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For Emma.
I’ve always wanted a sister, now that dream has come true.
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Prologue
 
Nico
 
“Nico?” Katalina hissed.
Nico looked around, spotting Katalina in a group of trees. What are you doing?
“What?” he asked, joining her. She glared at his grin. Allowing his smile to fade, he asked her seriously, “What’s up?”
“I need you to teach me how to use a knife.”
He had no chance of keeping the smile from his face after that comment.
“I’m serious,” she demanded, stomping her foot.
“Oh, I can see, and I’m guessing Bass doesn’t agree and that’s why we are hiding.”
“He says there’s no need.”
“Maybe he’s right, Kat. You’re not a bad fighter in wolf form, and you’re dominant. Why do you need more?”
“Because I can’t stay on pack land forever, Nic…please,” she begged.
“Convince Bass and sure.”
“Nico! He’s being all alpha, and I need this.” She took hold of his arm, stopping him from leaving.
“What’s this really about, Kat?”
“I’m his weakness.” She sighed, letting him go, and looking defeated. “I need to be able to protect myself. He can’t always be there.”
“You’re the alpha’s mate. Someone will always protect you.”
“Nico, I want to go to college someday. I need a life beyond this pack. I won’t live with a constant body guard. I’m more than just a shifter, Nico. I’d have thought, out of everybody, you’d have understood that.”
“Aww, Kat.” Nico pressed the heel of his palms against his eyes. Why’d she have to use the real world against me? “All right.”
Squealing, Katalina jumped up and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you, thank you.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Nico sighed, untangling himself from her grip. “If Bass finds out, you lied to me, and told me he’d approved.”
“Oh, Nico, lying to your alpha. How very badass of you.” She laughed.
“Pushing your luck, Kat.” Nico smiled. “Right, well, if there’s nothing else, I’m going to get out of this hiding spot before anyone finds us and gets the wrong idea.”
“Going to go find, Olivia?”
“Not a word, Kat… Not a word.”
Katalina disappeared, her laughter taken by the wind. Nico shook his head, still unsure how someone so…human had managed to plant themselves so permanently into his friend’s heart.
 



Chapter 1
 
Nico
 
“Damn it!” Nico muttered. Stopping in his tracks, he looked around, not recognizing his surroundings. How did I end up here? His feet had guided him on instinct, but after a quick glance at his watch, he regretted not paying more attention to the direction he’d walked. He was late, so late that Bass would strip the skin from his body.
“Way to go, Alpha Adviser!” he grumbled to himself. Setting off again, his feet guided him to places unknown.
Nico had already been late when he’d left school. He since regretted the smartass words he’d snapped in class. The words which had earned him detention. He may have made it back, even after detention but he just couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He clenched his fists at the memory. Why did I muttered those words?
Pausing again, his eyes scanning the empty streets lined with industrial buildings, broken down warehouses, and an office building here and there, Nico couldn’t understand what had drawn him here.
A breeze whipped across his face, the cold biting into his skin. Nico gazed at the sky and brushed his hair from his face. Dark, angry clouds sat heavy in the distance and the air felt charged, promising a storm. His wolf shifted uneasily beneath his skin. He’d been irritable all day, and was probably the reason he’d lost control of his smart mouth.
The irrational urge to hit something surged up inside of him. You are such an idiot, Nic! Bass gave you this chance and you’ve screwed it up.
Alpha’s Adviser, the official title Bass — his best friend and alpha — had bestowed him. A title many thought he’d not earned. Most members of the pack were aware of their friendship, but Nico knew Bass hadn’t just given him the title because of their relationship. Bass wasn’t wired that way. He gave him the honor because he thought he could excel at the job — the job Bass made up.
Nico had declined when he’d first been asked, telling Bass he’d gone crazy. It had been Katalina, Bass’s mate, who’d chased after him. He smiled, remembering the determined look in her eyes. It was the look she always wore when she planned to never let a subject go. She’d explained that it had been both of their idea’s, which really hadn’t made him feel more inclined to accept, but her next words had made him see that maybe they were right.
There’s going to be a lot of change, Nico. We need someone who the pack trusts, to watch for unease, to hear their worries, to make them feel safe.
He’d snapped at her, telling her that none of the enforcers trusted him, but as always, Katalina had a comeback.
You’re right, they don’t, but that is exactly why we need you. You’re our eyes and ears, Nico. You can walk unseen among the people of this pack, the members, which in the past have been seen as less. We need you. The pack needs you.
He accepted the title, ignored the sneers and jibes from the enforcers, and the pure bloods, because Katalina was right; she’d been the catalyst to change. A new dawn had begun within the wolves’ world, and not everyone felt easy about it. The ordinary members of the pack were scared, uncertain. They needed him to reassure them they were safe, that their concerns and wishes would be listened too.
Another gust of wind circled around him. His body froze and the wolf within him stood to attention.
Liv?
But the scent made no sense. Why would Olivia be out there?
His feet carried him, quick, light, and silent. He scented the air, following the pull he felt for her.
As Nico rounded the corner, he saw her. His heart sped up, his breath catching as he looked at the girl he’d loved for as long as he could remember. He couldn’t help the swell of disappointment as a human male ran across the street to greet her. They embraced, the smile on his face, wide and genuine. Nico couldn’t see Olivia’s face, but her stance told Nico she was happy to meet him.
Who is this man?
Just as Nico turned to leave, deciding his heart couldn’t stand watching her with another man for much longer, he caught scent of another. That scent he recognized…it meant trouble.
He was running toward Olivia when Bowen stepped from the shadows. Olivia didn’t sense him, her attention solely on the human male. As Bowen’s hand rose up above the human, Olivia saw him, yet there was no time to react. Even her shifter speed couldn’t have saved the human.
The human male dropped like a sack after Bowen’s gun connected with the back of his head. Olivia’s scream carried with the wind, aggravating Nico further.
Before Olivia could escape, Bowen took hold of her, and threw her to the ground with a satisfied smile. Bowen, too busy laughing at Olivia as he kicked her curled-up form, never sensed Nico leaping for him. Nico’s impact echoed around them like thunder. Taking aim, he slammed his fist into Bowen’s face, and then took satisfaction from his grunt of pain.
Bowen snarled at Nico, struggling against his hold. Hitting his face again, driven by his need to protect Olivia, Nico broke Bowen’s nose, but this only enraged Bowen further. Bowen was a large man, his height and width much larger than Nico’s. His savage nature and joy of fighting made him a hard man to beat. Bowen seemed to become stronger with every hit Nico made and as the wolf flashed into Bowen’s eyes, Nico realized he’d dived into a fight he wasn’t equipped to win.
The sound of a gunshot rang in his ears as fire ripped through his shoulder. The pain stole any strength he had left, and as his vision began to fade, Olivia cried his name. He wanted to tell her he’d save her, that everything would be all right, but as a heavy numbness pressed against him, dragging him into unconsciousness, Nico realized his words wouldn’t have been true.
 



Chapter 2
 
Olivia
 
Olivia curled up and sobbed. She wrapped her arms so tightly around her knees that she’d cut her circulation off. Tingles spread from her fingers up her arms, but she didn’t seem to notice. She stared at Nico’s pale face. Beads of sweat rolled down his forehead, collecting in the long lock of hair that had fallen forwards.
Blood from the bullet wound in his shoulder, soaked his t-shirt, growing larger by the minute. Olivia trembled, her tears falling down her face and splashing onto her hands. She bit her lip, tasting the salt, wishing the broken, distraught sounds coming from her would stop.
She’d never been dominant, and after a lifetime of having her father dictate every aspect of her life, she’d accepted she was never going to be a strong independent woman.
Nico, why are you not healing?
She whispered his name in her mind, not daring to speak. He was dying and it was her fault. No one knew where she was; her father thought she was at a study group. She’d been lying to him for months. Every time she did, she’d feel worse, but this one pleasure she couldn’t, wouldn’t, give up. Her father told her what to wear and what to study. She controlled nothing but this — a few afternoons in her life where she could truly be herself, be happy. And Nico would die because of it.
The sound of glass smashing made Olivia’s eyes dart up and focus on the man who’d taken away her one piece of happiness. Bowen paced the far end of the warehouse he’d dragged her and Nico into. She hoped Mark was still alive. Bowen had left him where he’d ambushed them, as if a human wasn’t even worth kidnapping. Bowen’s anger was evident in every muscle of his body, his words harsh and full of the savage edge of his wolf.
“Finally!” he snapped, pausing in his relentless pacing, “Your alpha, now!” he growled into the phone. “What do you mean he’s not there?”
His snarl echoed off the walls making Olivia shrink back. Her stomach did a frightened flip as realization sunk in: help wasn’t coming.
Nico coughed. Olivia scrambled toward him and gently touched his face, brushing the stray lock of blond hair from his forehead.
“Nico?” she whispered, quickly glancing up to make sure Bowen was still busy shouting into the phone. “Nico? Are you all right? Can you hear me?” His eyes opened. “Nico?” she murmured, moving her face above his.
His green eyes focused on her. The smallest of smiles crossed his lips before he grimaced, his hand gingerly touching his wound.
“Ouch,” he moaned. “So much for my heroic rescue,” he mumbled, his eyes briefly closing.
“You put up a pretty good fight. He’s twice the size of you.”
Nico didn’t answer her, but mustered up a smile. He leaned up on one elbow, groaning as he moved. “Is there an exit wound?” he asked.
Olivia moved behind him. The back of his t-shirt was dirty but free of blood. “No.”
“Damn it. No wonder it’s not healing. Liv, I need you to get the bullet out.”
“What? No I can’t!” She gasped.
“Livy, please, I’ll bleed out before anyone comes for us. If it’s out, I’ll start healing.”
Livy… Olivia hated when people shortened her name, yet from Nico’s lips, it sounded…right.
“Okay,” she whispered, glancing up to check Bowen was still on the phone, pacing.
Olivia ripped his shirt so the bullet hole was visible. Sucking in a breath, forcing herself to stay calm, she stared at the small wound she’d have to pull a bullet from. She was useless in stressful situations; her father always told her. She was a weak lamb, who could only take directions. Even her friend Tory had more backbone, and she was human. Olivia smiled, imagining Tory beside her, riled up, and ready to tackle the problem head on.
“What’s so funny?” Nico asked her, his green emerald eyes boring into hers.
“I was just thinking how my friend Tory would find the prospect of digging a bullet out of your shoulder thrilling.”
“Tory…the human?”
Olivia could guess what he was thinking, Why was precious, pure blooded Olivia friends with a filthy human? The thought sent a flash of anger through her veins; she dug her nails into his flesh.
“Wh…arrh…” His words trailed off into a garbled moan. His skin visibly paled.
Olivia’s fingers brushed metal as Bowen’s voice vibrated through her bones. She felt each tremor of his heavy steps as he thundered toward them, screaming for her to stop. For once, Olivia didn’t obey an instruction. Her finger curled under the bullet, pulling it free as Bowen threw her away.
“Bitch,” he snarled, advancing on her.
Olivia couldn’t speak for the fear closing off her airways. She scrambled back, her heart finding its way to her throat. The wolf flashed into Bowen’s eyes — savage, blood thirsty, and so desperate to rip her apart.
She found air, yet the only sound from her lips was a terrified cry.
“I’m going to enjoy killing you,” Bowen said with a twisted smile.
Nico appeared. Barreling into Bowen, they sprawled to the floor.
“Nico!” Olivia gasped, finding her way to her feet. “Stop it!” she screamed as Bowen hit Nico in the face, his blood splattering the dusty concrete floor. “You’ll kill him. Stop!” Yet he didn’t seem to hear her. Olivia’s mind raced, desperate for a solution. “He’s Sebastian’s best friend. Kill him and you’ll never get what you want.”
Bowen paused. His face turned slowly toward Olivia, the smile on his face sickening. “Really? I knew they were close, but best friend?”
“Yes, yes, the alpha, he —”
“Liv…don’t,” Nico interrupted.
Bowen turned back to Nico with a snarl.
“Alpha’s adviser. He made him the Alpha’s adviser,” Olivia said in a rush.
Bowen stood up, laughing, “Alpha’s adviser, that’s not even a thing.”
“Sebastian made the position for him. That’s how much he cares for him. It would be a mistake to kill him,” Olivia said calmly, her eyes never leaving Bowen, despite her instinct screaming for her to look away.
“I’m sure he doesn’t care,” Bowen mumbled, the look on his face saying he just wanted to spill blood.
Desperate for Bowen to leave Nico, Olivia said things she didn’t mean. “Think about it, Bowen, he’s just a half blood. His father is nothing special. Why would Sebastian make up some silly position for him if he didn’t matter?”
Bowen turned his attention from Nico to Olivia. A smug smile formed on his lips. “Well then, little miss, I have no use for you then, do I? I’ve been watching Dark Shadow for a while, looking for some way to reach Sebastian. You’re pureblood but not really significant, so I held off taking you in hopes I’d find someone of more worth, but it turns out you’re the only one stupid enough to be off pack land without protection. Well, apart from him.”
Olivia backed away until she hit the wall. Bowen’s words taunting her. Not significant…Unworthy… Stupid… Her breathing grew heavy as he neared, and although she wished not to show Bowen how much he frightened her, it was an impossible task. “Please,” she whispered. Her eyes darted to Nico as he climbed to his feet, staggering toward them. His hand pressed against his side as he half bent over. Blood poured from the cut above his eye, but the look he held as he stumbled toward her was one of determination, of a need to save her.
It was then, as Bowen towered above her, ready to deliver her death, she saw what Nico felt. She saw it written on his face, and in the deepest depths of his eyes.
He loved her.
 



Chapter 3
 
Nico
 
He was fading, yet he had to hold on. Bowen had made a mistake in kidnapping Nico; he’d underestimated him, as many often did. Nico may only be a half blood, he might not have the same strength as Bass, but he had one talent, a talent not many knew about. A love for knives.
Sliding his blade free as he forced himself upright, Nico smiled to himself. He was good at concealing weapons. He spent most of his days surrounded by humans, and normal humans didn’t carry weapons.
Forcing one foot in front of the other, Nico crept up behind Bowen. His blood boiled with rage at the sight of Olivia frightened and cowering. Not naturally dominant, her wolf chose to follow, not lead, and right then, Nico could see the battle Olivia was having with herself. Stand tall or submit?
Smelling her fear, Nico gripped the handle of his knife tighter, the feel of the plaited aged leather in his palm helping to calm his thundering heart. Loosening his wrist, Nico focused every inch of his body on reaching Olivia.
Steps faltering, Nico’s vision swayed. Blinking, he focused on her face, and made two more steps. With the last of his energy, Nico wrapped his arm around Bowen’s front, and with his other hand, thrust the knife upwards. The sharp claw-like tip cut easily through Bowen’s clothing and skin. Sliding through flesh, Nico twisted the blade, aiming it up behind Bowen’s ribs. Forcing air into his lungs, Nico felt himself slipping into unconsciousness.
No!
Life drained from his limbs and his hand struggled to keep a grip on the handle of his knife. Bowen’s enraged snarl rattled around his skull. Nico heard his own gargled rasp as he fought to push the blade a little further, to twist just enough so the fine serrated edge would tear into his lungs. Yet his hand fell limp, the knife still lodged in Bowen’s side. Nico saw the next blow coming, but was helpless to defend himself. His eyes slid shut before the fist reached its target.
Collapsing to the floor, Olivia’s shrill scream echoed around the warehouse. Then quieter in the background, Nico heard the distant ring of a phone.
His body gave up its fight.
***
 
“Hey,” Olivia said softly, a shy smile on her lips.
Nico blinked open his eyes, and although he was in the most pain he’d ever experienced in his life, none of it seemed to matter because it had led to this point: waking with his head in Olivia’s lap. Her small hands brushed softly through his hair, almost absently, the pad of her thumb sweeping against his damp forehead.
“Hey,” he rasped.
They stared at each other and Nico never wanted the moment to end. For so long he’d loved her. He’d imagined her touch, he’d imagined her shy smile directed at him. None of his daydreams had a measure on the real thing.
“Your shoulder’s healing,” she whispered to him, briefly glancing up.
“Unfortunately, I think he’s pulverized my brain.”
A flash of mischief crossed her eyes. “Ah, come on, Nico, there wasn’t much to start with.” Immediately, shock registered on Olivia’s face after she spoke.
Nico laughed and a sharp pain shot through his skull. “Oh, God,” he groaned.
“I’m so sorry. I’ve no idea why I said that,” Olivia replied.
“You were playing. You’re allowed, even though I did just have my ass handed to me.”
“Oh, I don’t know, that last attempt seems to have slowed him down.” She glanced across in Bowen’s direction again.
Nico reluctantly dragged his face from Olivia’s and turned his head. Bowen was on the phone, pacing again, yet he held his other hand over his side, his fingers stained red with blood. “Missed his lung though. That’s what I was aiming for.” Looking back at Olivia, Nico made the most of being close to her. It took all his effort to not sigh from her soft strokes. “Do you know who he’s speaking too?”
“Someone named Coby. They seem to be working together.”
Bowen ended the call and turned his sights on them. “Good, you’re awake,” he snarled, prowling toward them. “No fun paying you back for this.” He lifted his hand, showing Nico the blood coating his skin, “When you aren’t present.” His phone rang again. “Hold that thought. Hello… It’s about time. What kind of alpha takes so long to respond when two of his pack are in trouble?” Bowen snarled. “Your adviser, and some pure-blood bitch. What’s your name?” Bowen yelled at Olivia.
“O-Olivia,” she stammered.
“Olivia…yeah, they’re unharmed. Boy might be a little banged up but he’ll live… Come alone, and I’ll release them… Don’t dawdle.” He ended the call. “Now where were we?”
“He said unharmed,” Olivia squeaked.
“He said alive,” Bowen replied.
Nico struggled to his feet, surprised at how much better he felt without blood pouring from his bullet wound. He wasn’t quick enough to defend himself; he’d only just straightened up when Bowen swung his own knife at Nico.
Nico shot out his palm to deflect it, but failed. The knife cut through him like butter, tearing his flesh.
“That will teach ya, boy. Next time leave the fighting to the men. Oh and I’m going to keep this pretty knife you carry.”
Rage surged like acid up Nico’s throat, a snarl ripping from him, full of aggression. Gritting his teeth, he refused to fall down. His blood spilled hot and thick, and in that moment, Nico knew if help didn’t arrive soon, he wouldn’t make it out alive.
Nico liked knifes. They were sharp, and beautiful in their ability to cut through flesh. Yet that wasn’t why Nico loved them. Shifters so easily dismissed his blade, their ability to recover quickly from most knife wounds made them complacent, but Nico’s knifes held a deadly secret. They delivered death, with a sly silence. Nico’s blades were coated in wolfsbane, and Bowen had used Nico’s knife against him.
“Found some hidden strength, have we, boy?” Bowen laughed, bracing to fight. “He said you had to be alive, so I’ll make sure you’re still breathing when he arrives.”
“Nico, no,” Olivia whispered.
Forcing himself to stand straighter, Nico smiled at Bowen, taunting him. “Bring it on, old man.”
Bowen lunged, missing Nico by a hair’s breadth. Nico was surprised at the speed he’d moved to avoid Bowen. Guess knowing you’re likely going to die, changes things. 
Hearing Olivia’s frightened gasp fueled Nico’s rage. As Bowen stumbled past, Nico rammed his elbow into his back. Bowen whipped around. Snarling, he lashed out wildly, just catching Nico. It was enough though; pain erupted through Nico, stealing his breath.
Before Bowen could attack again, Bass’s voice filled the warehouse. It was both powerful and demanding. “I said alive!”
The anger drained from Nico as the weight of his alpha’s command pressed against him.
“Just returning the favor,” Bowen replied, lifting his hand away, revealing the knife wound in his side, and the blood coating his skin.
Nico watched Bass for a reaction. After years of being close, he could read him as easily as Katalina. Although he wore his mask for most of the world, Nico saw the flash of amusement cross his face, and the slight flicker of his eyes as he glanced at Nico. It was only a split second, but Nico read his message, ‘Nice work, pal.’
“I’m here alone, as asked. Let them go,” Bass demanded, his tone rough and eyes hard. He stood slightly bent, coiled to spring at any moment.
Nico swayed, blacking out for the barest of seconds.
Olivia was beside him a moment later. “Nico, are you going to be okay?” she murmured quietly, tucking herself against his side.
Nico pulled his eyes from Bass, reading Olivia’s face. She was frightened, for him. The lie rolled easily from his tongue, “Fine, I’ll be all healed within a few days.”
“Put these on first,” Bowen replied to Bass, producing handcuffs from his pocket. “They’re designed to keep naughty little wolves like you under control.”
“Let them go first.”
“Nope. Cuffs or our deal is off. I watched you turn on your own father. I can’t trust you to not attack the second they’re out of harm’s way.”
“Very well.” Bass sighed.
“Bass,” Nico hissed.
“Quiet. You’ll be leaving here and returning to pack land. Understood?”
Nico understood. It wasn’t often Bass used the power of the alpha wolf within him, but Nico sensed it within his words; he was powerless to protest. Nodding, Nico reluctantly watched his friend being cuffed and his legs bound.
Leaning on Olivia for support, Nico left the warehouse. The pain from his injuries, nothing compared to the ache within his chest.
 



