
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Nico

			Cry Wolf Series Book 3

			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 persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

			[image: WCP Logo 7]

			World Castle Publishing, LLC

			Pensacola, Florida

			Copyright © 2023 Karen Fuller

			Smashwords Edition

			Hardback ISBN: 9798891260702

			Paperback ISBN: 9798891260719

			eBook ISBN: 9798891260726

			First Edition World Castle Publishing, LLC, November 14, 2023

			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: Covers Designs by Karen

			https://www.cover-designs-by-karen.com

			Editor: Gwyneth Fullerton

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The Lycan Prophecy:

			It is written that in the year of our Lord nineteen hundred and eighty-eight, a child will be born to our kind. She is a wolf, raised in innocence for her protection and ours. By the light of the full moon, following the marking of the twenty-fifth year of her birth, she will rise to assume her rightful place on the throne as our queen and mate to our king. We, the Lucianadonates, will be gifted with an heir, a child destined to rule by their father’s side. Together, father and son will be invincible, and we, as a race, will rule for eternity. Beware, there are those in opposition set in place to stop her. She must persevere; if not, we are doomed. ―Nicolai Lucianadonates, 1713.

			Centuries ago, two brothers aspired to be king. When they were young pups, the Lycan Council of Elders deemed Marco De Lucia to be the better temperament and crowned him king to replace his fallen father. Marco’s twin, Tommaso, was jealous and bitter and challenged Marco for the crown. The brothers fought a fierce battle, leaving Tommaso maimed. He left, and Marco hadn’t heard from him since.

			Two and a half centuries went by without incident until the approaching time of the prophecy. Wars broke out between the Lycan packs, and an instigator, Gennaro, was the cause behind the sudden outbreaks of violence. It all threatened Marco’s reign as their king. An inside tip had Marco worried that Gennaro had his sights set on his daughter, Angelica. To protect his own, he signed her into a mating contract with Giovanni Acardi.

			The uprisings continued to get worse. There was someone else pulling strings other than Gennaro. When a botched kidnapping of Angelica left her mate in a poisoned coma, Marco realized the war was getting closer to home. In order to restructure his own government, he had to assign new Alphas to the fallen packs to keep them from revolting. It was time for his own son, Nico, to take a pack, but to do so, he had to be mated, and time was running out….

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The sun had barely risen, casting a golden glow on the bustling city of Chicago as Carrie Mansfield cruised through her district in her patrol car. The sound of tires crunching over damp pavement blended with the cacophony of honking horns and distant chatter from morning commuters. A mother hurried her children into a nearby store, their arms laden with overstuffed backpacks. 

			Horns blared as she inched through gridlocked traffic, the discordant symphony of the city rising to surround her. The constant din wore at the edges of her focus, but she kept her senses tuned for any signs of unrest. As Carrie idled at a red light, she noted the bruised hue of the clouds massing on the horizon over Lake Michigan. The promise of a storm brewed there, but for now, the pavement still steamed as ersatz rivers in the oppressive heat.

			She glanced at the radio when it went off. “Unit 12, we have a domestic disturbance at 45th and Green Street. Please respond,” the dispatcher’s voice crackled over the radio.

			Carrie grabbed the mike, “10-4, unit 12 is on the way.” She flipped on her siren, expertly weaving through traffic as she sped toward the location. She had a sixth sense for navigating the urban maze and an equally uncanny talent for diffusing domestic calls without violence. It was a skill her sergeant never failed to commend her for and one Carrie sharpened through the martial arts training that centered her.

			Upon arriving at the scene, Carrie quickly assessed the situation. An agitated man stood on the front porch, shouting obscenities at a woman inside the house who appeared equally upset. Neighbors peered out from behind curtains or stood on their lawns, whispering amongst themselves. It could get ugly.

			She grabbed the mike again. “Dispatch, unit 12 is on scene. Please stand by.”

			“Dispatch standing by.”

			“Sir, I need you to step back and take a deep breath,” Carrie called out, approaching the man with caution, her hand hovering over her revolver. She maintained a safe distance while keeping an eye on his movements.

			“Who the hell are you?” he spat, his eyes blazing with anger.

			“Officer Mansfield, Chicago PD,” she answered calmly. “Now, please explain to me what’s going on here.”

			“None of your damn business!” he barked, but Carrie didn’t flinch. Instead, she focused on connecting with him, trying to understand his perspective.

			“Listen, I’m here because someone called for help. I want to help both of you resolve this peacefully,” she said, her voice soft yet firm. She made eye contact with the woman inside, who seemed to relax slightly under her gaze.

			“Fine,” the man grumbled, his shoulders sagging as he stepped back from the door. Carrie could sense that he was beginning to trust her if only a little.

