and Marco stepped into the garage. “Angel,” Amanda said softly. As she opened her arms wide, Anjelica ran into the hug. “I’ve missed you, baby.”

			Marco smiled as his daughter stepped into his arms. “It’s good to have you back home, piccolo.” He pulled her into a bear hug and kissed the top of her head. “Your mother and I have missed our wayward daughter.”

			Anjelica laughed as he squeezed her tighter. “Wayward? Come on, Papà. I was away at school, not off hitchhiking across country.” She stepped out of his embrace. “It’s good to be home.”

			Amanda cupped Anjelica’s cheek with the palm of her hand. “Are you hungry? We’ve been waiting for you to arrive before we ate.”

			“I told Luisa that you would probably do that, so we didn’t stop to eat. What’s for dinner?”

			“Escargot with clam sauce―” Anjelica sucked in a breath and held one hand over her mouth, the other up for her mother to stop. “Just kidding.” Everyone laughed but Anjelica. “We’re having your favorite, baked ham.”

			Her breath came out in a whoosh. “Thank God. Momma, you know I don’t do snails. Yuck.”

			Amanda laughed harder, pulling her into another hug. “I love my Angel.”

			“Love you too, Momma. You had me worried for a few seconds.” Anjelica stepped back. Reaching down, she rubbed her mother’s enlarged belly. “I’ve never seen you pregnant before.”

			“Your brothers are due to arrive in a couple of weeks.”

			Anjelica winced. “Brothers?” Her mother nodded. “There’s too much testosterone in the house as it is.”

			Nico draped his arm over her shoulder again. “You know it, little sister.” He grunted when her elbow rammed into his ribs. “You’re mean.”

			Grinning up at him, she said, “I am not mean.” 

			“You are too.” Grinning back, Nico rubbed his ribs. “I pity the wolf who takes you as a mate.” Anjelica froze, staring at him. “He’ll sport bruises all of the time.”

			“Mate?”

			Nico shrugged. “Sure, we’ll all be mated one day.” Anjelica relaxed. “You’re sure acting skittish, Angel.”

			She held up her hand, shaking her head. “It’s nothing. I’m just tired.”

			“Of course you are,” Amanda said. “That’s a long drive. Let’s eat so you can rest.”

			Anjelica sighed. “That sounds pretty good to me right now.”

			Marco snapped his fingers to the servant standing in the doorway. “I’ll have one of the servants take your things to your room.”

			“Thanks, Papà.”

			~*~

			Anjelica sat back in her chair as the servants took the dinner plates away. A few seconds later, dessert was set down in front of her. “Beignets?” She looked up from the dessert; her mother was smiling at her question. 

			“You have told me time and again that one of your favorite places in New Orleans was ‘The Cafe Du Monde’ and how much you’d miss it. I figured I’d bring a little of New Orleans home for you.”

			Something about the gesture didn’t feel right. Both of her parents had been too cheerful since she’d arrived, and now they were both staring at her, their own desserts untouched. Nico looked clueless. “Thank you,” she said softly.

			The smile dropped from her mother’s face. “I thought you liked beignets?”

			“I do. I actually love them. Thank you.”

			Amanda glanced at Marco, then tried again. “What’s wrong?”

			Anjelica placed her napkin on the table next to her plate. “You tell me.”

			Her mother frowned, throwing out her hands. “What?”

			Nico looked up from his dessert. “What…what’s going on?”

			Anjelica crossed her arms over her chest, staring straight at her father. “You and Momma have been walking on eggshells since I arrived.” She raised a questioning eyebrow at her father. “I’m not stupid, Papà. What is going on?”

			Nico sat back in his chair. “Did I miss something?”

			Anjelica nodded at her brother. “It seems, Nico, that you’ve been kept in the dark as well.”

			Amanda’s shoulders drooped, then she glanced at Marco. “You might as well tell them, Amante. We both know about Angel’s intuition and how tenacious she can be when she suspects something. They’ll both have to know sooner or later, so we can’t keep any of this quiet any longer.”

			Nico pushed away from the table, then stood behind his sister’s chair, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Why wasn’t I told anything?” he said to his father.

			Marco raised his hand and nodded to Nico. “Sit back down, Nico.” Nico drug his chair closer to his sister and then slid into it. “I was hoping to wait until morning, but since everything is out on the table, we might as well talk about it now. Nico, you know that I’ve been getting reports concerning an old enemy of mine, Gennaro Raccio.”

			“Yes, sir.” Nico raked his fingers through his hair. “You said it wasn’t anything I should be concerned about.”

			“We didn’t want to worry you,” Amanda said softly.