Chapter 4
 
Katalina
 
Katalina slipped out of the back door. She’d been at her father, Jackson’s, with Bass. Not interested in listening to the meeting, she’d hung out with the River Run members at the house. The meeting had gone on slightly longer than she’d expected. Ordering Arne to stay at the back door, she crept quietly toward the barn behind Jackson’s house, where River Run and Dark Shadow were convening. Katalina knew without even peering inside that Bass wasn’t there.
Sensing someone else lurking, Katalina smiled as Toby came into view. Indicating for him to be quiet, she pointed toward the house and padded back. Once out of ear shot of the barn, Katalina spoke. “What’s going on, Toby?”
“What makes you think I know?” he asked as he stroked Arne behind the ears.
“Come on, Toby. It’s what you do. You’re the collector of secrets.”
“Hmm…Collector of Secrets… Yeah, I like that…has a nice ring to it,” he replied, nodding in approval.
“Toby.” Katalina groaned, “Focus.” Sometimes she forgot he was only fourteen. He was so often given tasks someone older should do, but many of the River Run members had grown up too quickly. War did that. Katalina was glad it was over.
“If I tell you, promise me you’ll not freak out.”
“Just tell me,” Katalina demanded, her hands coming to rest on her hips. Her heart picked up speed as her mind dredged up images of every possible scenario.
“Okay…I’ve not heard much, I saw Bass leave —”
“When?” Katalina interrupted.
“Ten mins…tops. So I went to check it out. Turns out some guy back from, you know, before you came, well, his brother was killed in the takeover. He’s kidnapped Nico and some girl.”
“What girl?”
“Dunno.”
“And Bass has gone alone to face him?”
“They were the terms. Bill’s sure pissed about it though, but Bass is his alpha. What’s he gonna do?”
“Where?” Kat asked, stripping off her jacket.
“Some warehouse.” Toby’s eyes widened. “Kat, what are you doing?”
“Going after him,” she replied, pulling her feet free of her jeans.
“Come on, Kat, you promised not to overreact.”
“I said no such thing.”
“What the hell is that?” Toby gawked.
“This?” Katalina asked, pointing to the pretty leather sheath holding her blade. Nico had given it to her a few days earlier after finally deeming her fit to carry a knife. Katalina had no idea something designed to sheaf her lethal knife could be pretty. It had a strip of plaited leather down the middle and a fine filigree pattern marked out in the leather. He’d given her a shoulder strap too so she’d always have it within easy reach. Yet she’d not quite found the words to explain to Bass why she felt the need to carry a knife and had opted instead to tuck it in the waist of her jeans, where it was easier to avoid Bass feeling it. “It’s a knife, Toby,” she continued.
Stripped down to nothing but her underwear and a thin cotton slip, which had now become an everyday essential — it was small enough to roll up and carry in her wolf mouth — Katalina took her knife from its sheath.
“I can’t let you go. You know that, right?”
Katalina smiled. Pulling the slip from over her head, she shed her underwear. Toby tried to stay facing her, but in the end, huffed and turned around. Katalina wrapped the slip around the blade of her knife.
“Jackson’s going to kill me. Best case I’ll be on patrol all night, all week…and I have plans,” he whined.
Katalina laughed as she placed the wrapped knife at her feet. “How about I make it look like you tried to stop me.”
“How you gonna do that?” he asked, turning back around.
Katalina balled her hand into fist. Stealing herself for a task she didn’t want to do, she clocked Toby with a punch. He stumbled back with an oomph.
“Stay, Arne,” she commanded before changing into her wolf. Katalina picked her bundle up with her teeth and caught one last look at Toby, hand on his jaw, a look of shock in his eyes. Arne stood obediently at his feet,. She then took off.
“Follow her, Arne,” Toby ordered as Katalina disappeared into the trees.
***
 
She broke the rules, but didn’t care. Bass had a fifteen minute head start on her so she needed to stay in her wolf form if she had any hope of reaching him in time. Her muscles burned in protest as they stretched to their limit. Her claws scraped against the bitumen beneath her paws as she raced through the streets heading toward a more industrial part of the small town of Atlanta, Michigan.
Picking up Bass’s scent, she turned sharply down a street. Katalina urged her body on. Fate was on her side while she ran. The streets of Atlanta were deserted — most likely due to the rumbling storm in the distance. Its heavy clouds created a dim light and a closeness which promised rain. Taking a sharp right as she followed his scent trail, she realized he’d stayed in his human form, so maybe she had a few more minutes’ grace. Skidding between two large warehouses, Katalina came to an abrupt stop as Olivia stumbled out of a door, struggling to keep Nico upright.
The coppery scent of blood coated her tongue. Her eyes focused on Nico and the wound on his side. Shifting, she held her finger to her lips. Olivia didn’t respond, yet Nico, even though he looked like he’d pass out any minute, straightened slightly, nodding.
Quickly and quietly, Katalina unwrapped her knife and pulled on her slip. Blade in hand, she looked around, seeing a window above with a fire escape. Indicating to Nico and Olivia, Katalina gestured for them to close the door as she opened the window.
Realization lit Nico’s eyes, his hand rested on the door waiting for her count down. One, two, three, she mouthed and pulled the window up as Nico slammed the door shut. Inside, Katalina scanned her surroundings and formulated a plan.
Bass was cuffed and bound in the center of the building. Bowen walked around him talking, smug in his capture. At first glance, he looked uninjured but Katalina picked up the slight dip in his walk. She also noticed his hand clamped firmly over his bleeding stomach.
Bass, sensing her as she neared the edge of the upper floor, locked his eyes with hers for a second, emotions swimming across them; surprise, anger, fear…
Walking to a section of the damaged railing, which crumbled away, Katalina gripped her knife like Nico had taught her. Taking a deep breath, she allowed her wolf to the surface, and jumped.
Hitting Bowen hard, they crashed to the floor. The impact knocked the air from Katalina but she forced her brain to keep functioning, and swung her knife, embedding it into his chest.
Bellowing with rage, Bowen’s rough hands gripped her thigh, and flung her off.
Never lose the grip of your blade. Lose it and you’re dead. With Nico’s voice in her mind, Katalina refused to let go of the handle of the knife, even as her wrist twisted painfully. Landing on her back, her head bounced off the hard concrete floor, stunning her momentarily.
Gritting her teeth, Katalina jumped to her feet, bracing for Bowen’s next move.
“Looky what we have, Sebastian. Looks like your bitch has come to play.” Bowen laughed.
Katalina refused to look at Bass. One glance and she’d lose her nerve. Bowen outweighed and outmatched her, she knew that. Yet she also knew leaving Bass alone wasn’t an option either.
“You’ve grown a pair since I saw you last. What happened to the frightened girl?” Bowen sneered.
Katalina didn’t answer. She clenched her jaw, ready to diminish the confidence in his tone.
“Such a shame to kill such a fine specimen. I’d keep you for myself but watching Sebastian’s face as I strangle the life from you will be so much sweeter.”
Bass’s growl echoed off the walls. Katalina heard his scuffles as he tried to free himself, but again, she forced her eyes to stay on the threat. Bowen charged. Katalina emptied her mind, her breath the only thing she concentrated on…In, one, two, three…Out, one, two, three…
Twisting at the last second, she used her size to her advantage, nimbly avoiding his big clunky frame. Her knife slashed across his back, enraging him further. Turning with on an animalist yell, Bowen lashed out, catching Katalina across the face with the back of his hand.
The slap of the impact vibrated through her head and Bass’s fearful cry made her blood run cold. Her cheek bone cracked and her brain rattled in her skull. Yet she refused to go down. Screaming, she raced forward. Swinging wildly, his blood sprayed hot across her bare skin before Bowen hit hard. She went down.
Katalina heard the clatter of her knife before she realized she’d dropped it. Stomach lurching, Bowen appeared on top of her seconds later, his calloused grubby hands squeezing around her throat, choking the life from her. Frozen, fear gripped her as she lay gasping for breath. Bowen’s triumphant smile in her face.
“Katalina!”
Katalina turned her head, dragging her eyes from the man who was going to kill her, to take one last glance at the man she loved. She wasn’t sure what she expected to see when she looked toward Bass, but anger wasn’t an emotion she’d imagined. She stared, detached from herself, Bass’s dark eyes her only focus.
“Fight,” Bass growled at her. The weight of his command pressed against her bones.
Her wolf bristled and rose, unfreezing her. Reaching blindly for her blade, Katalina struggled to throw Bowen off her. Her fingers brushed the tip of the knife handle, but she couldn’t quite reach it. Black spots floated before her eyes while her brain grew foggy from lack of oxygen.
The bang of a door, the scrape of metal.
“Kat,” Olivia called as she kicked her knife within reach.
Grasping the blade, with the finest thread of hope running through her, Katalina forced the last of her energy into driving the blade into Bowen’s side. Stabbing him repeatedly, he reared back growling, his hands releasing her neck to hit back. Dragging in a gargled breath, Katalina swiped as she sensed another presence enter the warehouse.
Her mind blacked out, her vision swaying.
Bowen was ripped from her. The sound of tearing flesh and an angry bark filled her head before there was a thud and silence.
Katalina pushed up on her elbows, blinking as she dragged in a deep lung full of air, and smiled at her rescuer.
“Good boy,” she croaked as Arne whined, pressing his blood-stained muzzle against her face. A shadow loomed above her. “Hey.” Katalina smiled sheepishly.
“Could you please find the keys to get me out of these cuffs,” Bass ground out through his teeth, the rope from around his legs broken.
Katalina pushed her sore body up and checked Bowen’s pockets, her nose wrinkling as she took in his torn neck. Finding the key, she stood and released Bass. He turned to face her, the expression on his face unreadable.
“Are you mad at me?” Katalina asked quietly, apprehension swirling in the pit of her stomach.
“What were you thinking, Katalina? Taking him on alone?”
“I was protecting what’s mine,” she replied firmly, not taking her gaze from his. Though the croak in her voice didn’t help her cause.
A low rumble made its way up his chest. “You are the most stubborn, reckless —”
“Hey!” Katalina rasped.
“Brave woman, I know,” Bass finished, a soft smile spreading on his lips. He pulled her flush against him kissing her hard on the mouth. “Yet in future, I’d rather you’d listen and stay where it’s safe.”
“Lecture me later. Nico was in a bad way when I arrived,” she answered, gingerly touching her throat, and turning toward the door.
 



Chapter 5
 
Olivia
 
Olivia breathed a sigh of relief as Katalina’s dog raced around the corner, and burst through the door. Leaping as Bowen reared back, the dog latched onto his throat and killed him.
Turning back to smile at Nico, Olivia gasped, racing back to him. He’d collapsed to the floor, the wall at his back marked with the trail of his blood as he’d slid down to the concrete.
“Nico.” She reached him, helping him half sit. He smiled dreamily at her. “What are you smiling at?” she asked bewildered.
“You.” Nico reached up, touching an unsteady palm to her cheek. Olivia felt the wetness of his touch as he marked her with his blood. “I’m dying, and your beautiful face is going to be the last thing I see. That’s something to smile about.”
“Help!” Olivia screeched as Nico’s eyes slid shut, “Help him,” she demanded as Bass bent beside her. Not even Bass’s dominant presence could drown out the sudden fear of never seeing Nico look at her again.
“I…f-fine,” Nico said, waving Bass off.
“Kat, tell me you brought your phone?” Bass asked, straightening up.
She bit her lip. “Err, no…I ran here as a wolf.”
“Damn it.”
“Bowen had a phone, and I have my phone. It’s…it’s in my bag, back with… Oh, God, Mark!” Olivia gasped.
“Who’s Mark?” Bass asked as Katalina went in search of Bowen’s phone.
“He’s…” Olivia looked at the floor, not wanting to reveal her secret, yet knew she had no choice. “He’s my dance instructor. Bowen attacked him a few blocks over from here. Oh, I hope he’s alive.”
“Human?”
“Yes,” Olivia whispered, unable to look Bass in the eyes.
“This complicates things.”
“Found it,” Kat called from the other side of the building.
Nico coughed. Olivia helped him sit up further but the coughing increased as blood spluttered from his mouth. “Nico!”
“He’s not healing. Katalina, ring Jackson. Have him bring Karen. You will stay under Jackson’s protection until I come for you. Understand?”
“Yes, I won’t leave, promise.” Katalina wandered off, phone to her ear as she gave instructions over the phone.
“Olivia, come with me. We’ll deal with Mark.”
Olivia’s heart kicked up speed. The thought of being alone with Bass, her alpha, had her wolf in a sudden panic. Forcing air to enter her lungs, she nodded her reply and turned back to Nico. He briefly opened his eyes as she touched his skin and the corner of his mouth lifted up in a smile. “Livy,” he whispered quietly so only she could hear.
Her heart clenched, the hold around her chest tightening painfully as she realized she didn’t want to leave him. “Don’t die,” Olivia whispered back. Leaning forward, she pressed her lips against his. The second they made contact, her whole body filled with warmth, and she knew going through with her plan would be a near impossible task.
“Ready?” Bass asked as she stood, still unable to take her eyes from Nico.
“Yes,” Olivia murmured.
“Kat, can you swap tops with Olivia please? And…you’ve blood on your face, Olivia.”
“This isn’t exactly something you’d normally wear in public, Bass,” Katalina muttered as she pulled the slip over her head.
Olivia didn’t know where to look, her eyes darted nervously around the room before she decided to turn her back and unbutton her shirt. “I-I’ve a jacket in my b-bag,” she stuttered nervously as she gave her shirt to Katalina.
“Let’s go. Kat, stay inside until Jackson arrives and have Bowen taken to River Run. I’d rather not have the pack go into a panic.”
“Understood,” Katalina replied, pressing her lips to his.
“Keep an eye on her.” Bass smiled, patting Arne on the head as they exited the warehouse.
Olivia fiddled nervously with her hands as she walked behind Bass. Her wolf on edge, she felt like a bundle of nerves just waiting to explode. Olivia had been submissive in nature most of her life. She couldn’t remember a time when she had disobeyed orders or been adventurous. Her secret dance lessons were as wild as Olivia got, and even those caused her constant worry and conflict. For the past two years, she’d spent most of the time at war with her decision, but at the end of it all, she’d needed the lessons. After a life of following orders, of being told she wasn’t good enough, she craved this one thing to keep her going, because without dance, Olivia had reached a point where she wondered what the point of living was.  
“Olivia, you can walk beside me,” Bass said softly, interrupting her thoughts.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, glancing up at his face and immediately dropping her gaze to the ground.
“There’s no need to apologize. I know I’m your alpha, but you’ve no need to fear me. I only want to help you.”
“No one can help me,” she whispered. Gasping, Olivia clamped her hand over her mouth, not quite believing she’d said those words.
Bass stopped, turning to face her. Olivia froze. Her hands hung at her sides while her fingers trembled as she stared at her feet.
“Olivia,” Bass said gently, reaching out and touching her shoulder.
Instantly, Olivia felt her wolf calm. Slowly, she lifted her head, meeting his eyes.
“I won’t hurt you. I know things haven’t always been pleasant at Dark Shadow, but I plan to change that. I can’t help you unless you talk to me.”
Olivia took a deep breath and nodded. Walking, she told Bass things she’d never told anyone. “Two years ago my school ran a six-week dance program. I joined and told my father I was studying in the library at school. The instructor, Mark, he approached me at the end of the six weeks and said I had talent. He’s been teaching me in secret for the past two years. If my father found out, I’m not sure what he’d do.”
“Why would it bother him so much?”
Olivia remained silent, wondering if she should speak her next words.
“Whatever you tell me will remain between us.”
“My father, he-he doesn’t want to stay within the pack. He says wolves are stuck in the past. He craves the luxuries humans have. I’m his ticket out of Dark Shadow. He’s uneducated so he expects me to study and gain employment, which will keep him in the luxuries he wants. If he found out what I planned…” Olivia shuddered. The thought sent ice-cold fear through her.
“What do you have planned?”
“There’s an audition in four weeks for the chance to earn a spot at School of American Ballet.”
They rounded the corner and Olivia paused. Mark was where he’d been left, slumped on the ground where he’d met her.
Bass brushed her arm, unfreezing her and somehow dissolving her fear. “We’ll discuss your problems later, but I want you to know, if your desires are to leave, I will not stop you, and I’ll make sure your father doesn’t know why you were here.”
“Thank you,” Olivia whispered before rushing to Mark.
 



Chapter 6
 
Katalina
 
“Don’t you bloody die, Nico,” Katalina demanded as she braced against the sharp turn Jackson took, her hand pressed firmly against his side. The storm had arrived as she’d waited for Jackson, rain streamed in rivets down the trucks windows, blinding her view to the outside world.
“He’s burning up,” Karen muttered as she worked over him as best as she could in the back of the truck, “Did Bowen give him anything?” she asked Katalina.
“Not that I know of. Why isn’t he healing?”
“I’m not sure. His body is reacting to something. It’s hindering the healing process,” Karen answered as she injected Nico.
“What’s that?”
“Antibiotic. I’ll run some tests when we get back, try to work out what is in his system.”
Katalina looked at Nico’s flushed face, covered with beads of sweat. Seeing him like this brought so many fears to the surface. She wanted desperately for him to open his eyes and flash her his trademark smile. She’d give anything to see that ‘devil may care’ look again. They’d become close over the last weeks as he’d trained her in secret, always smiling and joking. Yet underneath, he took every second of her training seriously, so much so, she now wielded a knife like it was a part of her.
My knives hold a secret, Kat…
“Oh, God,” Katalina gasped as she remembered their conversation.
“What?”
“Wolfsbane, that’s what is in his system. Bowen stabbed him with his own knife, and Nico coats the blades with diluted wolfsbane.”
“Jackson, drive faster,” Karen ordered.
Katalina struggled to breathe past the lump in her throat. She’d not experienced this much fear since watching Bass fight for their lives. “Don’t die,” she ordered Nico again taking his hand. “Please don’t die.”
 



Chapter 7
 
Olivia
 
Watching the ambulance drive away, Olivia took a few more seconds to gather herself before facing the police. The heavens had opened and rain rolled down her face but she didn’t notice. Tension poured from Bass; his wolf felt on edge and it did nothing to calm hers. She was so grateful for him keeping her secret, but she knew having the police involved in pack business wasn’t an easy task.
“Miss?”
Sighing, Olivia turned and smiled. “How can I help?” she asked, pulling her jacket further around herself as beads of water dripped beneath her collar.
“How about you start at the beginning?”
“I left school for my dance lesson, like I do every Tuesday. As I rounded the corner, Mark was jumped. The man stole his watch and wallet and ran off.”
“Why in this building and not a studio?” the police officer asked.
Because I keep secrets…“It’s quiet and Mark owns the building…I think.”
“One more question,” the police officer said, his eyes swiveling to Bass. “How’s he fit into all of this?”
“Oh…I…” Olivia froze.
“Boyfriend,” Bass answered, stepping closer to Olivia and sliding his hand into hers.
It took everything Olivia had to not flinch as Bass touched her. The wolf inside of her squirmed, and fought, wanting out.
“You walk her here?” the officer asked Bass.
“Yeah, I was coming to see her dance. She’s never let me before.”
“And you both live on the commune on the outskirts of town?”
“Yes,” Olivia and Bass said in unison.
His eyes landed on Olivia again, “Your parents not know about him?”
Olivia glanced at Bass. “Parent…and no my father doesn’t…”
“All right, well, you’re both technically adults… I’ll speak to Mark. I’ll be in touch if we need anything else.”
“Thanks. Come on, Olivia, let’s go get your car,” Bass instructed, leading Olivia away.
As they rounded the corner out of sight, Bass released her hand. Olivia stumbled. Doubling over, she thought she might be sick. Gasping in air, she fisted her trembling hands and wished she had more spine.
“Are you okay?” Bass asked, closing the distance between them.
“Yes,” Olivia rasped, stepping back. “Just give me a sec. You put me on edge…I wasn’t prepared for you touching me.”
“I’m sorry,” Bass replied, stepping back. “It just seemed like the easiest explanation.”
“It was. I’ll be fine… It’s just, you’re my alpha, and…well, a lot’s happened today.”
“We could be friends?”
Olivia looked up to be sure she’d heard right. “We could?”
“Yes. Nico is my best friend. Katalina needs a friend. We could all be friends.”
Olivia smiled. Bass went from being certain to uncertain. She’d never seen this side of him. She’d never seen him as just another guy. He’d always seemed so…untouchable. “Sure, I’d like that.”
“Great. Shall we go see how Nico’s doing?”
“Go to…River Run?”
“Yes, he’s at Jackson’s,” Bass answered, striding away.
“Their a-alpha’s house?” Fear reared its ugly head again.
Bass paused and looked at her. Olivia forced her eyes to not glance away. “I forget some would find the prospect of going onto River Run land daunting. It’s like a second home for me now. Come, no one will hurt you.”
Olivia followed him, scowling at his back. Pfft, daunting. Try terrifying. 
 



Chapter 8
 
Katalina
 
Katalina couldn’t watch anymore. She was of no use anyway; her eye had swollen and she was struggling to see out of it. Chest tight, she slipped out of the room where Karen prepared to operate on Nico, and then headed outside. Slumping down on the porch step, she leaned her head against the railing, allowing her tears to fall.
It looked bad. The wolfsbane had been in his system longer than she’d have liked. She wished she’d have thought about it sooner. They could have washed out the wound at the warehouse.
The door opened. Katalina didn’t glance up. She knew who was behind her and she wasn’t in the mood for a lecture. Swiping her tears, she said angrily, “I’m not in the mood for a lecture, Jackson. Bass has already told me how stubborn and reckless I am.”
Jackson sat beside her anyway. “You’re both of those things. You get it from me.”
Katalina glanced up, not expecting his words. They very rarely spoke without bickering.
Jackson sucked in a breath, “Jesus, Kat that looks nasty.”
Katalina touched her eye gingerly. In truth, the pain seemed nothing to the anxiety over Nico. “I’ll live.”
“I’ve been thinking.”
Great! Never a good sign.
“If you’re going to be running off into danger —”
“I said no lectures,” Katalina interrupted.
Jackson growled before continuing, and Katalina smiled; there was the Jackson she knew and loved.
“If you’d just listen. In fact, if you’d have waited five seconds earlier, you’d have found out we were planning to go after Bass ourselves.”
“You were? But he ordered everyone to stay behind.”
Jackson laughed. “Katalina, I’m the alpha of River Run. I do not take orders from Bass and neither do my men.”
“Oh…well, I guessed you wouldn’t care,” she answered quietly.
“Well, my daughter happens to care, so I care. But anyway, back to what I was trying to say. I’ve realized you will never be happy staying safe and away from danger, so I think it’s time you trained as other novices do.”
“I’ve already been training,” Katalina answered, pulling her knife free from the back of her waistband. “Nico taught me. Not that it did him much good today.”
“Kat, there’s nothing you could have done to change the outcome of today. Nico had already been stabbed before you got there.”
“He can’t die, Jackson. I…I can’t lose anyone else.” Her words cracked at the end as her chest constricted.
“Nico’s a fighter and he’s in good hands. He’ll pull through this.” Jackson glanced at Katalina nervously, seeming unsure about what to do with his crying daughter. “Let me get you an icepack for that eye.”
He returned a minute later, handing her an icepack wrapped in a tea towel. Katalina took it and pressed it against her face, sucking in a pained breath as the cold made contact with her skin.
“Couple a days and you’ll be fine,” Jackson reassured her with a pat to the knee.
The dam burst. Tears ran from her eyes like a vast river as heaving sobs rocked her body.
“Kat,” Jackson whispered, his hands hovering over her, but not sure if he should touch.
Katalina looked at him through tear-blurred eyes. “This is your fault.” She sniffled. “Stop being so nice to me. Go back to being grumpy so I can pretend everything is normal.”
His arm finally rested over her shoulder. And as he pulled her in close to his body, she went. Surprised at how comforting his hold was, the emotions inside of her eased. In that moment, he truly felt like her father.
***
 
When Bass arrived, Katalina had stopped crying but she was still tucked against Jackson’s side holding the icepack to her eye.
He frowned as he excited Olivia’s car, but didn’t question why she’d suddenly become so cozy with her father.
“How is he?” Bass asked, walking toward them on the porch.
Katalina couldn’t answer for fear she’d cry again. She sucked in a breath, shaking her head.
“Karen is operating on him. The wolfsbane in his system has effectively made him human. He’s not healing as a shifter would, so she’s repairing the internal bleeding,” Jackson answered for her.
“Wolfsbane?” Bass’s mask briefly slipped. Bass came to a stop in front of Katalina, pulling her hand holding the icepack away, “Let me see.” He growled, the wolf appearing in his eyes. “What I’d do to him if the bastard was still alive.”
“Well, he’s not, and I’ll heal. Could have been worse.”
“I’d rather not think about it,” Bass replied. “Shall we go inside? Coming, Olivia?”
Katalina glanced at Olivia still hovering near her car. The rain had plastered her hair to her head, yet she didn’t seem all that intent on moving. Her hand rested on the handle like any second she planned to race away. Katalina hadn’t spent much time with her, but what little she had, she’d learned Olivia’s wolf was as submissive as they came. She wasn’t sure what Nico saw in such a submissive wolf and thought he’d be better suited to someone who could push back, but Nico was smitten, so she planned to be friends with Olivia.
“Come on, Olivia. We’ll wait together.” Katalina walked up and linked her arm through hers, ignoring the bite of pain as rain lashed her face. “Have you met my father yet? He’s a grumpy old man, but his bark is worse than his bite.”
“Very funny, Kat,” Jackson grumbled, entering the house ahead of them.
“See,” Katalina whispered against her ear, managing to pry a quiet laugh from her.
“A-am I allowed in here?” Olivia asked quietly as Katalina lead her to the door.
“Perks of being friends with the girl who belongs to both packs. Golden ticket pass to snoop.” Katalina laughed.
“I’ll be with you shortly. There are a few things that need to be discussed first,” Bass said, kissing Katalina on the cheek. He followed Jackson into the back of the house as Katalina and Olivia headed up the stairs.
 