			“Thank you,” she said, then turned her attention to the woman. “Ma’am, are you okay? Do you feel safe?”

			The woman hesitated before nodding, tears brimming in her eyes. “Yeah, I’m alright. We just...we got into an argument, and things got out of hand.” The woman stepped out on the porch.

			“Arguments happen,” Carrie said gently, offering a sympathetic smile. “But they don’t have to escalate to this point.” Carrie leaned forward. “I’m still confused. Can you help me understand what happened?” 

			The couple looked at each other. The wife turned to her husband, and the husband turned to his wife. His jaw was tight; she sniffed back a tear. Carrie waited. After what seemed like a very long time, the wife said, “In a nutshell, Chris lost my ring.” She sounded exasperated more than angry. 

			“Oh,” Carrie said, glancing at them both. The husband looked deflated. “You’re sure it’s not at work or somewhere around the house?” 

			The wife shook her head. “I already checked.”

			The man raked his fingers through his hair in agitation. “I was going to take it to the jeweler to get the loose setting fixed.” He glanced nervously at his wife. “I guess I had a hole in my pocket... I am sorry, sweetheart.”

			The wife threw up her hands in exasperation. “Why didn’t you just tell me that in the first place?” The man thought hard for a moment. “Chris?”

			“I’ll be right back.”

			The two women watched him as he ran to the car and searched the grass by the driver’s door. He held the ring up in the air triumphantly. “Found it!”

			“Remember,” she told them before leaving, “communication is key. If things start getting heated, take a step back and try to see the situation from the other’s perspective.”

			“Thank you, Officer Mansfield,” the woman murmured, gratitude shining in her eyes. The man nodded in agreement, and Carrie knew that she had made a difference — however small — in their lives.

			With a final wave, Carrie returned to her patrol car, the city’s sights and sounds enveloping her once more. She grabbed the mike again. “Unit 12 to dispatch. Situation resolved. Heading back to station.”

			She couldn’t predict what the rest of her day would hold, but she felt more determined than ever to face it head-on, driven by her unwavering commitment to the community she served.

			Word had already circulated when Carrie returned about how she’d peacefully resolved yet another powder keg situation. Her sergeant pulled her aside, clapping a heavy hand on her shoulder in approval. “That cool head of yours is gonna take you far in this line of work, Mansfield. Damn, fine job out there today.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Carrie replied, feeling a flush of pride. “I did my best to help them see eye-to-eye and resolve their conflict peacefully.”

			“Your ability to remain calm and composed under pressure is commendable,” Alvarez noted, his gaze thoughtful. “I’ve heard that your martial arts training plays a significant role in your mental discipline. Keep it up.” His eyes held a hint of admiration.

			“Thank you, sir,” she repeated, appreciating the recognition. “I find that practicing martial arts not only keeps me physically fit but also helps me maintain a clear head and focus on the job.”

			“Good, we can always use more level-headed cops like you around here,” Alvarez said with a nod. “Keep up the good work, Mansfield.”

			“Will do, sir.”

			After briefing the sergeant, her shift melted into a blur of routine traffic stops and taking witness statements for a burglary case. But Carrie’s thoughts kept wandering to the Muay Thai studio downtown, where she trained several evenings a week. The simmering tension of that morning’s call left her muscles thrumming with excess adrenaline, eager to expend some of that nervous energy. As soon as her night shift replacement arrived, Carrie made a beeline for the locker room to swap her uniform for workout gear.

			Within the hour, she was inside the studio, wrapping her hands with practiced efficiency before some sparring drills. Here, among the thwack of gloved fists pounding pads and the squeak of shoes pivoting across mats, Carrie was in her element.

			“Ready for some sparring, Carrie?” her partner, Ben, asked, grinning as he adjusted his protective gear.

			“Always,” she replied, mirroring his grin and settling into a fighting stance.

			As they began to spar, settling into the sweat-slick flow of movements ingrained through years of disciplined practice. Her movements were fluid yet powerful. She effortlessly blocked Ben’s strikes, countering with her own swift kicks and punches.

			“Nice!” he exclaimed when she expertly evaded one of his more aggressive moves. “You’ve really been working on your footwork.”

			“Thanks,” Carrie replied between breaths, sweat glistening on her brow. “I’ve been trying to perfect my balance and agility.”

			Their sparring session continued, each taking turns initiating the offense and testing the other’s defenses. Carrie reveled in the physical challenge as well as the mental discipline required to anticipate her partner’s moves and plan her own strategies.

			“Great job today, Carrie,” Ben said once they finished their session, both panting from exertion. “You’re getting better and better every time we spar.”

			“Thanks, Ben,” she replied, wiping the sweat from her face with a towel. “Couldn’t do it without a great partner like you.”