			Anjelica and Nico exchanged glances. “You didn’t want to worry me?” Nico said bitterly. “I am an Alpha.” When he slammed his hand down on the table, Amanda flinched. “The firstborn son to the king. It is my duty to stand next to my father and fight to protect our people.”

			“Calm down, Nico,” Marco said. “It wasn’t your mother’s place to tell you anything. It was mine.”

			“You’re right, Papà. It was your responsibility.” Nico spread his arms wide, glaring at his father. “We’re all ears. Please enlighten us both.”

			“Nico!” Amanda said sharply. “Do not use that tone with your father.”

			“No, l’amore, he’s right. He has every right to be angry. He is my next in command, and I shouldn’t have kept him in the dark.” Marco nodded to his main servant. He cleared the staff from the room and shut the doors. “My only excuse is that I wanted to protect those closest to me, and in doing so, I have hurt you. For that, I apologize.”

			Anjelica let out a breath. “What’s going on?”

			“Reports are coming in on a daily basis from the several dozen informants I have combing the territory for information. It seems that Gennaro began his crusade in California two months ago and has been working his way east. Those packs he’s infiltrated will not answer my calls. I’ve been told that those remaining loyal to our government have been tortured and imprisoned. Gennaro has been inciting riots and turning the rest of our subjects against us. His plan is to take over the packs immediately surrounding us and then attack here. He intends to kill the royal family and the Council of Elders.” Anjelica and Nico exchanged glances again. “I have been in contact with the remaining packs and have put them all on alert. All the Alphas are gathering their armies together to come to our aid. We must stop him before he gets much further.”

			Nico slammed his fist on the table again, rattling the plates. “Why haven’t we just killed him?”

			Marco blew out a breath. “We would if it were that simple.”

			Anjelica sputtered. “That would be the logical solution, Papà.”

			“One would think that. However, now, it is a matter of honor as well. If we just take him out, the packs he’s been spreading his lies to will just attack without him. He’s been poisoning their minds, and we have to turn them back to our side.”

			“I say if they don’t cooperate, then we’ll just have to kill them, too,” Nico said in anger.

			“Son, you are young and still have much to learn.” Nico rolled his eyes. “The only thing at the moment most of these Lycan are guilty of is listening to a madman. They are our subjects, and we don’t go around killing our people. There has to be a better way.”

			Nico grunted. “And you are proposing…what?”

			“Catjetan is flying in from Germany with some of his armies. He’s leaving his enforcer behind to manage the rest of the pack. Six more packs from the east should arrive in the next few days. Rafael and his family should arrive from Vail tomorrow evening.”

			Nico crossed his arms over his chest. “Okay, we’re gathering an army. If you don’t intend on killing any of our subjects, what’s the point?”

			“The point is to show a force and that we’re all united. We won’t kill our own people unless we’re forced to do so.”

			Anjelica frowned. “What is Gennaro after? What does he want besides your crown?”

			Marco reached for his mate’s hand and squeezed it. “You.”

			Anjelica’s eyes saucered, and her heart raced in her chest. “Me?” she shouted, and when her father nodded, she jumped up from her chair, poised to run. “No way!”

			“I agree,” Marco said.

			Amanda’s bottom lip quivered. “We will not let him have you, Angel.”

			“I will kill him myself before I let him lay one finger on me,” Angelica hissed.

			Nico jumped up to stand beside her. “I will protect you with my life, little sister.”

			Marco put his hand up again. “Nico, I don’t believe it’ll come to that. I believe Rafael and I have found another solution. Angel, please sit down. We have more to discuss.”

			Anjelica and Nico both sat back down. 

			“What can Rafael do that we can’t?” Nico asked. “His pack is smaller and filled with a bunch of new recruits, so I’m told. Given the situation, that in itself could prove to be unstable.”

			Marco nodded. “Rafael’s sons have been policing the new recruits, and I agree with you a situation like that could be volatile, but we have reached an agreement.”

			Nico shrugged, splaying his hands. “We’re listening.”

			Marco smiled at his son. “We have agreed to unite our families.”

			Anjelica had a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach and a bad feeling she wasn’t going to like what came next. Slumping down in her chair, she braced herself.

			Nico leaned forward, not noticing his sister. “How?”

			Marco leaned back in his chair. “We have signed a mating contract between Angel and Giovanni.”

			Anjelica shook her head. “No.”

			“Sorry, piccolo, you don’t have a choice. This was the best solution we could come up with. You both are of age, and Giovanni is a good man.”

			Nico sat back in his chair. “Mating contract…why Giovanni?” He glanced at his sister’s rigid profile. “Why not Leonardo instead?”

			“Why anybody at all?” Anjelica grumbled.

			Marco inclined his head. “I know Leonardo is a good friend of yours, son, but he
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