Chapter 9
 
Olivia
 
Beep, beep, beep, beep… The sound rang through her ears like the most beautiful song and nightmare put together. It signaled he was still with her, yet the sound was a haunted melody. Its rhythm changed to a continuous noise every so often, signaling his heart had stopped, and she was losing the man she’d not had a chance to know.
Every time the noise blared around them, Katalina gripped her hand tighter. At first, she’d thought she’d held her hand to comfort her, to reassure Olivia she was welcome in the River Run alpha’s home. Yet Olivia since wondered whether Katalina needed her hand for her own comfort. A mixture of feelings — fear, happiness and the most troubling of them all…jealousy — threatened to overwhelm Olivia at the thought.
Olivia wasn’t used to such emotions and it made her uneasy. She was envious of Katalina’s friendship with Nico. What does she know about him that I don’t? She’d heard Nico had taught Katalina to fight with a knife, and just the thought of them spending time alone turned her blood red hot.
God, what is wrong with me? She’s my alpha’s mate. Pull yourself together, Olivia.
Yet she couldn’t. With every passing minute, she analyzed what had passed between herself and Nico. She remembered the look in his eyes as he fought against his own body to stay with her and protect her. Love…love is what she’d seen. I’m dreaming. Why would Nico ever love me?
What does it even matter if he loves me or not? You’re leaving, Olivia…remember?
Shaking her head, she tried to concentrate on something else. It didn’t matter what she or he felt. Olivia planned to move. She had just three months left and then she would be free. Three months to keep her secret from her father, three months to wonder if she was making the right decision. She already second guessed herself every day, making her anxiety a constant presence. The last thing she needed was a reason to stay behind. Olivia needed this. She needed to get into the dance school. It was the one thing that had kept her going through the constant pressure and abuse she received from her father. All her life she’d taken his orders. She’d traveled under the radar and suppressed her true self so that he’d be happy, but no more. Three months and she’d finally be free to be whomever she wanted to be.
“I come with pizza and orders.”
Olivia glanced at Katalina. She didn’t know who the boy was and he couldn’t have been talking to her.
“Hey, To –” Katalina jumped to her feet. “What the hell happened to you? I didn’t hit you that hard.”
“Bowen brought a friend along. Idiot tried to sneak onto the wrong pack land,” the boy said.
Katalina tilted his head to get a better look at his black eye and split lip.
“Kat, don’t fuss. God, you’re as bad as my mother,” he whined.
Katalina huffed and sat down. “What are my orders?”
“One, do not leave this house. Two, eat; otherwise, Toby has permission to force feed you. Three, get Karen to look at your eye…which by the way, is an impressive shiner.”
“Shut up, Toby. This is Olivia. Olivia, Toby, my annoying but useful friend.”
“Hi,” Olivia answered.
“Oh, yeah and Bass said he’d informed your father of your whereabouts, Olivia,” Toby added.
“Oh…thanks.”
Toby took a seat and offered pizza around. Katalina took a piece, pulling a face at Toby.
“So what’s the low down, Toby?”
“Not telling you. I’m still pissed for you clocking me one earlier.”
“Aww, you aren’t still mad about that are you? It was only a little punch, and you’ve got another now so that erases mine.”
“Nope. Does not count.”
Olivia watched their playful banter feeling more and more out of place. These were Nico’s friends, and she had no idea how to fit in, or why she had the urge to want to. The door opened to her right, interrupting her thoughts, and Katalina and Toby’s conversation.
“How is he?” Katalina blurted out the second an older lady appeared.
“Stable for now. The next twenty-four hours are going to be crucial, but I managed to stop all the bleeding…so fingers crossed.”
“Thank you,” Katalina breathed, sinking back into her chair. “Pizza?”
“Sure, let’s look at your face first.”
“I’ll be fine. Eat.”
“I’ll tell Bass.” Toby laughed.
“After food,” the older woman compromised.
Katalina nodded in agreement, offering her the pizza box. “Karen, this is Olivia. Olivia this is my grandmother.”
Karen looked as shocked as Olivia felt. She’d not realized Katalina had more family in River Run, and by the look on Karen’s face, Olivia felt Katalina didn’t very often call her ‘grandmother.’
Smiling, Karen squeezed Katalina’s hand and turned her attention onto Olivia. “So you’re Nico’s girlfriend?” she asked.
“No!” Olivia squeaked. “I mean, no, we’re…we are…” What are we?
“Friends, they’re friends,” Katalina finished for her. “Olivia was kidnapped by Bowen, too.”
“Are you hurt?” Karen asked.
“Just a few bruises. Nico…Nico protected me.” Olivia took a breath in an attempt to calm her nerves. “C-can I go see him?”
“Yes, just don’t disturb him. And, Olivia, don’t hesitate to shout out if you feel ill at all. Sometimes bruises feel a lot worse once the shock has passed.”
“Okay.” Olivia nodded.
Smiling, Olivia stood on shaky legs and walked the few feet to the door, feeling all eyes on her. As she closed the door behind her, she finally managed to drag enough oxygen inside her lungs. Taking quiet, steady steps toward Nico, Olivia attempted to block out the bleeping machines and wires coming from him. Hovering, not daring to touch him, she stared at his face, willing his eyes to open and look at her with the warmth he’d shown her earlier.
Yet he remained unconscious, his chest rising and falling, and the machine beeping in the rhythm of his heart.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I never meant for others to get caught up in my lies. Please be okay. I need you to be okay, Nico.”
Finally giving in to her need to touch him, she gently entwined her fingers with his and sighed as warmth spread throughout her body, easing the tension within her.
 



Chapter 10
 
Nico
 
It was first light when he woke. The early morning chatter of the birds outside drifted into his darkened room. The main light emitted from a lamp in the corner. Turning his head, he gasped as pain shot throughout his body. Groaning, he dragged in a breath as someone’s fingers moved between his. Slowly angling his head to get a look at the person, Nico’s pain disappeared. His mind filled with wonder when he looked at the woman he’d loved for so long holding his hand. Her head rested on his bed as she slept.
He flexed his fingers, enjoying the feel her hand in his. Closing his eyes, Nico thought back to the events that had lead him to that moment. He was hit with the sweetest of memories: her lips on his… Don’t die…
She cared, she actually cared. He struggled to find the reason why he’d stayed away so long. Why hadn’t he spoken to her before? Why hadn’t he told her how he felt?
“Livy,” he whispered, squeezing her hand. “Livy, wake up.”
She didn’t rouse, and Nico wondered just how long she’d been awake for. Has she even been home?
Nico’s eyes grew heavy. Succumbing to the desire, he rested for a while reveling in the feel of her hand in his, before falling to sleep.
 
***
When he next woke, Olivia was gone and his hand felt oddly empty. Clenching his fist, he brought his hand to his face, biting back the gasp of pain as he moved. Her scent coated his skin. He’d not dreamt it; she’d been there.
“Hey,” Bass said.
Nico swiveled his eyes toward Bass.
“Yeah, she was here. All night in fact. I had to force her and Kat home,” Bass continued and took a seat beside him.
“Do you…not…have alpha…duties to…tend to?” Nico rasped, his throat itchy and thick.
“Here, have a drink.” Bass offered Nico a glass of water, holding the straw to his mouth. “I’ve been tending to my duties all night. Do you realize how shitty it was dealing with all that crap when I just wanted to be here?”
“I’m all right, pal.”
“No, Nico, you’re not. You nearly didn’t make it, and it’s going to be days before you’re out of bed.”
Nico groaned; he already felt bored. He wasn’t good at doing nothing.
“How’s Kat? It’s all a little fuzzy but I remember her climbing up the fire escape.”
Bass shook his head. “She’s impossible to keep out of danger…and I will be yelling at you for giving her that knife. What were you thinking?”
Nico laughed, then regretted it as his insides throbbed. “I was thinking trouble follows Kat so she’s better off having a way to defend herself.”
“She’s a wolf,” Bass muttered, leaning further back in his chair.
“Yeah, and she’s connected to the ‘real world.’” Nico flashed a cocky smile when Bass glared. “Deny it all you like, but you’ve mated a wolf who’s grown up human, and in that world, she can’t walk around as a wolf, but she can have a concealed knife.”
“I’m still yelling at you, on principle.”
“God, I’m in agony. Where’s the doc with some drugs for me?”
“I’ll go fetch her. I imagine she’ll want to check you over anyway.” Bass walked to the door, but paused before existing. “You did well, Nico,” he murmured with a smile.
Karen came and injected something into the IV bag. Nico tried to stay awake as Bass talked to him, but the drugs pulled him under as the pain seeped away from his body.
“Sleep, pal,” Bass said, patting his shoulder. “I’m just going to take a nap in this chair anyway.”
Nico’s last view was of Bass, hands clasped behind his head as he leaned back, closing his eyes.
 
***
“Liv?” Nico murmured as he heard scuffling. Forcing his eyes to open, he saw it was around midday.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to wake you,” Bass said, his hand on the door. “I’ve gotta get back. Words got around about what happened. Kat says tensions are high.”
“Has Olivia been back?” Nico asked.
“No. Though I wouldn’t expect her to. She was terrified to be here. Can’t see her staying alone. I’ll have Kat bring her back.” Bass disappeared from view.
“Bass?”
“Yeah?” he asked, poking his head back inside.
“Keep an eye on her. There’s something going on. I’m just not sure what.”
Bass nodded. “Just concentrate on getting out of here so you can watch her yourself.”
“I’m bored already and I’ve slept most the day,” Nico groaned.
Bass laughed. “I’ll send Toby to entertain you.”
 



Chapter 11
 
Olivia
 
Grateful her father was out on day patrol, Olivia had a quick shower before collapsing in bed. Leaving Nico had been surprisingly hard; though the thought of staying in the house without Bass or Katalina had caused her heart to freeze, so she’d freed her hand from his and left.
She needed to visit Mark, but she wasn’t quite sure how she’d manage it. A text will have to do for now…
Olivia – Mark, I hope you’re okay. Get better soon. Olivia.
Closing her eyes, Olivia told herself she’d figure it out after some sleep.
Her sleep was short lived though. What felt like minutes, yet was an hour later, Olivia awoke to the sound of her front door banging open. As she sat up in bed, her father appeared in the doorway looking livid.
“F-father,” Olivia stuttered, unable to hold back the fear he instilled in her.
“Everyone is saying you were with that boy when Bowen attacked. Yet I was under the impression you were studying, like you do every Tuesday and Thursday.”
Olivia swallowed the lump in her throat. Although her father spoke his words calmly, she could see the nasty, abusive man beneath just waiting for an excuse to be let out.
“I, I was s-studying.”
“Spit it out, Olivia,” he ground out, eyes narrowing with impatience.
Willing her voice to be strong, she continued, “N-Nico had detention. We finished together. I was g-giving him a lift.”
“You are to stay away from that boy, you hear? Do not go finding a reason to stay in this dump. Remember what you are, Olivia. Remember all you have to make up for.”
Olivia nodded, unable to speak for fear of crying. Her father hated tears. He punished her for tears.
Turning, her father left. Only when the house had been silent for ten minutes did Olivia allow her tears to fall. How could I forget Father? You remind me every day…I’m a murderer. I killed my own mother.
***
 
Katalina visited her later in the day. Opening the door, she quickly recovered from her shock of having a visitor.
“Who is it?” her father yelled from the other room.
“Katalina,” Olivia replied, quickly stepping outside and closing the door behind her. Katalina frowned but didn’t question why she’d not been allowed entry. “Hi.”
“Hey, how are you feeling? Did you get much sleep?”
“Not really,” Olivia admitted. She’d spent most of the afternoon curled into a ball wishing her sudden feelings for Nico would go away.
“I’m heading over to River Run to visit, Nico. Do you want to come?”
YES! “No…I best not. My father wants me to stay in.”
Katalina glanced to the door, her expression unreadable. “Oh, well okay. Shall I come by in the morning?”
“I’m not sure.”
“Just come find me when you’d like to see him then. I know he’ll be waiting.”
“Okay, thanks.”
Olivia watched Katalina turn away. Rushing back inside before she changed her mind and chased after Katalina, the door had nearly shut when Katalina spoke again.
“Hey, Olivia?”
Olivia’s heart lurched into her throat. Pulling the door wider, she answered, “Yeah?” and plastered a smile to her face.
“You are all right, aren’t you?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”
“No reason. Just know I’m here if you ever need to talk…about anything.”
Escaping inside, Olivia rested her forehead against the front door. Full of conflicting emotions.
“Olivia!” her father barked, making her jump.
“Yes?” she asked, looking up.
“Stop messing around and make supper.”
“Yes, Father.” She sighed, wishing she could ask someone to take her away.



Chapter 12
 
Nico
 
Seven days he’d been trapped at Jackson’s house. He could have survived the boredom, he could have survived Karen’s constant pestering and the smell of unfamiliar wolves all around him, if she’d have come. Just once would have been enough, yet she hadn’t. Olivia hadn’t been a single time in the past seven days, and Nico was beginning to think he’d imagined her kissing his lips, and begging him not to die.
Not one to give up, Nico broke the rules and snuck off Dark Shadow land. The run into town was a killer. His every muscle screamed in protest by the time he reached her school. He spotted her the second she exited, surrounded by other students, though she spoke to only one. He stood off to the side, in hope of watching her before approaching, but her eyes immediately swiveled to him. His heart swelled when her face lit with the most brilliant smile, her eyes filled with joy, yet it lasted only a second. Sadness was the emotion in her eyes as she approached after saying goodbye to her friend.
“Nico, what are you doing here?” she asked.
Nico hid his hurt, covering it with a smile and joke. “Well, it is customary to visit the injured, but since you’ve not heard of this ritual, the injured is coming to you.”
Her face fell. “I’m sorry.”
“Hey.” Nico closed the space between them not resisting the instinct to comfort her. “I was kidding.” He brushed his fingers gently over her jaw. She sighed, melting against him, and even though his body protested from holding her weight, Nico refused to break this moment.
“I’m so pleased you’re okay. I felt terrible for getting you into that situation.”
“What happened wasn’t your fault, Liv. Bowen was after revenge for his brother’s death.”
She noticed the tremor of pain in his voice. “You’re not fully healed.” Her eyes harden. “Nico, you should be resting.”
“Yeah, never been one to follow the rules.”
“That’s what worries me,” she muttered.
Nico tilted her face toward him. “You should try breaking the rules once in a while, Livy. It will do you good.”
Her lips twitched. “I’m on my way to do just that. I have dance. Mark has recovered.”
Nico frowned, turning serious. “Bass asked you to tell him so he could make sure you had a guard.”
Olivia turned, walking away. “I’ve already caused enough trouble. Besides, if I suddenly have a guard, my father will notice, and he can’t find out about this.”
“What are you so afraid of?” Nico asked, following her.
“It doesn’t matter,” she answered quietly.
“It does to me.”
Olivia turned to face him and Nico couldn’t read her. “I know, and that both excites and terrifies me.”
“I’ll go with excites,” Nico stated, grinning wickedly.
She melted. Not losing my touch after all.
“I need a guard. Are you up for the job?” Olivia asked, her eyes warm.
“Probably not, but I’m up for the challenge.”
 
***
She wouldn’t let him in. Nico had sat on the cold hard ground for thirty minutes and the pain and his boredom were getting the better of him. Deciding he’d had enough of waiting and would quite like to see her dance, Nico pushed through the door to find her sliding ballet shoes from her feet.
“Ballet. Yeah, I can picture it.”
Olivia looked up, smiling. “Really.”
“Huhuh.” Olivia was all fine lines. Her body flowed from one gentle curve to the next. He longed to run his hands over her. Would have done it if he hadn’t been interrupted.
“Hello, I’m Mark.”
Nico rained in his sudden impulse to snarl and turned away from Olivia, forcing a smile as he greeted Mark. Though after another inspection, Nico decided he wasn’t much of a threat. Mark was tall and thin, and looked to be in his forties. His eyes were brown and warm, and when he glanced at Olivia, they held a fatherly affection.
“She’s very talented, our Olivia,” Mark continued.
My Olivia.
“Such a shame I wasn’t allowed to watch,” Nico said, smiling cheekily at Olivia.
“Oh, you must come back next time. She’ll give in eventually.”
“Oh, I will. Don’t you worry, Mark.”
“Shall we go?” Olivia asked.
Nico dragged his eyes from Mark. “Ready when you are.”
“Great. Well, I’ll see you next week, Mark, and I’m so happy you’re okay.”
Leaving Mark inside, Nico followed Olivia to the car and didn’t protest when she climbed into the driver’s seat. He wasn’t sure he’d make it down the street, let alone home.
They drove in silence. Nico closed his eyes and tried to rid himself of the worry and tension he suddenly felt.
“You’re unusually quiet.”
Nico turned his head, opening his eyes. “You’re leaving me, aren’t you?”
Olivia sucked in a breath. “I’m leaving, yes…hopefully…but I would have to be yours if I were leaving you.”
“You’re mine, Liv.”
“I’m not yours, Nico. You hardly know me.”
“I know you’re not as fearful as you seem. Although your wolf is submissive, you have a playful, determined spark inside of you. You show only your real self to Tory and you fear your father, though I’m not sure why. Oh, and let’s not forget, I know the feel of your lips on mine, and what your voice sounds like when you’re begging me to live.”
“Nico…I can’t do this. If everything goes to plan, I’ll be leaving. It’s already going to be the hardest thing I’ve done without bringing you into the mix.”
“What do you plan, Liv?”
“Hasn’t Bass told you?”
“No.”
“There’s an audition for the School of American Ballet. If I can just get through these next few weeks and give it my all…I know I can get a place.”
“And your father knows nothing of this?”
“No, if he knew —” Olivia shook her head, not even able to go there.
“You’re going to have to tell him at some point, Liv.”
“I just need to get through the audition. If I get in, then I’ll tell him.”
“Are you afraid he’ll hurt you?” Nico asked quietly.
Olivia parked her car and switched off the engine. Leaning her head against the steering wheel, she spoke quietly, “Yes, no…I don’t know. I can’t explain it.”
“Has he hurt you before?” Nico asked, using every ounce of his will to keep the rough edge of his wolf from him voice.
Olivia looked up at him, unshed tears in her eyes. “I can’t talk to you about this. I’m sorry, Nico.” She rushed from the car, slamming the door and sprinting into the trees.
Nico let her go. He wasn’t sure if he could catch her anyway. He’d stiffened and his stitches had pulled. He could feel the dampness of his blood seeping through his shirt.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d sat there when Bass appeared in front of the car, his eyes the only thing to be seen in the darkness. Sliding into the driver’s seat, Bass asked, “Why are you sitting in Olivia’s car?”
“I went with her to her lesson. She drove us back.”
“That doesn’t explain why you’re in her car, when she’s home.”
“I think he hurts her, Bass. I want to kill him.”
“You’ll need evidence, Nico,” Bass answered calmly.  
“I’ve just told you I want to kill a member of your pack, and you’re saying I’ll need evidence?” Nico asked in disbelief, turning to look Bass in the eye.
“I very rarely act as alpha around you. You’re my friend first, always, you know that. Did she tell you he hurts her?”
“No, she ran off.”
“Nico, there’s something I need to tell you. I shouldn’t be telling you…not if I was a good alpha.”
“Don’t be an idiot, Bass. You’re a damn good alpha.”
“Still, I promised her I wouldn’t say anything, but you need to know this. She’s leaving, Nico.”
“I know, she told me…if she gets into dance school.”
“Even if she doesn’t, Nico, her father sent her to public school because he wants to her to get a good job and support him. He wants to leave the pack.”
“He can’t do that,” Nico snapped.
“He can and he will.”
“Bass, you have to stop him.”
Bass sighed, and Nico didn’t want to hear his next words. Getting out of the car too quickly, Nico gasped. Overcome with pain, he steadied himself against the open car door.
“Nico.” Bass growled, in front of him seconds later. “You’re injured and if you keep up this reckless behavior, I’ll be forced to send you back to Karen.”
“Thought you wasn’t acting alpha.” Nico sneered.
“I’m not. Idiot, let me help you.”
“Help me by keeping her here.”
“Pal,” Bass said sadly. “Only she can decide to stay. Are you sure she feels the same?”
“I’m not sure she knows what she feels. She’s too busy running the other way,” he answered, pushing up and forcing himself not to show the pain he was in.
“Give her time, and in the meantime, heal. I can smell the blood, Nico. Go see Oliver and have him check your stitches.”
“Urgh, I’m not going to see that old man. He gives me the creeps.”
Chuckling, Bass said, “He’s fixed me up just fine over the years.”
“I’d rather go back to River Run and listen to Karen’s lecture.”
“Your choice. Though I can’t come with you. I’m late. Kat is going to kill me. I’m supposed to be looking at her proposed plans for our house.”
Nico smiled. “She still dead set on moving the location?”
“Yep, and the sale of her parents’ house goes through this week. I can’t put it off any longer.”
“She using the money from the sale?” Nico asked, surprised. Katalina’s adoptive parents had been killed in a car crash a few months back.
“Some. You know what she’s like. She wouldn’t feel like it was ours if the pack paid for it all.”
Nico snickered. Katalina was as stubborn as they come, but she was good for Bass. He needed someone to push back and stand their ground.
Bill appeared. Wandering from the trees, he made his way over to Nico and Bass.
“Katalina sent me to look for you,” Bill explained. “Going somewhere?” He glanced at the opened car door.
“I’m going home before Katalina skins me alive.” Bass grinned. “Bill, would you make sure Nico gets to Karen in one piece, please?”
“Sure thing. Walk or drive?”
“Drive. I’ve pulled my stitches loose,” Nico answered. “See you tomorrow, Bass.”
Bill pulled some keys from his pocket. “Get in.” He indicated toward the all-wheel drive.
Nico turned to close Olivia’s car and spotted her bag on the back seat. Reaching carefully in, he pulled it free and smiled. He had the perfect excuse to see her again.
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Olivia
 
After making supper, Olivia excused herself and went to find sanctuary in her bedroom. The problem was her room didn’t feel like her safe haven anymore. She craved Nico. The urge to seek comfort from him seemed to be buried deep inside of her, so deep she worried she’d never lose the feeling.
I cannot fall in love with him. I cannot fall in love with him!
Wandering to the mirror, Olivia studied her face. She didn’t see anything special when she looked there. Her hair wasn’t anything unusual. Not like Kat’s. A cross between blonde and mousy brown, in the summer, the sun would bleach it lighter but staring at herself, Olivia found it dull and lifeless. Her eyes were brown, not a rich chocolate, or golden…just brown. “You are positively plain, Olivia,” she muttered to her reflection.
What does Nico even see in me? she wondered, still staring. She supposed she had a nice body. Two years of constant training did that. Though her muscles weren’t obvious, she was built lean, covered in defined, toned muscle, designed to allow herself to bend at unforgiving angles and move with a grace not many possessed. She was lucky her shifter genes made getting to where she was easier. Some girls spent years training and not becoming as talented as she was.
Olivia knew she was talented. She knew when she danced, people stopped. They held their breaths and their hearts froze, because when she danced, it was as if she was floating on air. Olivia might not find herself pretty, or sexy; she wasn’t confident, or bold, yet this one thing she was certain of: she could dance. That was why she clung to it so tightly, why it had made her rebel and break the rules for the first time in her life.
Her father told her daily how useless she was, reminded her the second she stepped a millimeter out of line that she owed him everything. That she was responsible for her mother’s death. Yet her father couldn’t taint this. It was the one thing she wouldn’t allow him to destroy.
That was why she was running from Nico and why she couldn’t entertain the idea of him. Because no matter how tempted she was to fall, Olivia couldn’t give up the one and only dream she’d ever had. She had to at least once stand out from the crowd.
Her heart fluttered before the knock sounded on the door. Oh, God. She raced for the door but wasn’t quick enough. Her feet faltered as her father opened it.
“Yes?” he snapped.
Nico’s face didn’t change. Olivia was surprised and pleased to see Nico felt no fear, and her father noticed too. His next words died in his throat, and Olivia had to hide the smile desperate to appear on her lips.
“Liv left her bag. I’m just returning it.”
Olivia’s father looked at the bag Nico held up, his temper rising. Yet he appeared unsure how to react.
“Hey, Liv. Come outside and talk with me for a minute,” Nico said, completely ignoring her father.
Olivia couldn’t find her voice. Glancing at her father nervously, she waited for him to respond. When he huffed and glared in her direction, she practically ran outside.
“Nico, you shouldn’t be here,” she hissed, overcome with dread. Her father had said to stay away from Nico, and there he was calling for her.
“I was returning your bag. You left it in the car when you so rudely ran away from me. Unfair really since as I’m in no state to be chasing. Yet I’m here to inform you, Olivia, I will be chasing you, injured or not. Run all you like, but I will follow, and eventually, you will give in to my charms.”
Olivia stared dumbfounded as he hooked her bag over her arm and leaned in, planting one firm, hot kiss against her lips. Unable to breathe, unable to respond, she watched him disappear into the cover of darkness.
I cannot fall in love with him. I cannot fall in love with him. But damn, it’s going to be fun resisting.
 