			By the time Carrie toweled off and guzzled some water, dusk had fallen outside the gym windows. She’d been training for over two hours, only stopping when her muscles trembled with exhaustion. Her best friend Rachel would already be waiting at The Irish Nobleman to grab dinner like they did every week. Carrie quickly hit the showers, washing away the day’s grit and changing into fresh clothes before hustling over.

			The golden hue of the setting sun bathed the lively restaurant in a warm glow, casting an inviting atmosphere over the bustling tables and animated conversations. She entered the cozy pub, embraced instantly by the warm glow of low lighting and wood paneling. Rachel was tucked into their usual corner booth and waved when she spotted Carrie weaving through the scattered tables. As Carrie slid in across from her, Rachel arched a teasing brow at her damp hair and flushed cheeks.

			“Hey, girl!” Rachel greeted her with a bright smile. “Hit the gym again after work, I see. Don’t know how you’ve still got the energy.” 

			They paused their conversation to put in food orders. Once the server left, Rachel fixed Carrie with a probing look. “So, girl, tell me about your day. How was work?”

			“Busy,” Carrie replied, her mind replaying the domestic disturbance call and her training session at the martial arts studio. “But all in all, it was productive.”

			Rachel raised an eyebrow, her curiosity piqued. “Oh? Do tell.”

			Carrie recounted her day, leaving out the more graphic details of the domestic case but sharing how she’d managed to resolve it peacefully. Rachel listened intently, her admiration for her friend evident in her eyes.

			“Wow, Carrie, that’s incredible. You’re such a badass! And I bet your martial arts training comes in handy for staying calm under pressure,” Rachel said, taking a sip of her wine.

			Carrie chuckled. “It definitely helps. Speaking of martial arts, I had a great sparring session with Ben today. He’s an amazing partner.”

			“Ben, huh?” Rachel teased with a sly grin. “Should I be jealous?”

			Carrie rolled her eyes playfully. “Please, you know I’m married to my job. Besides, he’s just a friend and training partner.”

			“Speaking of relationships…” Rachel began, clearly changing the subject. “Have you given any thought to putting yourself out there again? You know, dating?”

			Carrie sighed inwardly, her defenses rising. She knew Rachel meant well, but she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of annoyance at the constant prodding. “Honestly, Rach, I’m not sure I have the time or energy for that right now.”

			“Come on, Carrie,” Rachel insisted gently. “You can’t let your past experiences hold you back forever. There are plenty of amazing guys out there who would be lucky to have you.”

			“Easy for you to say,” Carrie muttered, her thoughts drifting to her fiercely independent nature and the walls she’d built around her heart after her last relationship had ended in heartache.

			“Look,” Rachel said, leaning forward with a determined glint in her eyes, “why don’t you give online dating a try? It’s a low-pressure way to meet new people, and you never know who you might find.”

			Carrie frowned, her skepticism evident. “I don’t know, Rach. The idea of putting myself out there for strangers to judge doesn’t exactly thrill me. And how can I trust someone I’ve never even met?”

			Rachel reached across the table and squeezed her friend’s hand reassuringly. “I know it can be scary, but sometimes you have to take a leap of faith. Trust yourself, Carrie. You’re strong enough to handle anything life throws at you, and you deserve to find love just as much as anyone else.”

			Carrie hesitated, feeling the weight of her friend’s words but still struggling to overcome her own reservations. 

			“Promise me you’ll think about it?” Rachel asked, her eyes filled with sincere concern.

			“Alright,” Carrie relented, offering a small smile. “I’ll think about it.”

			As they continued their dinner, Carrie couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing from her life — a deep, unfulfilled longing that whispered to her soul. 

			Later, as they hugged goodbye outside the pub, Carrie noted how deserted the streets seemed for a fall weekend night. The night air was cool against Carrie’s flushed cheeks as she walked home, the lively chatter of the restaurant fading behind her. The city lights cast an eerie glow on the damp pavement, and the faint scent of rain lingered in the air. Despite the pleasant evening spent with Rachel, Carrie couldn’t help but feel a nagging sense of unease.

			“Maybe I should give online dating a try,” she mused, her thoughts drifting to their earlier conversation. But the thought of opening herself up to strangers made her shudder. She’d always been fiercely independent, relying on her own strength and intuition to guide her. Trusting someone new felt like a betrayal of that self-reliance.

			As she turned a corner, Carrie felt her pulse quicken — something wasn’t right. Carrie’s steps slowed, muscles tensing as she listened for any sound behind her over the ambient city noise. The distinct scuff of shoes on the pavement confirmed she was being followed. She glanced over her shoulder, catching sight of a shadowy figure several paces behind her. Her cop instincts kicked in, adrenaline surging through her veins. Was it just paranoia, or was she really being followed?

			“Keep calm, Carrie,” she told herself, her heart pounding. “You’ve faced far worse than this before.”

			She continued walking, her senses on high alert, each step deliberate and calculated. As she neared an alley, she decided to confront the lurker, unwilling to let fear dictate her actions. With a sudden burst of speed, she ducked into the darkness, pressing herself against the cold brick wall.

			“Show yourself!” she demanded, her voice steady despite the rapid beating of her heart.

			The shadowy figure hesitated for a moment before stepping into the dimly lit alley, revealing a man with a sinister smile. “Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to walk alone at night?” he taunted, advancing towards her.

			Carrie didn’t respond. The shadowy figure barreled toward her, but Carrie moved with preternatural speed and reflexes. She swept his legs out and pinned him to the grimy pavement, pummeling his torso with expertly aimed strikes designed to inflict maximum pain.

			“Police! Help!” Carrie shouted, knowing that backup would be close by.

			As the sound of sirens approached, she could feel the man’s heart racing beneath her. His eyes were wide with fear, and she couldn’t help but feel a sense of satisfaction at having turned the tables on him.

			“Why are you following me? Who sent you?” she demanded, her forearm crushing the man’s windpipe. But he just groaned, body going limp beneath her. Within minutes, patrol cars swarmed the alley. Carrie’s fellow officers cuffed the battered lurker, impressed she’d detained him solo until they arrived. They knew better than to doubt her capabilities, though Carrie downplayed her actions with a nonchalant shrug. Inside, adrenaline still flooded her system. Her hands shook almost imperceptibly as she gave her statement.

			Maybe I don’t need someone else in my life after all, she thought, her resolve strengthened. I’ve got this.

			Alone in her apartment, Carrie bolted the door and triple-checked her security system, skin still crawling from the encounter. She scrutinized herself in the bathroom mirror, taking in the stern, plain-faced woman staring back at her. Outwardly, she exuded calm control, but inside, doubts and fears churned through her mind. What if she had failed to protect herself? Who was after her, and why? With no answers, Carrie’s thoughts spun in anxious circles.

			“Can’t be too careful,” she muttered to herself, running a hand through her hair. She couldn’t deny that the incident had rattled her more than she cared to admit. Her pulse still raced, and her muscles were tense from the adrenaline coursing through her veins.

			“Nothing like a hot shower to wash away the night,” she said, making her way to the bathroom. She stepped under a scalding shower, letting the water scour away the day’s residue. As rivulets sluiced down her body, Carrie traced the curious birthmark marring her shoulder—a nebula-like pattern she hardly noticed anymore. She wondered, as she often did if she was meant for more than just the life she knew. With a shake of her head, Carrie banished the fanciful notion. She wasn’t one to indulge in flights of fancy or count on ethereal signs.

			Always there, but never a bother, she thought, giving it little attention as she continued to cleanse herself. Her mind wandered to the events of the evening, trying to shake off the unsettling feeling that she was being watched even now, alone in her apartment.

			“Get it together, Carrie,” she chastised herself. “You’re a cop, for heaven’s sake. You’ve faced worse.” But despite her best efforts, the feeling persisted, leaving her both intrigued and wary.

			As she rinsed off, the water droplets cascading down her body like liquid diamonds, she felt the weight of her choices. She was a fiercely independent woman, dedicated to her job and her community, yet craving connection beyond the superficial.

			Is this my destiny? she wondered, her thoughts swirling like the water spiraling down the drain. Am I always going to walk the line between duty and desire?

			Carrie stepped out of the shower, wrapping herself in a plush towel. Her skin tingled from the heat, flushed and sensitive to her touch. As she gazed at her reflection in the mirror, steam slowly dissipating around her, she couldn’t help but ponder her future.

			Is there someone out there who can truly understand me? Will I ever find my soulmate? The questions hung in the air as Carrie dressed for bed, her heart aching with longing.

			For now, though, her duty called. She would face each day with resolve and determination, whether in pursuit of justice or love. And perhaps one day, she would find the answers to the questions that haunted her dreams.

			Cleansed but still unsettled, she crawled between cool sheets, willing her thoughts to unwind enough for sleep to take her. Carrie fell into a deep slumber, her body cocooned by the soft embrace of silky sheets. Behind closed eyelids, she found herself transported to a different world, one where darkness ruled and shadows danced beneath an obsidian sky.

			She was running through a dense forest, moonlight filtering through the canopy above, casting eerie patterns on the damp earth below. Her heart raced, adrenaline coursing through her veins as she dashed between gnarled trees and overgrown roots. There was a primal energy within her, driving her forward with each powerful stride.