Chapter 14
 
Katalina
 
“Bass, are you even listening to me?” Katalina snapped. Already angry for him being late, his mind also seemed elsewhere. What do I have to do to get your attention?
“Sorry. It’s lovely, Kat, honestly.”
“But?”
“But the location –”
“The location is near the road so I can have my family visit without them thinking I live with some crazy cult. It boarders River Run land so I can be near my new family, and…it’s out of the way so I can actually feel like I mated just you, and not an entire pack.”
Bass leaned back further into the sofa. Groaning, he closed his eyes. “All valid points, Katalina. I’m just worried about the security, and what others will think having their alpha pair so close to neighboring land.”
Katalina sucked in a breath in an attempt to curb her anger, yet it did nothing. Gritting her teeth, she stood and glared at Bass when he opened his eyes. “I love you, Bass, more than anything, but this life isn’t what I want. You told me we’d make the world fit me, well this,”—she pointed to the plans and pictures of the home she wanted—“this is making it fit me. I’m willing to compromise, but what I am not willing to do is stay in this shack for the rest of my life.”
“That was never my intention. I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now.”
Anger fizzling, Katalina flopped down next to Bass and rested her head on his lap. “I’m struggling.”
“I know you are, baby, and I want more than anything to give you that house. I want that house. I want to have you to myself and away from prying eyes, and I’d love for your family to visit, both human and wolf.”
“There’s a but coming.” Katalina sighed, smiling despite her frustration.
“Yes, Kat, there is a ‘but’ coming. But Nico was nearly killed a few days ago. The pack is uneasy…my pack, Kat. I feel in over my head half the time, and as much as I want to say yes to everything, I can’t right now.”
Katalina closed her eyes.
“Please don’t be mad at me.” Bass sighed.
“I’m not mad, Bass,” Katalina replied. Bass’s chest rumbled as he laughed. “Okay, maybe a little. I’m being stubborn. Jackson says I got it from him.”
“You did.”
“Well, I’d rather that than the red hair.” Katalina laughed.
“Yes, you’re fiery enough as it is.”
“Just promise me it’s in our near future. Sometime soon, I’ll get to have you to myself.”
“I promise.”
They stayed silent for a while, enjoying being alone. Katalina relaxed, her frustration and anger leaving her as Bass gently stroked her hair, yet she couldn’t shake the feeling something else was concerning Bass.
“Talk to me. What’s bothering you?”
“Nico and Olivia,” Bass answered.
“What about them?”
“I shouldn’t really be saying.”
“Bass, it’s me. Alpha rules do not apply.”
“She’s it for him. I’m sure, but I’m not sure about her. She’s very hard to read. One minute she’s a submissive mouse, the next I see a little fire inside of her begging to be let out. She told me that her father wants to live in the human world, and he expects Olivia to give him that.”
“Is that what she wants?”
“No, she wants to dance, but how does Nico work into that?”
“They’ll figure it out…we did.”
Bass smiled. “Yeah, I just can’t help but feel something else is driving her away. Nico thinks her dad hurts her.”
Katalina sat up, suddenly alert. “And you?”
“I’m not sure. I’m not sure he physically hurts her, and if he does, they both hide it very well. Emotionally…I think she’s been abused her whole life, yet I’m not sure what to do about it.”
“Come on,” Katalina ordered, jumping to her feet.
“Where are we going?” Bass asked, smirking.
“None of our problems can be solved tonight. So, I propose we go to bed and you kiss me until every coherent thought leaves your mind.”
Bass sighed contently, his lips curving wickedly. “That, my winter wolf, is the best offer I’ve had all day.”
 



Chapter 15
 
Nico
 
“Please,” Nico begged Bass the next morning. He’d overheard some of the enforcers setting up extra security as both Bass and Jackson were due to leave pack land to deliver Coby — the man Toby had found sneaking around River Run land — back to his alpha.
“Nico, you’re not fully healed. Go home, rest.”
“I’m going insane doing nothing. I’m considering going to school…that’s how desperate I am.”
“Just take him with you, Bass. At least he can’t get himself into trouble while he’s with you. He’ll be sat in the car anyway,” Katalina said, walking out of her bedroom and into the kitchen. “Have either of you eaten yet?” she asked as she pulled food from the fridge.
“No, but I’m short on time,” Bass answered.
“Sit! You too, Nico,” Katalina ordered.
Smiling, because he knew Bass wouldn’t dare disobey Katalina, he took a seat and began to interrogate Bass on the day’s events.
“It will be nothing exciting. We’re driving to the next town over, where we’ll meet Kyle, the alpha from the Indiana pack. Coby will be handed over. Job done.”
“You’re right, it does sound boring, but staying here thinking about Olivia isn’t an option.”
“Here, eat,” Katalina said, sliding two plates below their noses.
The toaster popped. Retrieving her own plate, the pile of toast and butter, Katalina joined them at the table.
“What did Karen say last night? Bass told me you were bleeding.”
Glaring at Bass, Nico answered Katalina, “She shouted, threatened to lock me up, then redressed the wound and sent me on my way. I’m not to do anything strenuous.”
“Make sure he just sits in the car, Bass,” Katalina responded, starting into her food.
“It’s a hard task, but I think I can manage it.” Bass smiled.
“Will you be home late? I’d like to show you the building site in the light,” Katalina asked.
Nico hid his smile as he watched Bass’s jaw clench. “If all goes to plan, I will be home before dark, and will come and find you so you can show me.”
“Thanks. So, Nico, what’s going on between you and Olivia?”
“Kat, I’m not getting into this with you.” Nico groaned.
“Why not? We’re your friends. Plus, you’re not the only one who’s bored. I need some gossip to get me through.”
Nico laughed. “All you need to know is I’m no longer going to love Olivia from afar.”
“Does she know that?”
“I might have given her a hint last night.”
Katalina laughed. “Poor Olivia, she’s not equipped to fight you off.”
“I think she’s going to surprise you,” Nico answered. Olivia might appear a push over, but Nico had glimpsed the steel beneath the surface. The part of Olivia, which had survived and spent the last two years working for what she wanted.
***
 
In the car an hour later, Nico listened to Bass telling Jackson of Katalina’s plans.
“She’s already ran the idea of having the two of you so close to our border past me, and of course, it’s of no concern to me. I’d prefer to have my daughter closer. Though, I told her the timing wasn’t ideal,” Jackson said.
“I’m torn. She’s struggling with the way we live. She compares the place to a cult or war camp.”
Nico burst out laughing.
“What’s so funny?” Bass asked, glancing back.
“Well, she’s kinda right, Bass. Even River Run live in real homes.”
“So you agree with her? I should do as she asks?”
“Pal, I’m not getting caught in the middle of this, but yes, I think she has some valid points and so do you. Having experience of what it is like living in a real house, I’d chose that over the shack my dad lives in any day.”
“Not everyone has the experience of…” Bass trailed off.
“The real world?” Nico offered.
“Yes, the real world.” Bass scowled. “Dark Shadow is old fashioned, and some already struggle with having me as an alpha. If I suddenly change the way they live…well, there are plenty who could challenge me.”
“He’s right,” Jackson agreed.
“Oh, I know, but that doesn’t mean you can’t nudge them slowly in the right direction,” Nico commented.
“I’ll look at this site later. Maybe I can convince her to move it further toward the center of pack land.”
Jackson’s hearty laugh filled the car. “Good luck with that, son.”
“You enjoy her stubbornness far too much,” Bass muttered.
Nico laughed.
“Arrh, come on, Bass, you did come along and steal my daughter away. I’ve got to get my payback somehow.”
Two quick thuds came from the trunk.
“Looks like the sedative wore off,” Nico said as he felt the vibrations from Coby’s kicking through his seat.
“Quit it, boy,” Jackson boomed.
Nico felt one last thud before the trunk grew silent.
“Another thirty minutes and we’ll be there,” Jackson said. “I told this…Kyle, to bring only one enforcer, but I suggest we be on high alert. Nico, maybe you should stay in the car.”
“I’m not staying in the car like a toddler,” Nico muttered.
Jackson glanced at Bass. “You gonna control your wolf?”
“Na, he’s much more fun running amok.”
“Why’d you bring him along anyway? Thought Karen had ordered him on bed rest,” Jackson asked.
“He doesn’t follow instructions well…and Kat told me to.”
“Sometimes I think my daughter corrupted you, and not the other way around,” Jackson muttered, shaking his head.
“Katalina is incorruptible. She listens to no one,” Bass countered.
Nico closed his eyes, smiling. Katalina definitely didn’t listen to anyone, but it was what both the packs needed.
***
 
Nico watched by the car as Bass and Jackson approached Kyle, the Indiana alpha. Stood beside him were two enforcers, both built like brick houses. Though their alpha, Nico thought, was more akin to a snake. The most surprising presence was that of Castor, a pure blooded wolf who’d chosen to leave when Bass took over Dark Shadow.
Nico very rarely saw the dominant side of Bass, and if he were truthful, it scared him. The power Bass contained set his wolf on edge. It was as if he aged as he neared Kyle. No longer was he Bass, the kid he’d mucked around with, but Sebastian Evernight, alpha at nineteen-years-old.
“We said one. What’s the matter, Kyle, do you not trust us?” Jackson said. Nico had grown used to seeing the softer side of Jackson since Katalina had arrived. He no longer saw Jackson as the enemy, but a friend. Watching him before Kyle, his muscles tense, voice strong, Nico could see what there was too fear.
“I’m not stupid. I’ve heard how ruthless Dark Shadow is. Alistair Evernight is renowned for taking no prisoners, so in this case I was curious as to why Coby wasn’t killed.”
“Well, in this case, he wandered onto the wrong land,” Jackson replied.
“Is that why Alistair isn’t here?” Kyle asked. Though Nico didn’t believe for a minute Kyle didn’t know what had happened at Dark Shadow; after all, one of Dark Shadows’ old members stood beside him.
“Alistair is dead. I’m alpha now,” Bass answered, his voice level, calm.
“So it’s true what your pack members say. You killed your own father for his pack?” Kyle glanced at Castor. “Castor here told me every detail, of course, but I wanted to hear it from your mouth. Castor’s my new second, did you know? Silly of you to throw away such good blood, Sebastian.”
“They left on their own free will. Shall we get this over with?”
Kyle smiled. Yep a snake. 
“You know, I’m a little disappointed. I was expecting something a little more impressive, but all I see are an old man, and a child.”
Nico stood up straight, ready to react if need be. His hand hovered over his concealed knife, but both Jackson and Bass brushed off Kyle’s comment.
“Nico, let Coby out,” Bass instructed.
Nodding, Nico walked to the back of the car and opened the trunk. Standing back, he watched Coby climb out. Coby snarled but made no move to attack.
“Coby,” Kyle called.
Nodding for Coby to go to his alpha, Nico watched smugly as he limped over to his alpha.
“I thought you said he’d be unharmed.”
“I said in one piece, and if your men have problems defending themselves against a fourteen-year-old, then I say they deserve the beating.” Jackson chuckled at Kyle’s livid face.
“And Bowen, what was his fate?”
“Killed,” Bass said, folding his arms. “Coby has been returned as a goodwill gesture. Do not take this as a weakness. If anyone steps on either of our lands again, they will not return alive.”
“I suggest you keep your newest pack members under control,” Jackson added.
“Are we done?” Bass asked.
“For now,” Kyle replied, his eyes turning wolf.
“Is that a threat?” Jackson questioned, not looking the least bit intimidated.
Kyle laughed. “No. Honestly, I’m still a little shocked one girl could stem a lifetime of bad blood. I would love to meet her. Now River Run and Dark Shadow are working together, well, it makes for one powerful pack. Power attracts attention.”
“You’ll not be seeing my daughter. It would be wise for you to stay away.”
Kyle smiled. It was sly and told of secrets he wished not to share.
“Katalina isn’t like the weak submissive women you keep, Kyle. Stay away and we’ll have no more trouble,” Bass said.
“Oh, I’m sure I could break her, with time.” Kyle smiled.
Bass took a step forward. Nico could feel the tension in the air. The call for blood. Both alphas tensed, wolves in their eyes, muscles bunched to strike. Nico’s own wolf stood to attention, moving restlessly below his skin, a snarl ready to leave his lips.
“We’re going.” Kyle laughed, rolling his eyes as if Bass and Jackson were overreacting. His laughter drifted through the air all the way to his car. Climbing in, Kyle saluted the two alphas as he started the car and drove away.
Bass and Jackson stood on guard until Kyle and his pack members were far in the distance. Nico, although leaning against the car looking relaxed, was really on alert, his head cocked to the wind, his hand within a second’s reach of his blade.
“Well, shall we get out of here?” Nico asked into the silence.
Both alphas turned, their wolves in their eyes and looking far deadlier than they normally did.
Once in the car and driving back, Nico said into the tense silence, “Anyone else get the impression Kyle only came for Coby because he wanted to see what he was up against?”
“That’s exactly what he came for,” Jackson said, his voice rough and angry.
“We’re going to have to ramp up security,” Bass said.
“Interesting that Castor so easily slipped into the hierarchy,” Nico added.
“They’re a relatively small pack with weak bloodlines. It makes sense they’d want to take advantage of the fresh blood. But yes, making him his second?” Jackson added.
“Castor never seemed like second material to me. He always put himself first, not the pack. I wouldn’t be surprised if Kyle finds himself dead one morning.” Bass paused for a moment, lost in thought. “Don’t mention to Bill that Castor was there.”
“Why?” Nico asked.
“They’re brothers.”
“Really? How did I not know that?” Nico mused.
“I didn’t either,” Jackson added.
“It’s known throughout the pure bloods. Bill’s mother died when he was a child. Malcom was about as obsessed with bloodlines as my father. Five years later, he’d moved on and had another child with Mara. He never truly loved her though, and I think it made Mara bitter. She never accepted Bill.”
“So is that why he stayed at Dark Shadow while Castor, Raven, and Mara left?” Nico asked.
“Guess so. I asked him why he stayed, and his answer was Dark Shadow was his home,” Bass answered.
The rest of the drive was mostly silence. Nico used the time recalling Olivia’s stunned face as he’d kissed her the night before. I’m going to enjoy chasing you.
As they neared home, Bass’s phone chimed. “Kat is at yours,” he said to Jackson. “Would you like dropping off first?” he asked Nico.
“Yeah, I don’t fancy another lecture from Karen.”
Jackson chuckled. “I get less lectures now Katalina is around. It makes life remarkably less stressful.”
“I’ll inform Kat. She’ll be so pleased to know she’s helped to calm your life,” Bass said deadpan, though Nico could see the slight crease in his cheek, indicating he was hiding a smile.
“You’ll keep your mouth shut, boy! I get enough grief off that girl as it is.”
 
 



Chapter 16
 
Katalina
 
Katalina couldn’t contain her laughter. Toby practically rolled around the floor; he was such a clown. Glancing up at Cage, she saw that he too couldn’t contain his smile. The sight made her chest swell — it had been so long since she’d seen him smile. As if sensing her eyes on him, Cage glanced at her. Pain flashed across his features before he contained himself and his smiled broadened.
“You’re such a clown Toby.” Cage chuckled.
“The keeper of secrets is not a clown,” replied Toby, ceasing his rolling.
Cage shook his head. “Where in the hell did you get that title from?”
Katalina grinned. “I kinda might be responsible for that one.”
“You two are as bad as each other.” Cage groaned.
Katalina laughed; it was just so good to see Cage looking happy. The tension between them had been eating her up, since she’d come back to the pack and fallen for Bass instead of him. She hated that he felt so uncomfortable around her. This was his home as much as hers, and it wasn’t fair he felt that way. She wanted desperately to make it right, for them to be friends with none of the past getting in the way. Yet she wasn’t sure how, and she had a sinking feeling he’d never understand until he met the woman fated to be his and realized he didn’t actually love her the way he thought he did. I do hope she hurries along.
Cage stiffened the second she felt Bass near. Jumping from her seat to intercept him, she made it to the doorway as he entered the hall.
“Hey, baby.” He smiled, brushing his hand across her cheek. “Mmm, what is that smell?”
“Oh…erm…m-muffins,” Katalina stuttered to his back. He’d already made it into the kitchen. Shaking her head, she cleared the fog, still amazed after months he could turn her brain to mush from one simple touch.
“Karen dropped them off,” she said as she entered the kitchen.
Cage was behind her seconds later. “Where’s Jackson?” he ground out.
Bass, ever calm, replied, “He carried on to your house. Said he’d be back in ten.”
Bass’s cool demure always riled Cage further. “Since when do Dark Shadows walk into the River Run alpha’s home and eat their food like they own the place?”
Bass looked at the muffin about to enter his mouth. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” Bass put the half-eaten muffin down and walked toward the back door. “I’ll wait outside until Jackson returns.”
“Bass, no.” Katalina took hold of his arm, not allowing him to leave. “I’m part of River Run and you’re my mate. Jackson wouldn’t have dropped you off if you weren’t welcome.”
Cage growled behind her.
“Watch your tone, wolf,” Bass snarled.
“Come on, guys, this is stupid,” Toby said, stepping between them. “Cage, come on. You’re being a little unreasonable. It’s just a muffin.”
Cage looked at Katalina, his eyes clouding with sadness. “I’m leaving.” He barged past Toby and strode out of the house.
“Cage, wait!” Katalina called, following him.
“Kat, just leave him,” Bass said.
Katalina paused in the doorway and looked back. “I can’t. Do you not see that?”
“Yeah, I see it.” Bass sighed.
“Cage, Cage. Stop!” Katalina yelled, racing after him.
His pace slowed.
“Please, just talk to me. Tell me how to make this right.”
Cage stopped, his shoulders slumping forward. Katalina approached slowly, not sure how to react.
“You can’t make this right, Kat. You already belong to someone else,” he said sadly.
“I’m sorry,” Katalina answered, feeling like the words held no weight. It didn’t matter how many times she said it, it made nothing better.
Turning to face her, Cage reached out and touched her chin. “Don’t be sorry, Katalina. You’re happy and that is a good thing. You’re home, where you belong, but I just can’t watch you anymore.”
“I’ll stop coming over so much. I’ll keep Bass away.”
“You’re not listening, Kat. This is your home too.”
“But it was yours first.”
He smiled, yet it was the kind of smile that held sorrow, that told of things better off not said. “It doesn’t feel like home anymore. I’m lost, Kat. The only thing I know, is watching you happy with him kills me a little more each day.”
“Cage,” she whispered.
“No more being sorry. We’re not meant to be. I can see that now, but it changes nothing of how I feel. For as long as I remember, I worked to be the best for you, and now I’m not sure what I’m working for anymore.”
“You’ll find her,” Katalina murmured.
“Goodbye, Kat.”
“You’re saying goodbye for good, aren’t you?” she whispered as tears slipped down her face.
“If I stay here, I’m going to do something I’ll regret.”
“Please don’t. Please, Cage…What about Toby? Your parents? The packs were attacked. We need you.”
“Dark Shadow was attacked, and Toby will be fine. You’ll all be fine.”
“I could stop you,” she said desperately.
“You could. But do you really want our last memory to be of us fighting?”
A broken sob left her chest as he turned away from her. Her arms hung uselessly at her side, like dead weights as her mind screamed at her to do something. Stop him.
“Cage!”
He paused. “Kat?”
Katalina’s feet moved on their own accord. She barreled into him, wrapping her arms around him. Stumbling a step back, Cage laughed as he pulled her closer.
“Please don’t say goodbye forever.” She sobbed as she spoke. “Come home when you find her.” She looked up at him, his face blurry through her tears. “You’ll find her. I know you will.”
Pressing a kiss to her forehead, Cage whispered against her skin, “Be happy, Kat.”
She stood and watched him walk away, hating herself more than she ever had before. Her presence had changed so many things for the better, yet she’d broken so many too; families had left Dark Shadow, unease held a steady presence, and she’d made Cage’s home no longer feel like one. Yet another family affected by her arrival. Her knees gave out as she buried her head in her hands.
“Kat?”
Bass had her in his arms seconds later, his touch soothing her heartache, yet a part of her wished it didn’t. She deserved to feel the pain of Cage’s absence. She wanted to suffer just as Cage was.
“What’s the matter, Katalina?” Bass murmured.
“He’s gone.”
“He’ll be back, Kat.”
“No, Bass, you don’t understand. He’s left. He’s not coming back.”
 



Chapter 17
 
Olivia
 
She’d been on edge all day, her mind a jumble. Olivia touched her lips, remembering for the umpteenth time that day what he’d felt like. She felt split in two; a part of her was thrilled, the other terrified. Yet nothing equaled the anticipation of seeing him again.
Urgh, what has he done to me?
She wished he’d just jump out from behind a tree and tackle her with a kiss, at least then she could stop thinking about when he’d next strike. Even Tory had noticed something was up, and in the end, Olivia had spilled her guts, telling Tory every detail she could about Nico, without letting hers and the packs secrets out. Tory found the whole thing highly amusing. For once, Olivia wished she had some of her bravado.
At this rate, I’m going to keel over and die at the sight of him.
Reaching home, she unlocked the door to her and her father’s small wooden Cabin. With only one main living area and two bedrooms, it was tiny, but she’d never minded. It felt like home—when her father wasn’t there.
Slinging her bag on her bed, Olivia grabbed some clothes and headed for the shower. A few minutes in, she heard a knock at the door. Hurriedly climbing out, she quickly toweled herself off and hastily pulled on clothes, racing for the door.
Opening it, she found no one there. Her heart dropped. Stepping out onto the small top step, Olivia looked around but saw no sign of Nico. Casting her eyes down, she felt the sudden illogical urge to cry, until her eyes landed on the single pink rose resting on the bottom step.
Scrambling down the steps, Olivia picked it up, her eyes scanning the area nervously. She then raced back inside, closing the door quickly behind her. Away from prying eyes, Olivia brought the rose to her nose and inhaled while a smile creased her cheeks.
She knew she should be resisting him. Allowing this to go on further would make her plans almost impossible to follow, yet she couldn’t help sighing dreamily as she held the rose to her chest.
The door opened and her father walked in. His eyes creased in confusion, then landed on the rose in Olivia’s hands.
One minute Olivia had the rose in her grip, the next it was ripped from her, a stray thorn slicing into her skin. Ow! Olivia watched the one drop of blood drip to the floor with a strange detachment. Her breath whooshed out of her as her father pushed her against the wall, anger like fire in his eyes.
“I told you to stay away from him, Olivia,” he growled.
“I am. I-I haven’t seen him. I found the flower at the door.”
He squeezed her arms painfully, bringing tears to her eyes.
“You’d be best to tell the boy to stay away. You wouldn’t like it if I have to tell him, Olivia.”
Olivia nodded, but he squeezed her tighter. As he lost control of his temper, his face shifted as his wolf fought for control. His claws tearing her skin made her gasp.
Wide eyed, she whimpered, “You’re hurting me. Father, you’re hurting me.”
Eyes going back to human, Olivia’s father looked down at her bare arms, bruised and bleeding. He released her instantly. “Why do you make me hurt you, Olivia? I don’t enjoy it.”
Stunned and in shock, Olivia stared at him, her heart beating a million miles a minute.
“Go to your room,” he barked.
Walking as fast as she could without running, she’d reached the doorway before he spoke again.
“Olivia, I suggest you wear long sleeves tomorrow.”
“Yes, Father,” she whispered, closing her door and sliding to the floor.
Later when her father was asleep and the forest around her held the silence of night, Olivia crept out of her room. Opening the bin, she retrieved the broken rose and returned, climbing into bed. Straightening out the rose, she laid it on her pillow. Crying, she gazed at the broken flower, a heavy feeling in her chest. The rose represented her perfectly. She’d once been beautiful, until her father had crushed her.
 