			“Who’s there?” Carrie called out, her voice echoing through the night. She could feel eyes on her, watching her every move, sending shivers down her spine. She felt the disturbing sense of being tracked, just out of sight behind the veil of trees masking her periphery. The thought of being pursued both thrilled and terrified her, leaving her breathless in anticipation.

			“Show yourself!” she demanded, her voice quivering with raw emotion. But the forest remained silent, its secrets hidden within the impenetrable darkness.

			Is this some kind of game? Carrie wondered, her mind racing as she tried to make sense of the surreal dream. Am I meant to find something here, or is it all just a cruel illusion?

			As she continued her sprint through the woods, Carrie felt a presence drawing closer. A low growl reverberated through the air, making the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. She knew instinctively that she wouldn’t be able to outrun whatever was stalking her, but she couldn’t shake the urge to flee.

			“Please,” she whispered, her voice barely audible. “I don’t want to be afraid anymore.”

			Just as the tension became unbearable, a figure emerged from the shadows, his features obscured by the cloak of night. She could only catch a glimpse of his piercing eyes, which seemed to bore into her very soul.

			“Who are you?” Carrie gasped, her body trembling as the mysterious stranger moved closer. He reached out a hand, his touch electrifying, leaving her breathless with desire.

			“Your destiny awaits, Carrie,” he whispered, his voice like velvet in the darkness. “But you must be willing to face your fears and embrace the unknown.”

			Carrie’s heart hammered in her chest, torn between the comfort of her ordinary world and the allure of this enigmatic figure. She craved the intimacy and connection that seemed to shimmer just beyond her reach, but fear held her back, anchoring her to the familiar.

			“Will you take my hand?” the stranger asked, his voice tinged with urgency.

			“Wait... I need to know...” she stammered, hesitating for a moment too long. The dream began to dissolve around her, the forest fading into oblivion.

			“Carrie!” the stranger called out, his voice growing fainter as she was pulled back into the waking world.

			Carrie jerked awake just before dawn, pulses hammering. She grasped at the shredding edges of the vivid dream, trying to reclaim some insight from the images that had already faded. With a frustrated sigh, she glanced at the clock and dragged herself from bed to begin her morning ritual.

			Was it all just a dream? she wondered, a sense of melancholy settling over her as she prepared for another day patrolling the streets of Chicago. But the haunting echo of that mysterious voice left her questioning everything, and she couldn’t help but feel that something extraordinary awaited her just beyond the veil of reality.

			“Who are you?” she whispered, her thoughts drifting back to the enigmatic figure in her dream. As she stepped out into the world, the question remained unanswered, leaving her with a lingering sense of longing and trepidation.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			“Home, crap home,” Nico De Lucia sighed as he pulled the brand-new candy-apple-red Mustang convertible up to the gate. The compound was their home and was ruled by his father, Marco. The guards recognized him and waved him through. He proceeded slowly forward. This was the last place he wanted to be right now, and he was certainly in no rush to get there. 

			His best friend, Leonardo Acardi, glanced at him from the passenger seat. “Don’t let your father hear you say that.”

			Nico smirked and lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t feel too accommodating at the moment, Leo. There’s not much else he can do to me.”

			Leo stared at Nico’s profile, a little dumbfounded. “You can’t be serious. He’s our Alpha. There are a multitude of things he can do to you if you don’t show him the proper respect.”

			“Yes, he’s the bane of my existence.”

			Leo laughed. “That’s a little melodramatic.”

			Nico looked at him and grinned. “I took a few lessons from Angel.”

			“And look how that turned out, bro. Your sister is now happily mated to Giovanni. It all worked out in the end.”

			Nico’s expression sobered to mild irritation as he stared back at the road ahead of them. “That’s beside the point, Leo. I’m grown. I don’t need my father dictating to me who I will marry. I want to choose my own mate.”

			“I understand. As you well remember, when I laughed at you, I was given the same ultimatum—find a mate within the year, or he would find one for us.” Leo shivered. “Before this war, dating used to be fun. Now, all I feel is performance anxiety.”

			“I’ve found my mate, Leo.”

			Leo sat straight up in his seat and turned to Nico. “You have. Who is she? Where did you find her?”

			Nico winced. “You see, here’s the thing: Angel and I share a gift. We have prophetic dreams.” Nico shrugged. “I don’t actually know her name yet, nor have we met in a physical sense.”

			“You’ve dreamed about her.”

			“Vividly.”

			Leonardo grinned. “Jucy stuff?”

			Nico rolled his eyes. “I’m not sharing that with you.”

			Leo looked a little disappointed but didn’t miss a beat. “I don’t see what the problem is, then. Just tell your father you’ve found your mate, and that’s that.”

			Nico pulled the Mustang into the garage and put it in park. He ran his fingers through his jet-black shoulder-length hair in frustration as he turned to look at Leo. His stark blue eyes were filled with worry. “The problem is, I’ve combed the streets of Chicago looking for her, and she’s nowhere to be found.”

			“If you dreamed of her, she can be anywhere, bro.”

			“Don’t I know it.”

			“Your father can be pretty understanding when he wants to be.” Nico was already shaking his head no. “Why are you disagreeing with me?”

			“When have you ever known my father to be understanding? He is our Alpha. His word is law.”

			“Well, uh—”

			“Yeah, you’re getting the picture.” Nico’s voice was bitter. He reached over the backseat and grabbed his duffel bag, then opened the car door and got out. “I guess it’s time to face the music.”

			Leo opened the passenger door and got out. “Our time isn’t up, bro.”

			“Says you…I can feel the noose tightening around my neck now.”

			Leo closed the car door and faced Nico. “You don’t know if that’s what this meeting is about. The text just said we had to come for a meeting before the Alpha. Maybe he just wants an update.” Leo grinned. “Hell, maybe he just wants to see our handsome faces.” Nico glared at him, and Leo laughed. “Keep an open mind until then.”

			~*~

			Marco De Lucia slid his chair back away from the large mahogany desk with a heavy sigh and reached up to rub the tight muscles in the back of his neck. He was worried, and rightly so. Since the attacks on his packs had begun six months ago, he had dispatched about twenty spies to comb the country and report back to him. He had received a report this morning that his twin brother, Tommaso, had been seen in the area in the company of his enforcer, Gennaro, and a small Lycan army. The army’s size wasn’t big enough to be considered much of a threat, but it wasn’t like his brother to charge in with an outright attack on the compound. He was more known for his strategic strikes against the royal family. He had first targeted Marco’s son-in-law, Giovanni, then, when that failed, his daughter, Anjelica. Now, it seemed, Nico may be his next target.

			Three months ago, after discovering that Giovanni was the one mentioned in the prophecy instead of Nico, Marco decided to give Nico and Leonardo their own packs. In the recent attacks, he had lost a few Alphas, and those seats needed to be filled. Both young men would make excellent leaders, but before he could do that, they had to be mated. He had had one pack with an unmated Alpha, and it had caused problems among the male members wanting to protect their females. It had been a disaster, and one Marco didn’t want to repeat. So he had given both young men a one-year timeline to find a mate, or he’d find one for them. 

			Marco looked up at the clock on the far wall. It was ten minutes until two. Nico and Leo should be arriving any minute. He opened his top desk drawer, pulled out the list of names he had been working on, and placed it on top of the desk. He looked up when the sounds of muffled voices could be heard coming up the hallway.

			“Come in,” he uttered loudly just before the doorknob turned. As the door opened, Marco stood to greet them. “Right on time, I see. It’s good to see you both.” He gestured to the two empty chairs in front of his desk and sat back down himself. “Have a seat.”

			“Hello, Papa,” Nico said as he pulled out his chair and sat down. Leonardo sat without a comment. “Why have you called us in?”

			Amanda, Nico’s mother, came into the office. “Don’t be rude to your father, Nico.” She leaned over and kissed Nico on the cheek.

			“Mama, we have a right to know.” Nico’s voice was on edge. “Papa said we had a year….”

			Amanda stepped back, put her hands on her hips, and raised an eyebrow at his tone. “As far as I know, nothing has changed in that respect, bambino.” She glared at her son before nodding to Leo. “Hello, Leo.”

			“My queen.” Leo snickered at the remark to Nico.

			Nico gritted his teeth and glared back at his mother. “I am not a child.”

			“Then stop acting like one and listen to what your father has to say.” 

			Marco raised a staying hand to Amanda. “Piccolo, please, don’t.”

			“‘Don’t’ what, Amante?” Marco opened his mouth to answer, but she continued. “Nico has had a chip on his shoulder for the last several months, and if I hear a denial of that from any of you, I will shift into my wolf and take a piece of hide.” While Nico continued to glare at her, Leo shifted in his seat, uncomfortable. “And if you’re not going to knock the chip off, Amante, I will. I didn’t think there was any way possible that he could be more spoiled than Angel, but I’m beginning to think I was wrong about that.”

			Nico crossed his arms over his chest. At this point, he was beyond pissed. His mother generally took his side of things, not ranting like he was some errant child. “‘He’ is sitting right in front of you. Stop talking about me as if I’m not even in the room.” Amanda turned her attention back to Nico and glared. “I am not spoiled.”

			Marco sighed. “Piccolo, this isn’t like you to attack our children unprovoked. Angel has adjusted to her new role quite nicely, and she dotes on Vonnie’s every word.”

			Giovanni walked into the room. “I wouldn’t say ‘every word,’ Alpha.” He smiled. “But I have no complaints. Hello, Leo…Nico.” Giovanni leaned on the edge of his desk and faced the group.