Chapter 18
 
Nico
 
“Come on, Kat, stop moping.”
“Just leave me, okay? I’m not in the mood for company.”
“Bass told me to keep an eye on you until he returned.”
“Well, do it from the porch. Your chipper mood is making me want to gut you.”
Nico headed for the door. She might have said the sentence with a smile, but the wolf in her eyes said she was deadly serious. Pausing before he pulled the handle, he said, “You do know Cage leaving wasn’t your fault, right?”
“It was entirely my fault, Nico.” Katalina sighed, rolling over on the sofa to look at him. “Bass and I, we were so caught up in creating a world we fit in…we never stopped to think our world might not fit for everyone else.”
“Your presence has changed so many things for the better, Kat.”
“Not everyone thinks that though, do they? So many people have been hurt, or worse, lost their lives. Some left because of me, and now with this Castor threat hanging over us, we’re all back on high alert.”
“Katalina, you stopped eighteen years of bloodshed and war, and the ones who’ve left, they were not good people. Stop beating yourself up. Sure, be sad that Cage has gone, but don’t let his departure blind you from all you and Bass have done.”
Katalina smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “Sometimes I forget you’re more than a smart mouth and pretty face.”
“Do not underestimate this pretty face, Kat,” Nico answered, his smile wicked.
“Out!” Katalina yelled, throwing a cushion at him, laughing, “I’m still not in the mood for your chipperness. Go find Olivia and pester her.”
Nico dodged the pillow, using the door as a shield. “Oh, don’t worry, I plan to track her down, as soon as Bass returns and I can clock off.”
“Go now, I release you,” Katalina said, waving her arm at him.
“Last time I checked, you were mated to the alpha, not actually it.” Nico chuckled as something heavier than a pillow thumped against the door. Taking a seat on the porch step, he waited for Bass to return.
***
 
“Why are you out here?” Bass asked as he approached.
“Because your mate is pissy,” Nico said, jumping to his feet. If he was quick, he’d get to Olivia’s school before she finished.
“Pissy?”
“Yep, throwing things at me and everything,” Nico grinned. “Please tell me you found him, because the Kat in there is not much company.”
By the look on Bass’s face, Nico knew he’d not found a trace.
“I’m good at covering my tracks and a bloody good tracker. But I hate to admit, Cage is better. They’ll not find him until he wants to be found.”
“Shit,” Nico said, jumping from the porch. “Well, good luck with her. Gotta run.”
“Not stopping to see if your alpha needs anything?” Bass asked, his face deadly serious.
Nico had already started jogging. “No. You’re my friend and friends let friends run off to meet girls,” he yelled.
Nico heard Bass’s chuckle through the trees. “Take a car. You’re supposed to be resting, and keep your wits about you. We’ve no idea when or if Indiana will attack next.”
Nico smiled; he’d already planned to take a car.
Arriving with a minute to spare, Nico was leaning against a tree when the bell rang and students poured from the doors. He’d purposely chose the large tree off to the side. With its big branches, he’d be cast in shadow, and it wasn’t in the direct line of the entrance. He wanted to watch her for a minute, before he approached. The Olivia who walked through these walls wasn’t like the Olivia at home. She was happier here, at peace with herself. He’d often seen her laughing hard at something her friend, Tory, had said, or watched them giggling and whispering like school girls should. Yet on pack land, she was reserved and quiet. Always staying below the radar, wandering home as if she needed to be invisible.
His plan backfired though. He saw her push through the doors and her eyes immediately found his. A smile lit her face, and a sudden rush of joy filled her eyes, yet it was short lived. Her smile dropped seconds after it arrived and her steps faltered. Nico watched Tory ask her what was wrong, then both girls’ eyes were on him.
Nico smiled. Smiled the smile that made most girls lose their thoughts. He made no attempt to move, hands clasped behind his back and leaning casually against the tree. He stared at Olivia waiting to see her next move.
Olivia hooked her arm through Tory’s and dragged her down the steps and out to the street. Nico chuckled to himself as they argued, but eventually, Tory walked away after casting Nico one last look, and Olivia made her way over to him.
“Hey,” Nico murmured as she neared.
“Hi,” she replied quietly.
“I told Josh I’d make sure you got home, so he’s not coming to follow your car. You’ve ballet class, haven’t you?”
“Oh…no, Mark had to cancel today. She rubbed her arms lightly and Nico knew there was more to the story.
“Would you like to go get a coffee instead then?” Nico asked, pushing off the tree and offering her his hand.
Olivia looked at his hand. Her fingers twitched as he watched indecision cross her eyes. For a second, he thought she’d refuse him, but then she slid her small delicate hand into his and smiled hesitantly.
“Sure, I’d love too.”
***
 
Finding a quiet table in the corner of the Café, Nico pulled out Olivia’s chair and then took his seat.
“You wanna eat?”
She looked up, her eyes wide. “Oh, err…”
“Livy, don’t think about it. Just tell me what you want. Nothing you say to me is wrong.”
She took a deep breath, and as she let it out, relaxed. “I’d like to eat, thanks.”
Smiling, he handed her a menu. “Pick whatever you want.”
Nico couldn’t keep up with her shifts in personality. He wanted his brave Livy back, and he wanted to destroy the person who made her feel she needed to be hidden.
“How was school? I’m getting my stitches out tomorrow so I should be back next week.”
Olivia sighed. “Honestly, I’ve had enough of school.”
“I thought you liked school? You’re the top in every class, aren’t you?”
Olivia looked at him as if she was debating what to say. “It’s exhausting always being the best. I’m going through the motions to keep my father happy.”
“Why do you always feel the need to please him?”
She glanced down. “Because displeasing him is far worse.”
It took Nico a minute to rein in his wolf. He’d never had much of a problem with control before, but since Olivia had come along, his wolf always seemed to be close to the surface. Her fear drove him to want to kill. “Liv —”
The waitress arrived. “What can I get y’all?”
Nico read the first thing on the menu out load, not even comprehending what he’d said. Olivia glanced nervously over the menu, her knee jiggling up and down beneath the table. Nico had to control the urge to place his hand on her knee.
“I’ll have a club sandwich please,” Olivia answered quietly.
Once the waitress left, Nico watched Olivia play with the edge of the red-and-white tablecloth, her knee still moving rapidly. Giving in to his need to touch her, he slid his hand beneath the table and placed it on her leg, squeezing firmly.
“Am I that scary?” he asked, once her huge eyes found his.
“No. I’m not frightened of you.”
“Then what’s the matter?” he asked, releasing her knee and sitting up straight.
“What are we doing?” she asked, her voice suddenly strong.
“Having food.” Nico grinned.
Olivia shook her head, hiding a smile. “Stop doing that.”
“Doing what?”
“That thing you’re doing now. The smile and twinkly eyes that makes most females weak at the knees.”
Nico chuckled. “Doesn’t work on you though, does it?”
“I’m resisting,” she murmured, holding his eyes.
“Stop resisting,” he answered, his voice low and rough.
“I’m leaving, Nico. If I fail…I’ll still be leaving. I’ve no choice.”
“You’ve always a choice, Olivia,” Nico growled, feeling his anger relight.
“It doesn’t matter. I will not fail. I am going to get into dance school, and I am leaving.”
Nico was surprised by her sudden confidence; it was nice to see this side of her again.
“It doesn’t matter that you’re going to dance school. We’ll figure it out.”
“Why?” she asked, seemly genuinely perplexed. “I’m not special, Nico. Why go to the hassle?”
He growled, he couldn’t help it and as the wolf came into his eyes, he tried, and failed to contain it.
“Nico?” Olivia whispered.
“I’m fine. Just stop, stop saying you’re not special, because you are, and I’m going to make you see it.” He reached forward and placed his hand over hers, rested on the table. “I don’t want to rush you, or frighten you. But I need you to know, you are special to me. You are worth every hassle. I see you, Liv. I see the steel inside.”
“I wish I could see what you see,” she responded sadly, twining her fingers with his.
Their food arrived, and Nico reluctantly pulled back as the plate of food was put in front of him. He frowned, looking up at the waitress.
“Enjoy,” she said, walking away.
Olivia burst out laughing. “I did think it was an unusual request. I was expecting a burger and fries.”
Nico looked at the stack of fluffy pancakes in front of him, piled with berries and bacon, drowning in syrup. He’d eat it — for breakfast. Olivia was right; he wanted burger and fries.
“Here.” Olivia picked up her plate and slid his into her spot. “Have mine,” she said, pushing her sandwich with a side of fries under his nose.
“I’m not taking your food.”
“I don’t mind.” She picked up a piece of crispy bacon and stuck it in her mouth. She licked the syrup off her fingers and Nico had to bite back a moan.
“Thanks.”
 



Chapter 19
 
Olivia
 
She was falling for him. She knew she shouldn’t; she was leaving. Yet, as he munched through his fries, his eyes glancing up at her every few seconds, her heart sighed in contentment.
Addiction. Addiction was the one word Olivia would use to describe Nico. His smile was an addiction, every smile, whether lazy, wicked, or sweet, held a mischievous edge. It lured her in, promising delight, and his eyes…like emerald jewels to be coveted. She would never grow tired of looking at him, but what made her want to fall completely, was Nico was the first person to ever compromise for her.
She didn’t understand his feelings for her, but it was nice to be wanted. He knew her plan to leave, yet he still wanted her. That feeling was an addiction in itself. Oh, God, I’m doomed.
“Want anything else?” Nico asked when the waitress had cleared their plates.
“God, no. That was a sugar overload. I don’t normally eat things like that.”
Nico frowned, his eyes wandering over her. “Why? You’re the furthest thing from fat, Liv.”
“Ballet requires a certain look. If I eat too much, I tend to put on more muscle. That’s the problem with being a wolf and a dancer.”
Nico reached out and brushed his hand across hers. “Don’t change for anyone, or anything, Liv.”
“Dancing is the one thing I’ve ever wanted. It’s the one thing I’ve been brave enough to go for.” And I’m never brave. Though you may be the exception to that rule.
“When are you going to dance for me?” Nico asked. Standing, he held out his hand for her after placing the money to cover their food on the table.
Olivia looked at his hand. Taking a breath, she took it and allowed him to pull her up. Waiting until they were outside before answering his question, she said, “I’m not sure… I’ve not had anyone watch me before.”
“You’ve got to start sometime. I’ll come to your next rehearsal.”
“No,” she whispered. “Maybe my last.”
He smiled, catching her eyes before speaking his next words. “You will be dancing for me before then.”
“Will I?” she asked, not able to keep the smile from her voice.
“Oh yes, and very soon.”
Olivia felt like melting. He set her on fire with just a smile. “You sound very confident.”
Nico stepped in front of her. Olivia’s eyes widened, her breath rushing out of her.
“Are you not confident in my ability to get what I want?”
Olivia couldn’t answer; he’d stolen her breath. She stared, her heart a rapid tempo, and her mind a jumble of thoughts. A small part of her, the brave part, the part hidden deep within herself, the part Nico saw…that part wanted to pull him the last few inches toward her face and press her lips to his.
Unfortunately, her bravery wasn’t in control, and she froze. Nico smiled. His whisper caressed her cheek as he closed the distance between them. “Be brave, Livy.”
He made her want to be brave. Nico brought the steel he saw to the surface, and she unfroze. Her hands slid up and gripped his waist. This kiss wasn’t like the other soft touches they’d shared before. This kiss showed Olivia all Nico felt for her, both frightening and thrilling her.
Be brave, Livy. God, how I want to be.
This afternoon was shaping up to be the best she’d had in…forever. That was until Nico pressed closer to her, his hands roaming up her arms and squeezing in the exact same spot her father had hurt her the night before. She flinched. It was more from the memory it brought, than the pain from her bruises, but Nico registered the move. He froze. Pulling slowly back, he searched her eyes, confusion in his.
He looked to where his hands touched hers and moved them up, sliding her cardigan from her shoulders. Olivia was powerless to stop him, her eyes begged him to stop as her head shook from side to side. Yet he didn’t stop, and as her cardigan slid from her arms to the ground, he saw the fading bruises. Still deep purple in places, the finger marks around her arm were mostly yellow, and the claw marks had healed to a faint red line. One more day and he’d never have known they were there.
Olivia watched the wolf appear in his eyes. A darker, richer green then his human ones, they held the fire of rage.
“Who did this to you?” he asked, his voice barely contained.
Tears burned in her eyes.
“It was him, wasn’t it? Tell me, Olivia,” Nico growled.
Olivia jumped. Stepping back from his hold, she whispered, “Please just leave it.”
“Leave it? Livy, look at your arms. Fathers do not do that.”
“Please, Nico…don’t ruin this afternoon. He was angry. He doesn’t normally hurt me.”
“Doesn’t normally hurt you,” Nico scoffed. Turning, he marched off.
Olivia picked up her cardigan and hastily pulled it on before racing after him. Anger flowed from him in waves, yet…she wasn’t afraid.
“Nico, stop. Listen to me, please. Nico!” She clasped his arm, forcing him to listen. “I know my father isn’t a good man. I’m not stupid, but if he finds out I’m leaving…if you tell Bass he hurt me…everything will blow up. The thought of getting up on stage and dancing terrifies me. And leaving…going off on my own… God, I can’t think about it without feeling sick. I can’t handle anymore change. I need things to stay as they are; otherwise, I’ll never leave, and I’ll always regret it.”
“I want to kill him,” Nico answered.
“I know. I can see it in your eyes,” she whispered.
“What was it that made him so angry?”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“It does to me,” Nico ground out.
“Your…your rose,” she admitted, casting her eyes down.
His anger flared again, pulsing against her skin. Standing helplessly, she watched him pace, expecting any moment for his wolf to burst free. Finally, he paused and faced her. With great effort, his wolf disappeared from his eyes.
“I can’t promise to leave this forever, but I will for now. It’s killing me to, but I’m doing it for you.”
“Thank you.”
Nico took her hand and lead her back toward their cars. “Oh, don’t thank me, Liv. I might not be killing him tonight, but that doesn’t mean I won’t be in the future.”
When they reached their cars, he released her hand, his anger fading for a moment as he brushed a finger over her cheek and across her jaw. He didn’t say a word to her as he left her by her car and got into his. As he followed her home, she sensed his eyes boring into her. She wasn’t sure if he was mad at her, or just the world.
 
 



Chapter 20
 
Nico
 
He left before she got out of her car, afraid he might do more damage. His anger had been almost impossible to ignore, his wolf riding him hard. He needed to channel his anger somehow before he changed his mind, and hunted her piece-of-shit father down.
The bruises had nearly healed, but still, to mark her skin that much when she was a wolf, he’d have had to have held her tight. Olivia might look small and breakable, but she had pure blood running through her veins, and it took more than a squeeze to bruise her.
He took no one in as he prowled through the pack. Paid no attention to the glances and whispers he received. There was one person he sought, and he’d not stop until he found him. Only Bass could help him control this rage inside of him.
Katalina opened the door as he pounded against it. “Nico? What the hell is the matter?”
“What’s all the noise –” Bass’s words trailed off as his eyes focused on Nico. “Katalina, back away.”
Katalina frowned. “Why?”
“Just do it,” Bass ordered. “Nico.”
“I…I can’t control it.” Any moment he was going to lose it and savage anyone in his path.
Bass strode forward. Nico’s wolf rose and then he felt the power of his alpha press against his skin. “Calm down.”
Nico met Bass’s eyes. “He hurt her.”
“Not here,” Bass answered, taking his arm. “Don’t lose it here.”
“I want his blood.” Nico growled.
“And you’ll have it. Just not now, not like this.”
Bass led him outside, his grip on his arm painful but it grounded him.
“Bass, where are you going?” Katalina asked, following them.
“To help Nico. Stay indoors.” For once, Katalina obeyed.
Bass steered Nico into the trees. In silence, they walked until they’d travelled deep into the woods.
“You want to draw blood? Draw mine,” Bass said.
“What? No.”
Bass gave him a shove. “What’s the matter? Can’t take me?”
One taunt and Nico lost it. The wolf inside of him took the control it had been fighting for. Changing, his clothes shredded around him as he lunged for Bass, a snarl carrying off on the wind.
Bass toyed with him. He’d not changed into wolf form, yet Nico couldn’t touch him. He was so consumed with rage that it blinded him, made him sloppy. The only edge he’d ever had over Bass was his quick wit and agility. But with a haze of red over him, he had none.
“Do you see why this isn’t the right time?” Bass dodged Nico’s lunge, moving with a grace Olivia would envy. Bass returned his attack, kicking him in the side.
Nico sprawled to the ground, his paws tangled beneath him. Getting up, he growled, feeling only more out of control.
“Come on, Nico, you’re better than this. Use it. Control it. Draw blood. That’s what you want, isn’t it? To feel the heat of blood running through your mouth? His blood…he hurt her and now he needs to pay.”
Nico leapt. He felt the brush of Bass’s shirt. It tore but not his skin.
“If you do not learn to control this rage, it will consume you, and you’ll never be able to protect her. Do you not think I didn’t want to break down Jackson’s door and take Katalina away from him? God, I did. I wanted to savage him, but I didn’t. Patience is key to a hunt, Nico. Slow calculated steps are needed to catch your prey.”
With effort, Nico slowed his breaths, watching Bass as he braced for his next move. All around him, the world slowed and then he sprung. Adjusting his direction at the last minute, he finally found flesh, and peace.
Changing, Nico collapsed to the ground, staring up at the darkening sky.
“Better?” Bass asked, looming over him.
“What the hell is a matter with me?” Nico muttered, running his hands over his face.
Bass sat down beside him. “You’ve found your mate. She’s resisting, and her father is a sadistic bully. I’d say you’re remarkably calm, all things considered.”
“Mate…that sounds so…”
“Well, that’s what she is, isn’t she?”
“I love her. She’s embedded in my skin…”
Bass laughed, interrupting Nico’s attempt at putting his feelings into words. Nico glared at him.
“Sorry, I know this situation isn’t funny. It’s just…sometimes you, and Kat, are so alike. I forget you spent most of your childhood with your mother.”
“How am I supposed to protect her when she refuses to admit he’s a problem?”
“Patience, Nic. You’ll find your window and in the meantime, make sure she’s not alone all the time. Even if that means recruiting others to help you.”
Nico sat up. “Kat starts school next week. I bet they’ll have class together. Kat can hang out with her.”
“Wait, what? Kat starts school?” Bass had a sudden edge to his eyes.
Shit. “Oh, err, hasn’t she told you?”
“No. Why has she told you?”
“Shit. Bass, don’t take it personally. She asked me what I thought you’d think about her starting at Atlanta high school. I asked her when she hoped to start, she said Monday. I’m presuming they are allowing her to finish out her last year, even though she missed a few months.”
Bass slumped back, running his hands through his hair. “What did you tell her? And I want the truth.”
Nico winced. “I told her you’d freak out but she should do what is good for her, not you.”
Bass grabbed hold of his arm. “Damn it, Nico! Whose friend are you? God, keeping her safe is going to be a nightmare.”
Nico shook him off, getting to his feet. “Both, and if you haven’t noticed, apart from Toby, who’s a kid, I’m her only friend. She’s alone here, Bass, and you’re cutting her off from the world she loves.”
“I hate it when you’re right,” Bass muttered, laying back down.
Bass didn’t seem intent on drawing his blood so Nico sat down again. “Back to me, we don’t have time to discuss your crap tonight.”
“Cheers, pal,” Bass sneered.
“Actually, Kat going to school and becoming friends with Liv will benefit us both.”
“Why, is Olivia capable of protecting Katalina?”
Nico chuckled. “Kat doesn’t need protecting. When are you going to see that? She needs a friend, a girl friend to be precise, and Liv needs someone to protect her when I can’t be around. Kat is perfect for the job.”
“You do realize you’re supposed to keep my mate out of danger, not drag her into it.”
“Bass, I may have been half dead but, two weeks ago, Kat was gladly running into danger.”
Bass stood. “Looks like you’re going to be starting training.”
Nico followed him as he weaved through the trees back toward the center of the pack. “For what?”
“Well apparently, my mate is going to a human school. Where I’m not, and you’re nowhere near equipped to be protecting her.”
“Thanks,” Nico muttered.
“Don’t be glum, Nico. A few days getting your ass kicked and you’ll have improved…a little.”
Katalina was at the door when they arrived back. Her eyes scanned over a naked Nico, and then honed in on Bass’s bleeding thigh. She tutted, glaring at them both, before stomping off. She returned seconds later, tossing a pair of jeans at him.
“Next time you cut up my mate. I’ll return the favor.”
Bass smiled and Katalina’s eyes narrowed.
“What else have you done?” she asked, hands on her hips and eyes fixed on Nico.
“I told him about school, which, I might add, is not my fault seeing as you’re planning to go back to school next week.”
Katalina turned on her heel.
“Where are you going?” Bass asked, amused.
“To get drink. I’ll need one to get me through the lecture.”
Nico sat on the sofa at the far side of the room. He watched Bass casually lean against the wall as Katalina rattled and huffed in the fridge.
“I actually feel like an adult when you two fight. You’re like children.”
“We’re not fighting, Nico,” Katalina snapped. She walked to Bass, handed him a beer, and then brought him one.
Slumping down next to him, Katalina eyed Bass. “Go on then, give it to me.”
It always fascinated Nico how Bass could keep such a neutral face. It was one of his greatest weapons as an alpha; his pack or enemies never knew his next move, or thought.
Katalina glanced at Nico, then back to Bass. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you? Ass.”
Bass chuckled, taking a seat on the sofa opposite. He crooked his finger and she went. “I wasn’t pleased at first, but I was mostly hurt I found out through Nico and not you.”
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure if they’d let me in. I went with Karen the day you met Kyle.”
“Karen? Did Jackson know?”
“Yes, and he wouldn’t let me go unless I took someone as guard, and, Bill knew too and said the same thing. Do you realize how ridiculous I looked, explaining everything with not one, but two body guards.”
Bass laughed.
“Stop laughing.” She huffed.
“So I was the only person who didn’t know. Am I that unreasonable?”
“Yes,” both Katalina and Nico said together.
“But I’d honestly planned to tell you when you got back, then Cage left and well…I forgot.”
“Okay, you’re forgiven.”
Katalina squealed, jumping on his lap. “So I can go?”
“If I said no it was too dangerous at the minute, would you listen?”
“No.”
“You’ll be traveling with Nico and Olivia. There will be no venturing off alone.”
Katalina kissed him.
“Right, that’s my cue to leave.” Nico got to his feet.
“Are you going to be all right?” Bass asked.
“Not until I know she’s safe, but I’ve got my wolf under control, for now.”
“Remember what I said.”
“Slow, calculated steps,” he answered as he closed their door and walked out into the dark night.
As Nico walked home, his phone rang. Seeing his mother’s name on the screen, he remembered he’d said he’d sleep over tonight.
“Mom, hey.”
“You’re not coming, are you?”
Nico felt suddenly guilty; he’d been neglecting his mother recently. “No, sorry.”
She sighed down the phone. “What’s going on with you recently?”
“I don’t know, Mom. I’ve got things on my mind. It’s complicated here.”
“Have you taken on too much? Don’t let your father pressure you into that world, Nico.”
“He’s not.” I’ve hardly seen him.
“Come over tomorrow then. Sleep the weekend.”
“I can’t, I have plans.”
“What’s more important than your mother?” she huffed.
“Aww, Mom, come on.”
“It’s a girl, isn’t it?”
When Nico said nothing, she took it as a yes. “I knew it! I expect you and her here first thing for breakfast.”
“I –”
“Do not give me excuses, Nico. You will be here.”
The line went dead as his mother ended her call on an order. His mother might be human, but she could be just as scary as a shifter. Turning back around, Nico headed toward Bass and Katalina’s cabin.
How the hell can I sneak Liv off in the morning without her father knowing?
 



Chapter 21
 
Olivia
 
Slowing her pace to a steady jog, Olivia came around the corner and stopped dead in her tracks. Katalina was at her door, knocking. Frozen, her mind contemplated escape and her feet itched to flee. She normally didn’t run on a weekend, yet this morning she’d woke early, her mind restless, and she’d needed to escape. Life was changing, and Olivia wasn’t ready. She planned to leave, escape but never had she planned for the change to be gradual. For others to know. Olivia wasn’t the brave person Nico thought she was. She was a coward, and her plan had been to disappear one morning, not telling a soul of her plans. They’d not have missed her; she was invisible. But not anymore.
Her father opened the door, his eyes landing on Katalina then Olivia in the background. She had no choice but to walk forward.
“Katalina?”
Katalina turned, her eyes running over Olivia, covered in sweat. “Hey.”
Olivia pulled her earplugs from her ears and switched off her iPod. “Can I help you?”
“I hope so.” Katalina turned to Olivia’s father. “Shall we go inside?”
“Oh, right, yes, of course. Come in.”
Olivia hid her smile; she found pleasure in seeing her father squirm.
“I didn’t know you ran,” Katalina said as they all entered the main room.
“Clears my head,” Olivia answered, going to the sink to fill a glass with water. “Can I get you anything?”
“Oh, no, thanks. Well, I came to ask a favor.” Katalina directed her words at Olivia’s father. “Would it be too much trouble if I borrowed your daughter for the day?”
“Oh, erm, of course.”
Olivia had never seen her father look so ruffled. It wasn’t until she took a step closer to Katalina that she felt the reason why; Katalina was a dominant wolf and that wolf was currently very close to the surface. The prickle of authority pressed against Olivia’s skin. She’d never felt it when around Katalina before.
“What is it you need?” Olivia asked, unable to meet her eyes.
“Oh, a shopping partner.” Katalina smiled.
“Shopping?” Olivia’s father snapped, his earlier demeanor gone.
“Yes,” Katalina answered, not looking at all worried by his tone. “My other partner canceled on me, so I thought of Olivia. It will be nice to get to know her. We’re going to be at the same school as of next week.”
“Really…? Well, I’m –”
Katalina cut her father off, and his face visibly reddened. Olivia’s heart picked up speed. Either her father was going to lose his temper and take it out on Katalina, or he’d take it out on her later. “Oh, no need to worry about her safety. Sebastian will be with us and an enforcer. We’ll be quite safe. Hurry along, Olivia. Get changed.”
Olivia’s jaw dropped. Her father seemed as dumbfounded as her. Katalina’s ignorance to her father’s annoyance had left him speechless. She wasn’t sure what was going on, but she had a feeling this had nothing to do with shopping. “I won’t be long.”
Closing her bedroom door on Katalina and her father talking, Olivia rushed about grabbing clothes then slipped back out and into the bathroom. Taking the world’s quickest shower, she was dressed—with her wet hair pulled up into a bun, and a light covering of makeup on her face—five minutes later.
“Ready.”
“Great. It was so lovely to meet you, Mr. Ross.” Katalina beamed.
Once outside, Olivia waited till they’d climbed into one of the pack’s vehicles, including Arne, before speaking. “What’s going on?”
“What, you didn’t buy the ‘I’m a girl who loves shopping’ routine?”
“Shopping I can buy, but there is more to this, isn’t there?”
Katalina smiled cheekily, “Yeah, but your dad bought it.”
“Are we really going shopping?” Olivia asked. Her eyes scanned the trees, looking for escape.
Katalina started the car, her hand briefly touching Olivia’s knee as it jiggled up and down. “What’s wrong?”
Overwhelmed, Olivia looked at Katalina. She wasn’t used to this kindness, to feeling as if she had friends within her own world. It was daunting. She knew that once you had something, it always hurt to let it go. “Now that my dad’s brain isn’t foggy by your conflicting dominant energy and silly smile, he’s going to be pissed, and he’ll still be pissed when I get home.”
“Did you feel that?” Katalina asked excitedly.
“Your dominant energy? Yeah.”
“Awesome.” She pushed the car into drive. “Bass has been teaching me. I wasn’t sure I was getting it right. This wolf stuff is still all so new. Anyway, he won’t be mad at you. He’ll probably moan and swear about how Dark Shadow is run by a bunch of stupid teenagers.”
“I hope so,” Olivia whispered, looking back out the window. “So, where are we going?”
Katalina drove off pack land and onto the road, heading toward River Run. “We’re going to pick Bass and Nico up from Jackson’s, and drop Arne off with Toby.” Arne stuck his head into the front and licked Katalina’s face. “Yes, I love you too, boy.” Katalina smiled. “And then we’re all going to Nico’s mothers for breakfast, and before you freak out, I’m not looking forward to it either, but she’s human, so I’m hoping she’s at least halfway normal.”
Olivia’s stomach twisted with unease. “W-why am I-I meeting Nico’s mother?” she stuttered, wringing her hands in her lap.
Jackson’s house appeared through the trees. “Because apparently, Nico can’t say no to his mother. She’s been after seeing me for weeks. Bass used to go over for breakfast on the weekends she had Nico. But I guess that’s another thing I’ve changed.”
Olivia looked at Katalina, her words held sadness. She wanted to comfort her, to say something, but she had no experience in these things. Tory was her best friend, but she was the loud, outgoing one. If something ever bothered her, she’d gotten over it herself before Olivia had thought of the right words to say.
Nico and Bass appeared from the house as they pulled up. Katalina jumped out, opening the back door to let Arne out. “Come on, boy, let’s go find Toby.”
Olivia pushed open her door and stepped out. Hovering near the car, she watched Nico and Bass approach. Bass kissed Katalina on the cheek as she walked past.
“Urgh, Kat, you taste of dog.” Bass groaned, wiping his mouth.
Katalina giggled, ruffling Arne’s head. “He’s my first love. Gotta share, Bass.”
“Those two make me want to gag,” Nico said as he reached her.
Olivia focused her gaze on Nico. “I think they’re sweet. It must be nice not worrying about what others think.”
An unreadable emotion crossed his eyes before he leaned down and claimed her mouth. Olivia froze. Her heart stopped. As much as it thrilled her every time they kissed, she wasn’t sure she was ready to have him kiss her whenever he pleased.
She pulled back breathless, putting some space between them. “Nico.”
Nico looked to the ground sheepishly. “Sorry, maybe I should have asked.”
Heat filled her as anger ran through her blood. She spoke without thought, her words hard, “Maybe you shouldn’t just presume you can kiss me like we are a couple.” A tiny sliver of guilt wormed it’s way into her head.
Nico’s eyes shot up, surprised. “I…”
Hmm, I quite like this new feeling. Nico speechless. She smiled to herself and slid back into the car.
Nico stared at her. His feet shuffled as if he couldn’t decide where to go. Sighing, he climbed into the back.
“I’m sorry, Liv. Please don’t be mad at me.”
His fingers grazed her arm. Looking down, she saw his hand palm up waiting for her. Taking his hand because she’d never been one to hold a grudge, Olivia suppressed the sigh that wanted to escape her mouth. As much as she wanted to deny it, Nico made her feel…whole.
“Ready?” Bass asked as he was about to sit in the driver’s seat. Olivia stiffened, her hold on Nico’s hand tightened. She wasn’t sure she could cope being next to her alpha the whole drive.
“Bass, let Kat drive. About time you relinquished your control.”
Bass’s eyes met Nico’s and briefly gazed over Olivia. “Sure. Try not to kill us, Katalina.”
Olivia let out her breath as Nico’s soft words met her ears. “I’ve got you.” He squeezed her hand before letting it go.
The drive to Nico’s mother’s didn’t take long. She lived in Atlanta, which wasn’t very large. In fact, Olivia wished it had taken twice as long when they pulled onto a drive which lead to a small wooden house.
She held back as Bass and Katalina walked up the drive. “Nico?”
He paused, turning back around, “Hmm?”
“Who does your mother think I am?”
She knew by the look on his face what he was about to say. “Well, she kinda thinks you’re my girlfriend.”
“Girlfriend?”
“She’s human. She doesn’t use words like mate.”
“Mate?” Olivia squeaked. Oh, my God, why did I even open my mouth?
Nico looked as flustered as she felt. Olivia couldn’t breathe. She wasn’t ready for this. Everything was changing way too fast.
“Liv, please don’t freak out,” Nico whispered, grasping her elbows and turning her away from the house. “Livy, look at me.”
“I can’t handle this, Nico,” she admitted.
“It’s just breakfast, Liv. My mom’s nice. I promise.”
Olivia sucked in a deep breath. “Breakfast, I can do breakfast.”
His fingers moved lightly up her arms, skimming over her shoulders and across her collarbone. His touch was soft, light, yet she felt every caress deep within her soul. Everything was rapidly changing. Her heart was falling, hard, but even as a part of her screamed run, the other part of her screamed jump.
“Kiss me,” Olivia whispered.
Not once in her life had Olivia had someone gaze at her with such emotion. Nico searched her eyes, the green of his bright and alive. Then he touched her lips and the world dropped away.
 



Chapter 22
 
Nico
 
Nico registered the door opening just as Bass hissed his name. Pulling away, he couldn’t help gazing one last time into her warm brown eyes, which at that moment looked wide, alive, and full of wonder. His hand lingered on her cheek before he turned to face his mother.
“Mom, hi,” he said meekly.
It took Nico’s mother a second to close her mouth and stop gaping, yet she still seemed incapable of words.
Bass stepped in front of her. “Caroline, hi. I’d like you to meet my mate, Katalina.”
Dragging her gaze from him, Nico watched his mother regain her composure and become loud and animated as she fussed over Katalina.
Using the moment’s distraction, Nico clasped Olivia’s hand. “Are you all right?”
Olivia shook her head. “That is not how I wanted your mother to meet me. What are you doing to me, Nico?”
Nico flashed her his trademark smile and kissed her on the cheek, “Be brave, Livy,” he murmured before pulling her toward the house.
Following Bass and Katalina inside, he kept a tight grip on Olivia’s hand. He had an irrational fear she’d turn and run at any moment.
“I hope it’s all right I brought friends?” Nico asked as he approached his mother.
“Of course.” She dragged him into a hug. “It feels like I’ve not seen you in forever.”
Nico wiggled out of her hold. “Mom, I’m seventeen not five,” he moaned.
His mother’s eyes settled on Olivia. Nico tugged her forward. “Mom, I’d like you to meet Olivia.”
“Well, aren’t you just gorgeous.” His mom smiled. “What are you doing with this rogue?”
Olivia laughed awkwardly. “He’s very persistent.”
“Don’t let him push you about. If there was one thing I learned from being married to a wolf, it’s don’t let them push you around. This applies to you too, Katalina.” Nico’s mother turned her smile to Bass. “That one has a way of always getting what he wants.”
“Oh, no need to worry there, Caroline. Kat never does what I say,” Bass answered.
“Hey.” Katalina slapped Bass playfully. “I do…sometimes.”
“Well then, shall we get some food?” Caroline asked.
Nico followed his mother into the kitchen. He was hit with the delicious smells of his mother’s cooking, a smell he would never grow tired of.
“Wow!” Olivia scanned the table laden with freshly baked pastries, muffins and other various breakfast foods.
“Mom owns the bakery. She loves cooking. It’s a wonder I wasn’t fat as a child.”
“Dig in,” Caroline said.
“This looks amazing, Caroline,” Katalina said, picking up muffin. “I keep telling Bass we need a better kitchen so I can bake.”
Caroline scrunched up her nose. “Yes, those shacks aren’t exactly built for cooking.”
Katalina’s smile widened. “See, I’m not the only one that thinks we live in a shack.”
Caroline laughed. “I like this girl, Sebastian.”
“Please don’t encourage her.” Bass groaned.
“So, Nico says you grew up thinking you were human. It must be so weird living like they do now?”
Nico took a plate and piled food onto it as he listened to Katalina moan about the ‘prison camp’ she lived in. Olivia still hadn’t moved. She seemed in shock and he knew this situation must be overwhelming for her. Leading her to a seat, he nudged her into it and put the plateful of food in front of her.
“Eat,” he whispered, running his hand through her hair.
She looked up at him with a small smile, and dragged in a lungful of air. Nodding, she picked up a pastry and pulled a small piece off before popping it into her mouth. Filling his plate, he sat beside her and watched Katalina as she absorbed human interaction.
He’d grown used to the differences between his life with his mother and father. They’d separated when he’d been a toddler, so he’d never known any difference, but he’d never considered how much Katalina’s life had changed, and by the look on Bass’s face, he was thinking the same.
Olivia had finished her pastry and was currently staring at her plate. He caught her eye and frowned at her. ‘Weight’ she mouthed at him, before reaching for an apple from the fruit bowl. Nico wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to Olivia watching what she ate. Wolves didn’t worry about getting fat. They burned off calories faster than humans, but then they also tended to have more muscle. Ballerinas had strong, lean muscle and not an ounce of fat. It bothered him. Nico didn’t want her to change, not even for dance.
 



Chapter 23
 
Olivia
 
After eating the world’s most delicious pastry, Olivia picked up an apple and bit into it wishing it was the blueberry muffin instead, but with her performance coming up soon, she couldn’t afford to put on weight.
Listening to Katalina so easily talking to Nico’s mother made her green with envy. She wished she had the ability. Instead, she sat silent, barely able to breathe, let alone talk.
“So, Olivia, what do you do?”
Olivia swallowed the lump of apple in her mouth without chewing it. She felt it slowly scrape down her throat as she stared.
What do I do?
She wasn’t sure if it was jealously that made her say her next words, or just her brain had short circuited. “I dance.”
Nico swiveled his head and stared at her, along with everyone else in the room.
“Really? What kind?”
“Ballet. I’ve an audition in a fortnight for the School of American Ballet. If everything goes to plan, I’ll have a place on the summer program, and will hopefully be offered a position for winter term.”
Olivia’s heart pounded. Oh, my God, shut up, Olivia… 
“Oh, so you’re not planning on staying with the pack?”
Olivia watched Nico’s mother glance at her son, a look of worry on her face. She wanted the floor to swallow her whole. Not only had she just spilled her biggest secret, she’d just told Nico’s mother she planned to leave him.
Girlfriend of the year.
“Well, no, I –”
“Let’s not get into that,” Nico suggested. “How about some coffee, Mom?”
“I’ll have tea, please,” Katalina added.
Olivia stood. Nico reached for her hand but she shook her head and stepped away. “I’ll be a minute.” Hurrying from the room, Olivia stopped, staring at the door calling to her at the end of the short hallway. Her hand was on the handle when Nico reached her.
“Liv?”
“I’m sorry, Nico. I can’t. I tried to be the brave person you want, but I’m not her.”
Nico spun her around and pressed her back against the wall. Her breath rushed out of her as her heart thundered on.
“Olivia, I have never wanted anyone but you. The bad and the good, whether you’re frightened or brave.”
“I’m no good at this, Nico. I’m not like you.”
“Just be yourself.” Nico held out his hand. “Now, are you running scared, or coming to have coffee?”
“Fine,” Olivia hissed, taking his hand. “But just for the record, I need at least a day to prepare before you spring anything else on me.”
Nico bumped his shoulder into hers. “Oh, so you’re planning on sticking around a little longer?”
“A day or so…maybe,” she teased.
They took their drinks into the front room. Olivia slowly relaxed. Nico’s mother asked a few easy questions and she managed to answer them without having a mental breakdown or spilling more secrets.
Caroline seemed more interested in Bass’s new position as alpha, and when the question came around to how he’d managed to take over his father’s position so young, the room fell silent. It seemed Caroline didn’t know all the details of pack life.
“Mom, come on, you know you’re not allowed to know all this stuff.”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t see why. It’s not like I’m going to tell anyone.”
“Get back with Dad and you’ll be in the know,” Nico joked.
“Pfft, not likely,” she scoffed. “Olivia, what about your parents. Are they both wolves?”
“Yes…my mother…she died giving birth to me.”
“Oh, that’s…well, that’s just terrible. I’m so sorry.”
Olivia took a breath. “That’s okay. I’ve not really known any different.”
“So it’s just you and your father?”
“Yes.”
“Right, well, we best be going. Places to go, people to see,” Nico jumped in.
“Where are you off to now?” Caroline asked.
“Oh…nowhere,” Nico replied.
“We’re going shopping,” Katalina piped up.
“No, we’re not,” Bass answered.
“We are,” Katalina said sweetly. “Please, can we just have one day doing normal things?”
“Kat, I’ve a pack to run, and protect, or had you forgotten?”
Olivia watched Katalina and Bass with interest, and so did Nico’s mother. She hid her smile as Katalina fixed Bass with a look that told him to not mess with her. Maybe she can teach me a thing or two?
“Let me put it this way, Sebastian. Olivia and I are going shopping. Whether you come is your choice, and as for protection, I’m sure you and Nico will be fit for the job.”
Nico glanced at Olivia. “Don’t look at me. I had no idea,” she whispered.
Bass stood with a growl. Katalina smiled. Leaning back in her chair, she crossed her arms. “Growl all you want. I don’t scare that easily.”
“I’ll ring Bill,” Bass muttered, exiting the room.
“That, my dear, was impressive.” Caroline laughed.
 



Chapter 24
 
Nico
 
Bass entered the room a few minutes later looking less stressed than Nico had expected.
“Okay, we’ve got the day. I told them we’ll be back late. Toby is having Arne overnight.” Bass gazed at Katalina. “Happy?”
Katalina jumped to her feet, flinging herself at Bass. “Yes.” She squealed as Bass caught her, spinning her around.
Nico glanced at his mother smiling sweetly at Katalina and Bass. What is it with those two and their ability to turn everyone into mushy idiots?
Nico stood, collecting the mugs from the coffee table he headed for the kitchen. “Mom?” He nodded his head toward the kitchen door.
“Olivia seems nice,” his mother said once the door had swung shut behind them.
“She is,” Nico confirmed.
“I can see you really like her, Nico, but she’s leaving. Isn’t that a problem?”
“My problem, not yours,” Nico answered, turning his back and washing the mugs at the sink.
“Nico, I don’t want to see you get hurt. You’re still so young.”
“Mom, please don’t give me the ‘plenty of fish in the sea’ speech.”
“Well, it’s true.”
“I’m a wolf. I don’t work that way.”
“Nico.” She huffed. “Do not let your father’s nonsense mess with your head.”
Nico sighed. Switching off the tap, he turned to face her, bracing his hands on the counter at his back. “It’s not nonsense, Mom. It’s who I am. I love her. I have from the moment I met her. Can you please just be happy for me?”
“Of course I’m happy for you,” she answered, stepping forward and pulling Nico into her hug. “Come home more often so I can see you happy.”
“I’m busy. Bass has given me the job I was telling you about, and I’ve school.”
Holding him at arm’s length, Nico’s mother searched his eyes. “What’s happening over there? You normally tell me everything but since Kat came and Bass, took over you’re keeping secrets.”
“It’s safer if you don’t know all of the pack secrets. Things are changing, but it’s for the best, I promise. Bass knows what he’s doing, and so do I.”
“You’re both barely adults.”
“In our world, Mom, Bass is alpha. He is law.”
She glared but kept her mouth closed. “Well then, you’d best be off. Enjoy your day with your friends, and come see me next week after school, please.”
“I’ll see. I’ll have Kat with me though. She’s starting school next week and I’m on protection detail. Oh, and one more thing, Mom, what Liv told you about her dancing, it’s kinda a secret. Please do not tell anyone.”
“A secret, why? From who?”
“It doesn’t matter. Just forget she said anything…okay?”
“Okay.”
Nico reached for the door but his mother stopped him. “If you’re ever in trouble, you’d tell me, right?”
“Stop worrying,” Nico answered, brushing her off.
“Ready?” Bass asked as he entered the hall.
“Yup.”
“Thought we’d go to Traverse City since we have the day. Grab an early dinner before heading home.”
“Sounds good.” Nico held out his hand for Olivia who waited in the lounge. “Coming?”
She nodded, closing the distance between them and taking his hand.
“Bye, Mom,” Nico said.
“It was really nice meeting you, Mrs. Therian.” Olivia smiled.
“Caroline, please, and it was lovely to meet you, too. Please drag my son back here sometime soon.”
“I’ll try.” Nico lead her outside and toward the car.
Katalina stepped into the hall. “We’ll all come after school next week. It was nice to finally meet you. I’ll come visit when I need my dose of human.”
Caroline laughed. “It must be an adjustment.”
“It is, but I’m slowly getting them all to change for the better.”
“Come on you,” Bass said, dragging her from the house. “Bye, Caroline.”
“Drive safe,” she called back.
Nico lead Olivia into the back of the car; he wanted her next to him for the two-hour drive. After Katalina and Bass squabbled over who would drive, they were on the road, Bass in the driver’s seat.
“Tired?” Nico asked Olivia after she’d concealed her second yawn.
“I was up early running.”
“You don’t normally run on a weekend,” he observed.
She looked a little shocked, then smiled. “How long have you actually been watching me?”
“Just a year or so. In a non-stalker like way of course.”
She laughed openly, her eyes coming to life. Nico wanted to spend the rest of his life making her laugh.
“Lean on me and sleep. We’ve another hour and a half yet.” Nico patted his shoulder, smiling cheekily.
“Does that smile always work?” Olivia asked him as she shuffled closer and rested her head on his shoulder.
Nico turned his head so he could kiss her forehead. “On you, yes,” he whispered.
Her body vibrated as she laughed lightly, her hand found his and after a few minutes, her breathing evened out and she’d fallen asleep.
Her presence, the warmth of her body snuggled so closely against his, brought Nico a deep contentment. When she was with him, when she let down the walls she wrapped around herself to protect her heart, the connection between them shone bright. He knew deep within himself that she was meant for him. She was his mate. Yet even as she snuggled closer to his side in sleep, Nico couldn’t shake the feeling Olivia would never drop the final barrier between them. Because if she did, she’d never be able to leave him and follow her dreams.
Who am I to deny her from her dreams?
***
 
Watching Olivia wake from his gentle stroke, and soft kiss made his heart ache. He longed to do it every morning. The primal wolf inside of him wanted her now, wanted her in his territory.
“We’re nearly there.”
She sat, stretching her arms behind her back. He shouldn’t have watched, but he did and she caught him looking at her chest.
“Sorry,” he mumbled, tearing his eyes away.
“No you’re not.” She laughed.
“You’re right…I’m not.” His eyes traveled down her body, his voice low and rough.
“Nico,” Olivia whispered. He could see the need in her eyes too. She was just too frightened to act, yet Nico had never been afraid to jump. Ignoring the fact Bass and Katalina could hear and see all they did, Nico clicked her buckle free and dragged her onto his lap so she straddled him.
Hands finding their way to her hips, he held her as she looked at him with wide, unsure eyes. “Trust me,” he murmured before pulling her face to his.
Olivia was resistant at first, but the first swipe of his tongue across her lips had her melting into him, a whimper on her breath. He’d never get enough off her, the taste of her in his mouth, the feel of her soft delicate body beneath his hands. She was…home.
“Shall I pull over?” Bass asked.
Nico briefly paused, catching Bass’s amused expression in the rear-view mirror.
“I’d rather not get pulled over by the cops,” he added.
Nico watched Olivia’s face turn red, before she buried her head into his shoulder. “What are you doing to me?” she whispered against him.
“No, keep driving,” Nico muttered, releasing his grip on Olivia’s hips.
 