			Amanda sat down in an empty chair, a little deflated. “I’m just worried, Amante.”

			Marco nodded. “As we all are. Our packs are facing dark times right now.”

			Amanda flinched. “And they’re about to get darker.”

			Marco sat up in his chair, a frown marring his face. “Explain, Piccolo.”

			Amanda gave an uneasy glance around the room. “I’ve had a premonition about Nico, and it wasn’t a good one.”

			The room erupted into everyone talking at once.

			Nicco’s mouth dropped open as a flurry of questions flew about the room. “What?” “When?” “What did you see?” “What does he have to do?” “Can we stop whatever it is from happening?”

			Amanda threw up her hands in frustration. “Stop!”

			The room went silent.

			“I don’t have all the answers, but what I do know is the chain of events all stem from a choice Nico makes in the near future.”

			Nico frowned. “What choice?”

			Amanda shook her head, unsure. “The premonition was vague at best, but I did see the consequences of the wrong choice—your father dies, and our family will fall to Tommaso’s rule, enslaved in our own dungeons.”

			“And your premonitions are never wrong.” Nico shook his head and couldn’t help the sarcasm that followed. “No pressure there.”

			Giovanni stood up. “As everyone in this room knows, one of my gifts is mind manipulation. If you tell me what needs to be done, maybe I can help.”

			Nico glared at his new brother-in-law. “Stay out of my head, Vonnie. I don’t want to be manipulated into doing anything.”

			Marco held up a hand. “I don’t believe that’s what Vonnie was suggesting, Nico.”

			“Certainly not. We are family, and I wouldn’t resort to that unless there were absolutely no other choices left. The safety of this family is my top priority. I was referring to our common enemy, Nico.”

			“Family.” Nico’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Our common enemy is supposed to be our family.” Nico turned his attention to his father. Marco let out an uneasy breath. “After all, Uncle Tommaso is your brother, Papa.”

			Marco sighed. “Your Uncle Tommaso has never shown any loyalty to our family, Nico, especially to me. He has always hated me, even as children. I washed my hands of him over three hundred years ago. When we fought while he was trying to overthrow my reign, I bit him, and by the laws of our kind, he should have died from that bite. I can’t explain how he survived it.”

			Amanda shook her head. “His survival is a topic for discussion a little later down the road. We need to discuss what Nico is to do next.”

			“Our safety stems from having our packs united.” Marco met everyone’s gaze one by one. “It will keep them on our side and out of Tommaso’s control.”

			Giovanni nodded. “I agree, Alpha, but how do we assure that?”

			Marco turned to Nico. “I’m sorry, Son.” Nico was already shaking his head no. “But to keep loyalty within our ranks, our people are going to need to see our family stand united for the good of all our packs.”

			“You gave me a year. I still have seven months left.”

			Marco handed Nico the sheet of paper with the list of names: Arianna, Felice, Lilla, Luna, Michele, and Rachele.

			Nico scanned it while Leonardo looked at it over his shoulder. “What is this?”

			“It’s a list of prospective mates for you. They’re all from good families, and any of the matches will gain you the influence you will need to be a good leader.”

			Nico shook his head no and tossed the list back on the desk. “No, I still have seven months.”

			“I’m afraid you now only have two.” 

			“That’s not fair, Papa. I—”

			Marco cut in, “Intel has it that our enemy is closing in. I need you in charge of a pack sooner rather than later.”

			Leo looked uncomfortable. “What about me?”

			“What we need right now, Leo is a showing of good faith from the royal family. You taking over a pack isn’t quite as urgent. However, if the threat increases, you may find yourself in the same situation.”

			“I need more time.” Nico’s frustration level was near the breaking point.

			“Two months is all I can give. Even that is cutting it close.”

			“I have found my mate, Papa, but I haven’t located her as yet. I need more time to find her location, and when I do, I’ll bring her here kicking and screaming if need be. She is my mate, and none of these others on the list will do.”

			Amanda grabbed Nico’s hand. “You’ve had a premonition, haven’t you?”

			Nico nodded. “She’s coming to me in my dreams. I must find her.”

			Amanda looked at Marco. “Amante….”

			Marco shook his head. “He has two months, Piccolo. If he can’t find her within that time, I’m afraid I’ll have to take matters into my own hands.” His eyes met Nico’s. “I’m sorry, Son.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Sunlight filtered through the window, its early morning rays falling across Nico’s face. He awoke with a start, beads of sweat trickling down his brow as if he’d just run a marathon. He had been immersed in a vivid dream of Chicago’s city streets. The streets were awash with moonlight, the air laced with the scent of jasmine. But as consciousness took hold, the images slipped away like sand through his fingers.

			“Damn it,” he muttered under his breath, slamming a fist into the pillow beneath him. He lay still, slowed his breathing, and focused his mental energy on reclaiming any lost insights from that midnight landscape. But the fine filaments linking dream to waking mind had already unraveled. Every time he dreamed of that place, he felt her presence—the mysterious woman who haunted his dreams and left a lingering ache in his chest.

			“Your Highness, are you all right?” a guard asked cautiously from the doorway. Nico realized he must have been louder than he thought.

			“I’m fine. Just a bad dream,” Nico lied, forcing a smile. “Thank you for your concern.”

			As the day wore on, the memory of his dream clung to him like a stubborn shadow. Later, during combat training with his guards, Nico’s mind was still consumed with thoughts of his elusive dream mate. His skills were impressive, but his heart simply wasn’t in the fight.

			“Your Highness, focus!” one of his guards shouted, bringing Nico back to the present. The clang of swords rang in his ears, and he barely managed to parry a blow aimed at his chest.

			“Apologies,” he said through gritted teeth, frustration boiling within him. “Let’s continue.”

			He dove back into the fray, his powers of elemental manipulation crackling at his fingertips. But even as he summoned gusts of wind and walls of flame to thwart his opponents, his attention remained divided. His dream mate consumed his every thought, the desire to find her gnawing at his very soul.

			“Nico,” another guard called out, panting from the exertion of their sparring session. “You seem… distracted today. Is everything all right?”

			“Everything is fine,” he snapped, his tone more biting than he intended. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

			But even as the words left his lips, he knew he couldn’t deny it any longer. The Council of Elders had begun to notice his preoccupation with his dreams and the mysterious woman who filled them. They could sense his frustration, his yearning, and they would inevitably press him for answers.

			Irritated with his lack of discipline, Nico ended the session early. He retreated from the guards’ curious stares to wander the extensive royal gardens, unsettled and alone. Fountains burbled nearby, but not even their soothing music could still his restless spirit.

			I must find her, Nico thought, his determination steeling itself like a blade forged in fire. She is my destiny, and I will stop at nothing to make her mine.

			Amanda found him in the courtyard, her discerning gaze settling on his brooding expression. Despite the sun shining brightly overhead, Nico felt as if a storm brewed within him — restless and desperate for answers.

			“Nico,” she began gently, folding her hands in front of her as she approached. “What’s going on? I was watching you train from the window. You were clearly not paying attention.” 

			Nico sighed, running a hand through his dark hair. “It’s difficult to focus when my mate haunts my dreams, Mama.”

			“Ah, I see,” Amanda murmured, her eyes softening with understanding. “Your heart yearns for her even though you have yet to meet her. But remember, patience is a virtue.”

			“Patience is difficult when every fiber of my being longs for her,” Nico admitted, clenching his fists at his sides.

			“Your mate will appear when the time is right,” she reassured him, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Trust in destiny.”

			Nico sighed, leaning into his mother’s touch, drawing comfort from her nearness. “But what if the time is not right soon enough? Papa’s patience grows thin.”

			Amanda smiled sadly, her blue eyes overflowing with wisdom. “For all your father’s faults, he loves you deeply, as do I. We must trust your fate to the moon’s plan. Patience, she will be revealed.”

			Before he could respond, a booming voice echoed across the courtyard. “Nico!”

			Nico turned to see his father striding towards them. His piercing eyes bore into his son’s, the weight of years of ruling etched on his face. A wave of apprehension washed over Nico.

			“Papa,” he acknowledged, dipping his head slightly in respect.

			“Walk with me,” Marco commanded, and Nico fell into step beside him, leaving his mother behind in the courtyard.

			“Your preoccupation with your mate has not gone unnoticed, Nico,” Marco began, his tone heavy with concern. “Soon, you will assume greater responsibilities, and our people need your undivided attention.”

			“I understand, Papa,” Nico replied, frustration simmering beneath his words. “But I cannot ignore this pull I feel towards her.”

			“Very well,” Marco conceded, pausing to face his son. “I can delay no longer. Two weeks, Nicolo. If the fates refuse to reveal her, I will be forced to choose for you.”

			Nico stiffened, teeth clenching at the unfair ultimatum even as he struggled to curb his tongue. There was no reasoning with his father when he used that uncompromising tone. “Two weeks?” he cried out in frustration. “Not two weeks ago, you gave me two months. That’s not enough time.”

			“Another one of our borders has been breached. We need to show our people that we are there for them together as a family,” Marco grumbled. Nico’s shoulders dropped in defeat. Marco gripped Nico’s shoulder with crushing force. “It is your duty. I know you will choose wisely, my son.”

			“Papa, you can’t mean that!” Nico protested, the weight of the ultimatum bearing down on him.
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