Chapter 25
 
Olivia
 
She wanted to die from embarrassment, and at the same time, she wanted to throw caution to the wind and climb back onto Nico’s lap. She was possessed by an unruly, hormone-crazed version of herself. Nico was an addiction, an addiction she wasn’t sure she could, or wanted to quit, and she’d do anything to get her next hit.
She purposely didn’t look at him. It would only take one glimpse of the love and desire in his eyes, and she’d be lost. You’re leaving. She reminded herself for the umpteenth time. You’ve got to be able to walk away.
Soon, her embarrassment faded into excitement and wonder. She’d never left Atlanta. As small and remote as it was, it was her world. She suspected if her father hadn’t enrolled her into a public school, she’d have hardly left pack land at all.
“You’ve never left Atlanta, have you?” Nico asked.
“Am I that obvious?”
“No, I just read you well.”
Katalina turned around in her seat. “How are you going to cope with New York if you’ve never left Atlanta?”
“I tend to not think about it. Thinking leads to hyperventilating.”
“Don’t worry, Nico and I can give you a crash course in all things human. You’re going to need it. Lesson number one, shopping: every human girl’s first love.”
“I thought Arne was your first love?” Bass mocked.
“I’m not human. It goes Arne, shopping, you’re maybe third or fourth.”
Bass growled. Katalina giggled, poking out her tongue. “Grumpy wolf.”
Olivia gazed out of the window as Bass drove them toward the center of the city. Parking down town, they all climbed out and wandered the tree lined streets. Traverse City had a Victorian feel to it, the trees lining either side of the streets made it seem small and quaint.
Nico slid his hand into hers as they followed Katalina and Bass. The touch of his hand brought her comfort. The wolf inside of her settled at the contact.
“What do you want to see?” Katalina asked, glancing back.
“I’m happy following and window shopping. It’s just nice to be out of Atlanta doing something new.” Olivia answered.
“Nico?”
“Lead the way, Kat. I’m easy.”
“Awesome, we’ll just wander and see if anything catches our eyes.”
Olivia happily followed Katalina. They ventured into shops, looking at antiques, trinkets, clothes, anything that caught her eye. And a lot caught Katalina’s eyes. She shopped as one would devour food when starved.
“Do you not want to buy anything?” Nico asked her as they stood outside a book shop, Katalina had dragged Bass into.
“No, I’m happy just browsing. I don’t have any money. My father controls everything.”
“It’s not right the way he treats you, Liv. It…” He released an exasperated breath. “It really…angers me.”
Glancing at him, she smiled sadly. “I know, but I know no different. Please don’t let him get under your skin.”
“I’m certain that’s an impossible task, but I’ll try to keep my mouth shut. For you.”
“Nico, keeping his mouth shut? Impossible.” Olivia gasped, attempting to lighten the mood.
Scowling, he replied. “I’ll have you know, on occasion, I’m known to be very quiet.”
Katalina and Bass walked out of the shop they’d been in. Hearing Nico’s statement, both laughed.
“Oh, shut up,” Nico grumbled, taking hold of Olivia’s hand. “Let’s go eat.”
***
 
Sighing contently, Olivia closed her eyes and focused on the fingers running gently through her hair. They’d bought sandwiches and walked to a nearby park. Finding a quiet area under some trees, the four of them had eaten their food, and were enjoying the peaceful silence.
When Nico had pulled Olivia toward him, she’d allowed him too. Sinking into his heat, her head rested on his chest as Nico leaned against the tree they were under. Her body was cradled against his legs. The warmth from him seemed to seep through her skin and directly to her heart. Her chest tightened and her skin flushed. Yet she couldn’t keep the smile from her face.
This is what happiness feels like.
She’d never experienced it. Always, she’d believed she wasn’t good enough, that she could never be enough, but with Nico, she felt different. He made her see the world in a different light. Not just that, he made her see herself in a different light.
She’d held onto the knowledge there was an end in sight. She’d clung onto her dancing, onto the dream of becoming a professional ballerina, but she’d never been able to shake the doubt inside of her. It was a constant companion, a niggling, debilitating anxiety. But in that moment, Olivia felt complete, whole. She felt enough.
Feeling his gaze on her, Olivia slowly opened her eyes, finding emerald green jewels watching her intently. Blood rushed to her cheeks, flushing them red. The way he looked at her made her insides squirm.
“You’re staring,” Olivia observed.
He smiled and her heart leaped into her throat.
“You’re still staring,” she whispered, feeling uncomfortable under the intensity of his gaze.
“I can’t help it. I keep waiting to wake up to discover this is all a dream.”
Her cheeks reddened further, her flush spreading down her neck. Men didn’t say things like that to her. She’d never expected to be anyone’s dream, let alone Nico’s.
“I’m making you uncomfortable, aren’t I?” Nico said.
Dragging her eyes from him, Olivia glanced at Bass and Katalina a few feet away from them, yet they seemed to be in their own world. “A little,” she admitted, wishing she was as brave as Katalina. Katalina didn’t seem fazed by Bass’s blatant possessive stares, or his public displays of affection. Yet Olivia felt awkward, stupid even. She imagined people glancing over and thinking, look at that silly girl falling head over heels for a man she isn’t worthy of.
“Livy?”
“Hmm?” she murmured, looking back at him.
“What causes the shadows in your eyes?”
The shadows in my eyes? Anxiety, fear, self-doubt…a lifetime of being pulled down, of never being loved. Not that she would tell him these things. Only a few more months and I’ll be free…and I’ll have to leave him behind.
“Why me, Nico?”
“Why not you?”
Shaking her head in frustration, Olivia sighed. “Wouldn’t it be easier to choose someone brave…someone more like Kat?”
Nico frowned, glancing at Katalina for the briefest of moments before his attention held only Olivia. “Do you think she isn’t afraid?”
“I’ve watched her fight.”
“She feels fear, Liv. Kat lives with constant fear and doubt. She just hides it well.”
“You know her well then,” Olivia mumbled, wondering where the sudden flood of anger had come from.
“I’m her only friend here, Liv. She talks to me about the things she can’t tell Bass.”
“What can she tell you and not Bass?”
Nico laughed.
“What’s so funny?” Olivia huffed, sitting up.
“You’re jealous.”
Olivia paused, analyzing the emotions churning inside of her. “Yes, I suppose I am,” she murmured, leaning back against his chest. “But I don’t see why that’s funny.”
Nico ran his finger across her jaw, brushing them softly over her lips. “I taught Kat to use her knife. Did you know that?”
Olivia nodded, deliberating where this line of topic was going.
“But you won’t know the reasons behind her wanting to learn. Katalina is afraid of being Bass’s weak link. She’s afraid she’ll never be worthy of her title and this pack. You have more in common with her than you might think.”
Yes, I suppose we do.
“I know you don’t see it, Livy, but you are brave. You’re one of the bravest people I know. You are kind, even when others aren’t. You have the courage to keep on dreaming when many others would have given up.”
Olivia couldn’t answer. She wanted so badly to believe him, to be the girl he spoke of, but she just couldn’t see it. Without warning, Nico moved from under her, until he’d pinned her to the ground and he was centimeters from her face.
“Do you trust me?” he murmured.
Her breath quickened as she nodded yes.
“Then trust I’m right. Trust one day you will see what I see.” He breathed the last of his words into her mouth before crushing his lips to hers.
Olivia was lost, consumed. She never wanted the moment to end. She did feel brave, if only for a fleeting moment, but it was enough—enough to make her believe the girl Nico saw was inside of her…somewhere.
“Hey, guys?” Katalina said, breaking into their bubble.
Nico pushed up to his feet not at all bothered by the position he’d just been in. Olivia wished she felt the same but instead, her skin had flushed scarlet and her eyes couldn’t meet Katalina’s for fear of what she’d see there.
“Yeah?” Nico asked.
“I’m going to take Kat to Kilwin’s Chocolates, my grandmother took me there once. Would you like to come?” Bass answered.
“Liv?” Nico held out his hand and pulled her up.
“No, thank you.”
“Okay, shall we meet back here in an hour? Ring me if you have any problems. Keep your guard up, Nico,” Bass suggested.
Nico clapped Bass on the shoulder. “We’ll be fine, pal. We’re not in our world now. Enjoy it.”
“Just try not to be completely distracted, okay?”
“Promise,” Nico answered, grinning.
Olivia waited until Katalina and Bass had walked out of earshot before speaking. “So what would you like to do?”
His eyes heated and Olivia stepped back, but Nico’s smile only brighten, his eyes turning wicked. “Are you going to run from me, Liv?” he whispered low and rough.
Olivia sucked in a breath, his familiar words rang in her head. Be brave, Livy. “No.”
He closed the gap between them. “You’ve no idea how often I’ve dreamed of this.” His hands were on her, and once again, he consumed her every thought, her every breath.
It was only when he broke for air that her brain stuttered to life. “Are we planning on spending the next hour kissing?” she asked breathlessly.
His eyes sparkled with mischief, his lips finding the sensitive skin on her neck. “Would that be so bad?”
Her fingers dug into his skin. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but no, no it wouldn’t.”
Nico pulled back, laughing. “You say that with such surprise. Am I really so bad?” Running his hand down her shoulder, he carried on until he’d clasped her hand. Tugging gently, they headed out of the park.
“Honestly, Nico, this day feels like a dream.”
His smile wide, he said, “The best kind of dream, Livy. This dream is real.”
 



Chapter 26
 
Nico
 
He felt as if it was a dream as well. For two years, he’d dreamed of a day with Olivia, and it was finally a reality. Nico wasn’t so stupid to presume this was it for them. Olivia had far more to work through before they could truly be together, before he could walk hand in hand through their homeland. The wolf inside of him was restless. It knew she was his and yet, she wasn’t ready to be completely.
However, Nico maybe known to be smart mouthed and to jump into trouble headfirst, but when it came to Olivia, he had all the patience in the world. He’d waited long enough and he’d carry on waiting…for as long as she needed.
They’d walked around the park and through the streets of Traverse City. The day was running away with them and Nico found himself wanting desperately to cling to every second they had left. He knew there were many more days like this in his future: he had to believe there were. It was how he got through, but still, there was this unease within him.
“Are you okay?” Olivia asked him quietly, her warm brown eyes filled with concern.
“Yeah…I just, I don’t want this day to end.”
Olivia squeezed his hand. “For someone with the reputation of being a bad boy, you’re quite open with your feelings.”
“Tell anyone and I’ll have to find a way to keep you quiet.” He smiled.
“Your secret is safe with me.” She laughed.
“We best get back to the park. I’d rather not receive a lecture from Bass.”
Yet Olivia didn’t seem to hear him. She stopped in her tracks staring across the street. He followed her line of vision, seeing what had caught her attention. A dance shop, and in the window was a display containing ballet shoes.
“Would you like to look?” Nico asked.
“I don’t have any money.” Olivia sighed.
“You can still look, Liv. Come on.” Checking for traffic, he dragged her across.
“But we’ve got to meet Bass and Kat.”
Nico pushed open the door, ushering her inside. “I’ll ring them.” He pushed her gently toward the shelves, making her giggle.
Dialing Bass, it rang and then rang off. Frowning, Nico dialed again, wandering a few spaces away from Olivia. Bass answered on the forth ring, sounding breathless.
“Everything all right?” Nico asked.
“Hmm? What? Oh, yeah fine. Are you going to be late?”
“Yeah, ten mins or so.”
“Great…fine.”
Nico chuckled. “You’ll only need a few minutes anyway…ay, pal?”
Ending the call on Bass’s growl, he turned back around to find Olivia staring at him.
“Was he growling at you?”
“Yeah. Seems the alpha couple are a little preoccupied.” Nico smirked.
“I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to you not treating him as an alpha.”
“He was my best friend a long time before he became my alpha, Liv. It would hurt him if I changed the way we are.”
The sales lady came through from the back door. “Hello, can I help you?” she asked, smiling at Olivia, then Nico.
“Oh no, we —”
Nico cut her off. “Yes, she’d like to try them on,” he answered, pointing toward the shoes in the window.
The woman’s eyes widened before she nodded and looked to Olivia. “Do you dance, dear?”
“Erm…yes.”
“Wonderful, what size were your last shoes?”
“Well, erm…” Olivia took a breath. “I borrow a pair.”
“Tut, tut… A ballerina’s shoes must be fitted correctly. You’ll ruin your feet.”
“Well, you see, my funds are a little short…”
Nico moved to Olivia and ran a hand down her cheek. Crooking a finger under her chin, he tilted her head toward him. “My treat,” he whispered, kissing her.
The sales lady hooked an arm through Olivia’s. “What a lucky girl you are. He’s a keeper. This way. We’ll have you set in no time.”
Nico leaned against the wall, watching as the woman set to work on fitting Olivia’s shoes. Every few seconds, Olivia would glance at him, her emotions flitting from guilt to pure giddiness.
Pulling his phone from his pocket, Nico sent Bass a quick text.
Nico – Going to be a bit longer. Enjoy the quiet park ;-)
Bass – I’m your alpha. Show some respect.
Nico – Sorry…Enjoy the quiet park, Alpha, sir!
“Everything all right?”
Nico looked up from his phone. Olivia was watching him intently while the sales woman fiddled with the ties on her feet. “Livy, smile.”
She watched him a moment longer, before taking a deep breath and allowing a smile to grace her lips.
“That’s better,” Nico murmured.
“All ready,” the sales lady said, clapping her hands. “Up you get.”
Nico watched as Olivia’s eyes lit up. Standing gracefully to her feet, she pointed out her toe, admiring the pale pink shoe on her foot.
“Pliè in second,” the sales woman instructed. Bending, the woman checked over the shoes. “And this foot in upright, just a little weight.” She climbed to her feet. “Perfect. Give them a whirl,” she directed, waving her arm toward the more spacious part of the shop.
Nico had no idea what she was doing, but watching her gave him a deep satisfaction. How anyone stood on the end of their tiptoes while balancing on one foot and looking as light as air, he didn’t know. Yet Olivia made it look effortless. Her limbs bent, always smooth in motion and seamless from one move to the other.
“So?” Nico asked, pushing off the wall.
There was an excitement in her eyes he’d never seen before when she turned toward him. “Are you sure?”
“Yes.” He smiled wide to reassure her.
Olivia’s grin went from ear to ear. She squealed, launching herself at him with such speed, Nico was caught off guard. He stumbled back a step as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “Thank you, thank you,” she said breathlessly against his ear.
Setting her back on her feet, Nico had no words, just a calmness, and satisfaction deep within his chest. The wolf inside of him settled, pleased to have brought such joy to his female.
“Card or cash?” the sales woman asked, stepping toward the register.
“Card,” Nico replied, pulling his wallet from his jeans.
The shoes burned a good chunk of the money he’d been saving for a car, but he’d have spent every dollar of his savings if it meant he could see her smile one more time.
***
 
Darkness had fallen as they drove home. Both Olivia and Katalina had fallen to sleep half an hour into the drive.
“It’s hard work spending money,” Nico noted when Bass met his eyes in the rear-view mirror.
Bass smiled, glancing quickly at Katalina. “She needed today,” he answered.
“We all needed today.”
“What’d you buy her?”
“Ballet shoes. Cost an arm and a leg.” Nico chuckled.
“Throwing away a car for a woman… Where’s my friend gone?”
“Well, ya see, I’ve this cunning plan to ask my alpha for a permanent pack car since I’m escorting his mate and all.”
“Your alpha a push over?”
“Only where it counts,” Nico replied, trying to keep a straight face.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Her father’s not going to be happy with Liv being gone all day.”
“I’ll take her back myself. He says a word, he’ll regret it.”
Nico couldn’t contain the flare of anger through his blood. Bass met his gaze in the mirror, his eyes all wolf. “Do you have a problem with me escorting Olivia home?” Bass asked.
Nico felt the weight of Bass’s dominance against his skin. “Less of the wolf, pal,” Nico snapped, agitated.
“Control it then.”
“I’m trying, all right. It feels wrong. I should be the one taking her home. Protecting her.”
“And you will be when Olivia is ready to face her father.”
“I know,” Nico whispered, reining his wolf in with great effort. “So…did Kat bleed you dry today?”
Bass laughed quietly. “I didn’t realize she enjoyed shopping so much. She misses her human life…more than I knew.”
“She’ll adjust.”
“I don’t want her to adjust, Nic. I promised her she wouldn’t have to change. I said I’d make the world fit her, but it doesn’t…not entirely.”
“Change won’t happen overnight, Bass. You know that and so does Kat. She misses her family, that’s all.”
“I know, but I don’t like her going off alone and I can’t keep leaving the pack all the time. I’m alpha.”
“Why don’t they come to her?”
“And how do we explain ‘the prison camp’?” They smiled at each other in the mirror.
“You don’t. They think she lives with Jackson so have them there. She’ll be safe and you’ll be near enough to pack land.”
“I’m sure Jackson will love having humans and a fellow alpha in his home.”
“He’ll grumble, but it’s for Kat, and we know she’s his weak spot. Well, it is now.”
“I’ll ask Kat. Thanks, Nic.”
“Alpha’s adviser remember. I’m full of useful crap.”
Bass’s low laughter filled the car and Nico tightened his arm around Olivia. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes and committed the feel of her delicate body tucked against him.
One day, I’m going to sleep every night with you nestled against my side.
 



Chapter 27
 
Bass
 
Olivia was quiet as he walked her back to her cabin. Nico had taken the bag containing her shoes and he’d saw the longing for another life in her eyes: a life with no secrets and lies.
“Did you have a nice day?” he asked her, taking care not to get too close to her. Even after a day together, Bass could feel her wolf on edge.
She glanced at him quickly, a small smile forming on her lips. “Yes, the best.”
“Good…I’ve a favor to ask of you, Olivia.”
Her steps faltered. “M-me?”
“Yes. As you know, Katalina will be attending school from Monday. I’d like you to keep an eye on her for me.”
“I’m not sure Katalina needs looking after, Sebastian.”
“Bass…and she does. She’s just very good at hiding it.”
“Okay.” She nodded.
“Thank you.”
They’d reached her cabin. Olivia’s father answered the door before they’d placed a foot on the first step.
“Olivia!” His words died in his mouth becoming a cough. Bass watched her father visibly shrink back. “Sebastian.”
“Michael. I’m just making sure Olivia makes it home safely. I hope it hasn’t been too much of a bother her being away all day. Katalina really appreciated her company.” Bass allowed all of his wolf to the surface, holding back just enough so the wolf wouldn’t touch his eyes. Bass wanted Olivia’s father too know he wasn’t to be messed with.
“Oh no, not at all. I’m so pleased the two are becoming friends.”
Bass plastered a fake smile to his face, when on the inside his every instinct told him Michael wasn’t to be trusted. “Well, I won’t keep you. Take care, Olivia.”
She stared at him for a heartbeat, an unreadable emotion in her eyes. When they’d shut the door, Bass slipped into the shadows becoming invisible. There he stood, listening and waiting for the moment Olivia was safe in bed.
It’s only a matter of time, he thought as he stripped off his clothes and ran deeper into the trees as his wolf, before Nico will be forced to intervene. 
 
 



Chapter 28
 
Katalina.
 
Why do I feel so nervous? Katalina looked at her reflection in the full-length mirror in her bedroom. She’d obsessed over what to wear; which wasn’t like her at all. In the end, she’d rang Nico and once he’d finished laughing at her, and announced she needed a ‘girlfriend,’ he’d advised on jeans and a top.
“Nervous?” Bass asked, as if reading her thoughts.
“No,” she lied.
“Liar.” Bass chuckled, spinning her around from the mirror. “You look beautiful, Kat. It’s just school.”
“I know…I just want to fit in. I’ve never been popular, but I grew up in the same area and knew most of the people at my last school. I just need some happy memories of these last months of school, and I need to pass. I can’t redo my final year of school.”
“At least you’d have Nico in your year then,” Bass answered, with a cheeky gleam in his eyes.
“Oh, you’d love that, wouldn’t you? Full-time bodyguard, with me at all times.” Katalina huffed.
Bass’s laughter filled the room as she stepped out of his embrace and took one last look in the mirror.
“Nico is too much of a trouble maker. He’d never make it into any of your classes.”
Snatching her backpack from their double bed, Katalina walked from the bedroom into the main living area. Her stomach felt too queasy to eat, so she stuffed a few granola bars into her pack and a bottle of water.
“What will I do while you’re gone?”
Katalina faced Bass and laughed at the dramatic pouty face he’d pulled. Her backpack thudded to the floor as she stepped out from behind the counter toward him. Clasping her hands loosely behind his neck, she answered, “I suspect you’ll be rather busy doing important alphaish things. You’ll be too busy to notice my absence.”
“I notice every second of your absence, my Winter Wolf.”
Katalina’s heart swelled. Warmth and happiness spread through her as she smiled. She could experience the feeling for a lifetime, and it would never grow old.
“Ready?” Nico asked as he walked in unannounced.
Both Bass and Katalina ignored him. Instead, Katalina closed her mouth over Bass’s and showed him just how much she would miss him.
“I’ll wait outside,” Nico muttered, the door banging shut behind him.
***
 
“We could have made it by ourselves without an alpha escort,” Katalina said as they drove toward Atlanta High.
“Not alpha right this minute. Just plain old Bass Evernight.”
Katalina smiled, brushing her lips against his ear. “Bass Evernight is anything but plain and old.”
“Cut it out,” Nico muttered from the front seat.
“I think they’re cute,” Olivia piped up. Her face went suddenly bright red as she sunk down as far as possible, while still been able to drive.
“As cute as he is, I don’t need a bodyguard,” Katalina said.
“I thought that was my job?” Nico asked.
“Urgh, I can take care of myself.”
Bass cupped Katalina’s face and turned it toward him. “I know you can look after yourself, and I know you do not need a bodyguard. I’m coming along simply to wish you luck on your first day back at school.”
“Okay,” Katalina sighed. “I just need to feel normal.” She needed this. Needed mundane school life surrounded by humans. No danger, no hierarchy, just boring school. As much as she loved her new home, at times it became overwhelming. She needed an escape. She needed a hold on her old life.
“We’re here,” Olivia announced, pulling into the school parking lot. “Are you taking my car back?” she asked Bass quietly.
“No, I’ll head back on foot.”
Katalina climbed out of the car, slinging her bag over her shoulder she turned and looked at Bass. “I can do this,” she whispered, taking a breath.
“You can,” Bass confirmed, pressing a kiss to her lips. “I’ll see you later. Ring me…for anything.”
With one last kiss, Katalina pulled back and headed toward the school gates, following Nico and Olivia. Her heart pounded in her ears, a mixture of nerves and excitement running through her veins.
“All right?” Nico asked as they approached the doors.
“Hhmm.”
Someone pushed by her, Katalina stepped to the side, glaring at the guy who was now checking her out. “Sorry, beautiful.” He stopped, his eyes lazily scanning her head to toe. “I’m Taj. We’ve not met.” He held out his hand, the look in his eyes daring her to bite.
“Katalina. I’ve just transferred.” She glanced at his hand. Sighing, Katalina went to shake it when she felt a familiar presence at her back.
“Kat.”
Katalina turned at the sound of her name coming from his lips, Taj all but forgotten. “Bass?”
His hands clasped her waist, dragging her to him. She gasped into his mouth as Bass kissed her fiercely. Whistles erupted around them. Katalina broke away, her eyes narrowing. “Have you finished showing your claim on me? Want to mark my neck for all to see?”
“No need.”
“Ugh! Bass, you are such…such a wolf! And I love you.” Pulling away, Katalina jogged up the few steps, Bass’s reply whispering around her.
“I love you, too.”
 



Chapter 29
 
Olivia
 
Olivia’s days became familiar and surreal all at the same time. She’d wake, go for her run, shower, dress for school and head to her car. Now though she had two companions on her drive as she left pack land. She had a boyfriend and she was friends with her alpha’s mate.
Classes were still the same, apart from the few she shared with Katalina. Lunch was just bizarre. Girls actually looked at her with jealousy. Nico was hers. Plain, quiet Olivia had bagged bad boy Nico. They shared a table together at lunch, her, Nico, Katalina and Tory.
Tory seemed confused and thrilled by the sudden turn of events. She wasn’t the shy type and easily slotted herself into their little group.
On the return to pack land, Olivia’s day became as it once was. Nico and Katalina seemed like a faraway dream she’d never really had, and yet each day rolled out the same. The dream kept repeating, and the more it did, the happier Olivia felt. She’d never truly realized how much she’d longed to belong, to have a place within the pack and for the pack to feel like home. Nico, Katalina, and even Bass made Dark Shadow feel like home, and with each day, her desire to leave for New York died a little.
“I brought you these,” Nico said, sliding the box containing her ballet shoes into her hands Thursday morning. “You’ve practice with Mark today, right?”
“Oh…yes,” Olivia answered, her hands tightening on the box.
“Everything all right?”
“Yeah…I’m just a little distracted.” She clicked the car fob and it opened with a beep.
“Sorry I’m late,” Katalina called, breaking through the trees at a run.
Olivia dropped into the driver’s seat before Nico could question her further. He frowned at her but became distracted as Katalina shouted. “Shotgun.”
They both raced for the passenger side door, pushing each other like children. Olivia shook her head, laughing to herself and started the engine.
Nico slid into the back seat grumbling. “I’d kick your ass if you weren’t a girl.”
“You could try.” Katalina laughed.
***
 
After school, Nico reluctantly left with Katalina in tow to see his mother, while Olivia had her rehearsal.
Mark worked her hard. The nearer her audition, the further he pushed her. Olivia welcomed the ache in her muscles. She took her body to its limits, and for a while, life was simple. Yet all too soon their time was up and she was freeing the ribbons around her ankles, wishing she could somehow find a way of having both ballet and Nico.
“Things have changed,” Mark said softly.
Olivia glanced up, Mark’s expression was full of concern. She wasn’t sure how to respond. Yes, her life had changed dramatically, and it was only going to keep doing so. “It was inevitable. I’m finishing school and leaving.”
“No, Olivia, it’s more than that. You’ve changed. I can see it in your eyes. Things have shifted. There’s hope now.”
“You gave me hope, Mark. You gave me an escape.”
“I showed you your true potential, but I could never protect you, not like him.”
Olivia glanced back to her feet, busying herself with her last shoe. “Protect me from what?”
“Come on, Olivia. For two years I’ve known you. I’d have to be blind to not notice you’re not safe at home.”
“I’m fine.”
Mark held out his hand, a look of pity on his face. “You’re going to be.” The door opened behind them and Nico walked in, calling out in greeting. Mark looked up at Nico and then back to Olivia, desperation on his face. “Look, I know things are complicated, and I know your situation is different to most, but I want you to know you can tell him. Don’t be afraid to tell your father, because there are people who will protect you. Me included.”
“Everything all right?” Nico asked, glancing between them.
“Yes, fine,” Olivia mumbled, not able to meet his eyes.
“You’re going to do brilliantly next weekend,” Mark praised, changing the subject swiftly.
Olivia stretched her tired body, yet it was her mind which felt the worst.
“Practice every night if you can. Do the strengthening exercises I showed you. We’ll need to set off next Friday night.”
“Okay,” Olivia replied.
“Think about what I said,” Mark added quietly.
Olivia folded her arms; she didn’t plan on telling her father until the last minute.
“Think about what?” Nico asked, looking between them.
Olivia huffed out a breath, her ballet shoes dangling from her hand. “Leave it…please.”
Walking away before Mark had chance to question her further, Olivia hurried to the car, but Nico soon caught up to her.
“Mark’s right you know. There are people who will protect you. You have no reason to fear telling your father.”
Glancing at Nico, her hand on the car latch, she smiled sadly but was unable to give words to the many feelings churning inside. “Please, just leave it.” She sighed. Climbing into the car, Olivia slammed the door behind her a little too harshly, causing Katalina to jump.
Katalina looked up from her phone, shocked. “Olivia?”
“I’m okay. Just leave it,” she repeated.
They drove back in silence, dropping Katalina at River Run before they headed home. Nico’s agitation became almost tangible. Goosebumps broke out over her skin and as she glanced at him, his jaw clenched in frustration, her anger quickly changed to guilt and sadness.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”
“Have I done something wrong, Liv? Why won’t you talk to me?” Nico asked her quietly.
Glancing across at him, she saw the hurt in his eyes. “No, no. Nico, you’ve been nothing but understanding and…well, been a dream. I suppose that’s the problem. You’re a dream, and you’re outshining the old one.”
“Do you not want to leave?”
Olivia pulled up. Parking on the graveled area the pack used to store vehicles. “I do. I love dancing. When I dance, I feel…free.” She took a deep breath and released it on a sigh, meeting his eyes. “I guess leaving wasn’t so hard before you, and it’s come around so quickly. My audition is next week and I still haven’t found the words to explain it to my father. I feel like everything is compounding together and I’m not ready for my lies to spill.”
“Liv.” Nico reached for her hand.
“I’m afraid, Nico.”
“I won’t let him hurt you.”
“It’s not just that, Nico. He controls everything. What if he stops me?”
“He has no power, Olivia. You do not live in the human world. Bass is your alpha, and he holds the power. You’re going to the audition and you’ll get a place. I promise.”
Olivia leaned forward, resting her forehead against his. “What did I do to deserve you?”
“I think the same every day.” Nico smiled, kissing her softly.
Normally, Olivia would walk separately into the area where the cabins stood, but she didn’t have it in her to leave him today. Walking together through the trees, their eyes glancing at each other every few paces, Olivia made sure she had a reasonable distance between them, but at the last minute, she reached out brushing her fingers across his before stepping from the trees into the clearing. With one last smile, they went their separate ways, and Olivia rounded the corner to find her father waiting for her.
“You’ve been with that boy,” he snapped harshly as she approached.
Olivia pushed the surge of fear swelling up inside of her down and answered calmly, “Yes, I have to give him and Katalina a ride home.”
He pushed open the door and waited for Olivia to enter before speaking again. The door closed loudly, and Olivia flinched as the sound vibrated through her. Her father’s rage-filled eyes narrowed at her.
“The alpha’s female should have her own transport, and that half-blood can bloody well walk.”
A raging storm of anger lit inside of her and it took all she had to speak her lies calmly. “He is Katalina’s protection. We’re to ride together because we are safer in numbers, and honestly, I feel safer being in a group.”
He stepped toward her. Olivia stood her ground, refusing the instinct to run.
“I’m not stupid, Olivia. I see the look in your eyes. Cart them around by all means, but do not get the idea that you’ll be staying here. We are leaving, Olivia. You owe me, remember? You owe me everything,” he snarled.
Olivia met his eyes in a silent protest, her teeth grinding together as she looked at the man who was supposed to love her unconditionally. I hate you. 
“I’m hungry, Olivia,” her father snapped as his parting orders.
She watched him walk the short distance to the sofa, dropping into his seat he beat the cushion behind him with a force she was certain he’d love to use on her. The TV flickered to life and he leaned back, watching the drivel on the screen.
Heated tears pricked her eyes. Swiping them away, her stomached flipped as her anger drained, replaced with defeat. I’m never going to escape. As she clanged pots and chopped vegetables, Olivia saw her life enfold before her: no Nico, no happiness, just endless torment.
 
 



Chapter 30
 
Nico
 
When Nico arrived home, his father was plating up dinner.
“Hi,” Nico mumbled, frowning at the charred food. He hurried to his room.
“Not so fast, mate.”
“Food looks lovely and all, Dad, but I’m not hungry.”
“Food looks like shit. We’ll head to the cafeteria, but first we’re going to talk.”
Nico groaned and turned toward his father. “About what.”
“About what’s going on.”
“Nothing’s going on,” Nico replied, keeping his face neutral.
“Well, unless you’ve decided to take up cross dressing,” his father smirked, eyeing the shoe box in his hands, “I’d say something is going on.”
Nico looked at the shoes. “They’re not mine. I’m just looking after them.”
“And why can’t Olivia look after her own shoes, or buy them for that matter?”
Nico sighed and took a seat. “How’d you know I bought them?”
“Found the receipt, in your pig sty of a room. You know you should really clean before you have girls over.”
“Liv’s not just some girl, Dad.”
“Then what is she?”
“It’s complicated.” Nico watched his father’s eye twitch; it’s what his dad did when angry.
“Nico, I let you come and go as you please here. I lie to your mother, telling her I feed and see you every night, when in reality, I’d be lucky to catch you once a week. Bass has given you this position and I’m happy for you. I respect that you can’t tell me all that happens within the pack, but this thing with Olivia you can tell me about.”
“How’d you know it was Olivia?” Nico asked. He’d thought they’d been careful. If his father had found out, then so could others…so could her father.
“You’re my son. I’ve watched you pine after the girl for years.”
“I do not pine.” Nico scowled.
His father laughed. The sound resonated around the room and Nico felt instantly small again. His mother and father together, their laughter mingling together. He’d not heard his father’s laughter in a while. It made Nico wonder what or who was causing this turnabout.
“So no one else knows?”
“You’ve no reason to hide, Nico. The pure blood business has all but gone now.”
“Answer the question, Dad,” Nico ground out, his heart in his throat. He had the overwhelming urge to race to Olivia just to make sure she was okay.
“No…why would it matter?”
Nico left out the breath he’d not realized he’s been holding. “Good.” He sighed, relieved. “Make sure it stays that way, and the shoes too. No one can know.”
“Nico?”
“Look, Dad, I’m not going to tell you everything because they aren’t my secrets to tell, but yes, the shoes are hers and yes, we are together…well sort of…I think so…”
“Nico!” His father growled.
“How well do you know Olivia’s father?” Nico countered.
This question seemed to quell Nico’s father’s frustration. He leaned back in his seat, bringing his hands behind his head. “Not well really. He keeps to himself and works within the pack, so our paths do not cross often.”
“She won’t confirm it, but I’ve seen bruises, bruises he’s given her.”
Nico’s father met his eyes. “Does Bass know?”
“Yes, but Liv doesn’t want us to do anything. She has secrets of her own, Dad, and she’s afraid of what he’ll do if he finds out.”
“Bass will protect her. It’s his job.”
“It’s my job,” Nico snapped.
“Nico…”
Nico stood, his chair clattering to the floor. He visibly shook with the effort it took control his anger, his wolf. Why could his dad not see it was his job to protect her? Nico didn’t need Bass. He’d finish him, himself.
“Nico, he’s pure blood and a lot older than you.”
“He’s a coward. Picking on Olivia when she’s unable to fight back. I don’t care who he is. He hurts her, he dies.” Nico stormed toward the door. The rage inside of him built to a pitch; inside, his wolf snarled for control. Hands shaking, Nico reached for the handle.
“Nico. Wait.”
He paused, glancing back.
“What is she to you?”
The answer rolled easily form his tongue. He’d always known who she was. “Everything.”
With his rage and frustration chasing him like a wild beast, Nico stripped from his clothes and raced into the trees. The deeper he ran, the more control his wolf took. He’d never before felt this kind of power from the wolf living inside of him; they’d always been in harmony, but the closer he and Olivia became, the more dominant his wolf grew. She was his, his to claim, his to keep, and Nico was denying the wolf inside of him the right because Olivia wasn’t ready, and sometimes Nico feared she never would be.
He wasn’t sure how long he’d been running when Bass appeared out of the trees. Nico snarled, not in the mood for company.
“Shut up and put these on,” Bass replied calmly, throwing a pair of jeans at him.
Dodging the jeans, Nico curled his top lip back, a threatening rumble coming from his chest. He was furious, the frustration and anger inside of him needed an outlet. Bass wasn’t the one who he wanted…but he’d do.
“I know you’re pissed, Nic. Put on the jeans and I’ll help you with your problem.”
The one thing that riled Nico up when it came to Bass was his ability to stay calm. No matter the situation, no matter the emotions inside of him, Bass spoke with cool disinterest. Nico longed to have the skill, and he needed it more than ever now.
“Are you going to kill him?” Nico asked after shifting.
“No. The right is yours, or will be when Olivia accepts you.”
His hands curled into fists, the edge of his nails digging into skin. “If,” Nico said quietly, voicing his deepest fear. Not able to meet Bass’s eyes, Nico snatched up the jeans, pulling them on. “He’s beat her down for so long, she’s afraid to go for what she wants.” Nico looked up, visibly shaking.
“And you want to beat him?” Bass asked, stepping forward, and striking with his fist.
Nico moved a split second too late, the edge of Bass’s fist skimmed his jaw. Snarling, he hit back. Bass blocked.
“I want to do more than beat him.” He gasped.
Strike…Block.
“And you will,” Bass murmured. Moving with a speed Nico didn’t possess, his body twisted, his elbow digging into Nico’s side.
Nico stumbled. Regaining his footing, he yelled, the storm inside of him renewed. Nico launched himself forward, swinging blindly.
“But first.” Block…strike. “You must contain what’s inside of you.” Bass swung out his leg, sweeping Nico’s feet from under him.
Nico jumped up with a frustrated groan. “How? How do I contain this anger, this need to protect her?”
“Contain it.” Bass punched. Nico blocked. “Use it.” Bass smiled as Nico clipped his face. “Contain it. Use it.”
The forest was silent around them apart from the sounds of their fighting and heavy breaths. They settled into a rhythm. A dance. Bass’s words were like a calming hum in Nico’s mind, helping him focus through the churning emotions inside of him. As the storm settled, he regained control of his wolf. He could see his next hit, and struck with focus, not rage.
“Control the storm inside of you, Nic. Have patience. Bide your time. He will make a mistake. He will push her one step too far, and you will be waiting in the shadows. Waiting to strike.”
Nico smiled. Bass was right. He’d make a mistake, and he’d make it soon. Moving fluidly out of Bass’s reach, Nico ducked and hit, catching Bass in the ribs. Bass doubled over with a gasping laugh. Spinning, he swung at Nico, but Nico was ready and they clashed together, tumbling to the floor.
“You’ve improved,” Bass observed. Rolling away, he sat on a fallen tree.
“How’d you find me?” Nico sat opposite Bass, his rage dulled.
“Your dad came looking for you.”
“What did he have to say?”
“He’s worried about you.”
“No, he’s not. I would have thought he got it. My mum I can get. She’s human so she doesn’t understand our way. But my dad, he has no excuse. No one understands. They don’t understand what she means.” He ran his hands through his hair, pulling the ends in frustration.
“I understand, and I’m pretty certain he does too. If you’d have stopped to talk instead of allowing your temper to get the better of you.”
“It’s there all the time, Bass, simmering below the surface. She’s holding back, denying my wolf and it’s driving me crazy. How did you do it, Bass? How did you live for years watching your father do such horrible things and keep your control?”
“I lost control, Nico. You just never saw it. I had no choice but to wait, and I’d have waited longer if not for Katalina.”
“Olivia’s frightened. She’s not ready for this to come to a head, but it will…soon.”
“We’re never truly ready, Nic. All you can do is wait, and watch. And be ready to catch her when she falls.”
 



Chapter 31
 
Olivia
 
Nico seemed distant the next day. He’d eaten his lunch in silence at break, and not uttered a word to her on the drive home. So when she heard a tapping at her bedroom window, at the same time there was a knock at the door, it took her by surprise.
Hearing her father’s footsteps moving toward the door, Olivia went for her window. Standing outside, a cheeky smile on his face, was Nico.
“What are you doing?” she hissed quietly after opening the window.
“Busting you out.” He grinned.
A shot of panic coursed through her. What does that mean?
“Olivia,” her father’s voice boomed through the closed door. Olivia looked at Nico, her eyes widening in alarm.
“Go,” Nico whispered, not sharing her concern.
Olivia swallowed her fear and stepped from her bedroom, closing the door behind her before walking the short distance to her father. He stood with Katalina just inside the doorway.
“Yes?” Olivia asked, briefly smiling at Katalina before giving her father her full attention.
“I’m needed to cover a night’s patrol. I’ll be gone until morning.”
“Oh…okay.” Olivia wondered how this was connected to Nico at her window. “Are you needed now?”
“Shift change is at seven,” Katalina answered.
Olivia glanced at her watch. Twenty minutes. “You’ve not eaten, Father. Give me a moment to pack something up.”
Hurrying off to the small kitchen situated to the right of the door, Olivia added some of the stew she’d made to a flask and buttered up some slices of bread.
“You’re so lucky to have Olivia looking after you,” Katalina said into the silence.
Olivia’s head shot up, her eyes finding Katalina’s then her father’s.
After a beat, he said, “Oh yes, she’s marvelous.” And although his words sounded genuine, the look in his eyes as Olivia stared, told her all she needed to know: even a lifetime of servitude wouldn’t be enough to repay her father for what she’d taken.
A sad smile formed on her lips as she took the packaged food to him, and wished him a good night. He left with Katalina, and Olivia almost forgot she’d left Nico outside her window, until she opened her bedroom door to find him sprawled out on her bed, his hands clasped behind his head, and feet crossed.
“What are you doing?” Olivia asked, working hard to keep the amusement from her voice.
“Just making myself comfortable,” he replied, his signature smile appearing on his face and cutting through Olivia’s attempt at acting indifferent.
She laughed, shaking her head. “What scheme have you and Kat concocted this time?”
Nico sat up. Gasping dramatically, he held his hand over his heart. “We do not scheme, Olivia. We create well thought through plans.”
Olivia flopped onto the bottom of the bed. Turning her head to the side, she said, “I’m sorry…what well thought through plans do the two of you have for tonight?”
Nico chewed his lip and Olivia wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what they’d organized.
“Not much really. Woods, booze, and music. The hardest part was getting you away.”
“And how are you managing that? I can’t recall my father ever taking a night shift.”
“Errm…”
“What have you done?” Olivia groaned.
“That was all Kat. The new outer boundary covers both packs so the patrol is taken by one member from Dark Shadow and River Run. Toby’s on River Run and Katalina wanted him to come to the party, so she’s taking your dad to cover.”
“And Bass and Jackson okayed this?”
“God, no,” Nico answered, jumping to his feet. “Bass doesn’t even know about the party.”
“Soo…what’s going to happen? Nico, my father will be furious.”
“Hey.” Nico walked around the bed to Olivia’s feet and pulled her up. “Don’t worry. Kat is remarkably good at winging it. Now get dressed. We’ve a party to attend.”
“What am I supposed to wear?” She looked down at her yoga pants and old comfy jumper. “Who’s going to be there? Maybe I should just skip it. I’m no good with people.”
“You’re going, Liv, and I’ll be there so you’ve nothing to worry about.” Nico took her hand and led her to her closet. Pulling open the door, he peered inside.
“Have you ever heard of privacy?” Olivia laughed as Nico rummaged through her clothes.
“Nope.” He grinned. “Not a single dress or short skirt.” His face dropped, mocking disappointment. “How will I ever get to see your skin?”
“I have a few skirts,” Olivia defended. “We live in a forest.”
His hands landed on her shoulders, his face turning deadly serious. “You’re just going to have to strip.”
Olivia froze. Is he serious?
Nico bent over, laughing. “I’m joking, Liv. Here, stick these on.” He pulled a pair of jeans and a soft, light blue jumper from the depths of her closet.
“Not funny, Nico,” Olivia muttered, taking the clothes and holding them against her chest.
Kissing her cheek, he headed for the door. “It was…a little.”
The door closed. Olivia stared at it for a few seconds before looking at the clothes he’d choose. You can do this, Olivia. Fit in. Be one of them.
 



Chapter 32
 
Katalina
 
Walking in silence, Katalina led Olivia’s father, Michael, to where Bill was supposed to be meeting Toby. She’d quickly text Toby a few minutes earlier telling him not to arrive. She just hoped he got the text in time.
Her skin prickled with unease, partly from lying, and partly from being so close to Michael. There was something about him that rubbed her the wrong way. The way he’d looked at Olivia as she’d hurried about to please him with packed dinner had made her want to snarl. How could he not love his own daughter? How could he not see what he was doing to her?
Nothing about the situation sat right with her, and she was desperate to intervene. Yet Bass insisted she had to stay out of it. It is Nico’s right…Blah, blah…Bloody archaic wolves. Sometimes she felt like the only person with any sense. Dark Shadow felt like home, but at times, she felt completely alone.
“You’ll be with Bill tonight covering the outer boarder, which crosses both packs.”
He sneered, grumbling under his breath.
“Is there a problem?” Katalina asked, keeping her tone cool, detached – another little trick she’s learnt from Bass.
He looked at her a little shocked. Not used to women speaking back? Asshole.
“No. I just think it would be better to stick to protecting our own pack.”
“I’m part of both packs,” Katalina answered, pushing her wolf to the surface.
He squirmed and Katalina hid a smile. Reining herself in, Katalina put a sweet smile on her face before speaking again. “I suppose it must be difficult when you’ve been used to one way for so long. Yet I think in the end, this alliance will benefit Dark Shadow.”
He didn’t respond, and, as Katalina spotted Bill, she forgot about Michael and focused on pulling off her half-assed plan.
Bill frowned as they approached and Katalina spoke quickly before he let the game away. “Bill! Hi, I collected Michael to cover Toby’s shift. Jackson rang me and Bass asked me to show Michael where you meet.” She smiled brightly. Her eyes bore into his to go along.
His frown deepened. “Jackson rang you?” He pulled his phone from his pocket, looking for missed calls.
“Yes. I was actually already on the phone to him, and I said not to worry. I’d sort it.”
“Oh, well…okay then. Michael, you ready?”
“Yes.”
Bill pulled a map from his pocket, instructing where they’d be patrolling. Katalina took a step back, her heart hammering in her throat, and her blood singing with adrenaline. Well, that was easier than expected. She turned, planning on a quick exit when Toby appeared through the trees. His eyes lit as he spotted her then clouded with confusion.
Heart leaping from her chest. She waved wildly with her hands, mouthing for him to ‘go.’ Grinning, he slipped back into the trees.
“Katalina?” Bill called.
She froze, her blood turning to ice, and slowly turned. “Yes?”
“Could you have Bass ring me when you see him please? Nothing urgent, just something I’d like to discuss.”
“Sure thing.” Her feet skimmed the ground quickly, turning to a run once she’d travelled further enough away.
Toby appeared beside her, and Katalina burst out laughing.
“What are you up to, Kat?”
“I’m planning a party. Ten minutes, on the packs boarder, near the small lake.”
Toby pulled her to a stop. “But I’m supposed to be on patrol.”
“Not anymore. You’re welcome.” She grinned.
Toby laughed. “You been drinking already?”
“No, I’m high on the thrill of breaking the rules. If I’d have known, I’d have run my parents around a little more.”
“So what is this party in celebration of?”
“Surviving the first week in a new school. Go fetch Arne and hurry back.”
“See you soon.” Toby jogged a few steps, and paused. “Hey, Kat, does Bass know about this party?”
“No, and neither does Jackson, so grab Arne and get out unseen. Invite anyone you’d like.”
“Will do.”
Katalina ran off, feeling alive and a tad guilty for not telling Bass. She planned to tell him once the party was in full swing, or when he came looking for her. Sometimes it was hard being a teenager and an alpha. Bass was often torn, and put in a position where he’d have to say no when really he would have liked to say yes. So she avoided putting him there as often as possible.
 



Chapter 33
 
Nico
 
Watching her from across the small fire they’d built, Nico couldn’t help the smile on his lips, or the swell of pride in his chest. Olivia said she wasn’t good with people, but she was once she relaxed and stopped worrying about the wrath of her father. The two ciders helped too.
She stood with Katalina and a River Run girl. Nico didn’t know her name; she looked a few years older than Katalina. There was a large turnout to the ‘small’ party Katalina had organized. Both River Run and Dark Shadow members turned up, bringing bottles of cider and packs of beer. Someone had set up potable speakers and Katalina’s iPod played music throughout the forest. She’d chosen this spot carefully for its proximity between the packs and the fact it was away from patrols, though Nico suspected it was only a matter of time before someone appeared to shut them down.
Laughter erupted as Logan tripped, face planting the ground.
“Cut him off,” Katalina instructed, failing to keep the smile from her face.
There was a rustle up front. Several eyes scanned the trees waiting to see who appeared. Tyler stepped into the clearing, his face blank. Silence settled around them as he walked quietly over, coming to a stop in front of Katalina.
“Tyler.”
“Katalina.”
“Look –”
“What’s going on, huh?” he asked deadly serious. Katalina’s face fell. “Not inviting me, it’s an outrage!”
“Ty!” she smacked him. “You ass. I thought you’d come to play enforcer.”
“Not likely.” He laughed. “Pass us a beer.”
Someone threw a beer in his direction, and the conversation and laughter picked back up. The music changed, kicking up a beat, and cheers erupted as they moved to dance nearer the speaker. Nico watched as Katalina and the River Run girl hooked their arms through Olivia’s and dragged her toward the impromptu dance floor. Her eyes widened, her head shaking in silent protest. He was moving before she searched for him and she visibly relaxed as he approached.
“Excuse me, ladies. I’d like to steal my woman back.” He snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her against his side. Katalina waggled her eyebrows ridiculously at him. “Someone needs to cut you off, Kat.” He grinned.
“Just because you’re being a bore.” She poked out her tongue. “You’ve had the same bottle all night.”
Jabbing Katalina in the ribs, he jumped back laughing, bringing Olivia with him. Leading her to a quieter area, he turned her so she was facing him, but still within his hold. “Hey.”
“Hey.” She giggled.
“Drunk on two bottles.” Nico shook his head.
“I…m not.” She slurred. He raised an eyebrow. “Maybe a little,” she admitted, smiling sheepishly. “This is the third beer I’ve had in my entiiire life,” Olivia announced, holding the beer up and sloshing it everywhere.
Nico chuckled. “And the last. Give that here.” He pried it from her hand.
“You’re no fun.” She pouted.
“And you are incredibly sexy when you pout.”
A slow smile spread on her face. “Sometimes, I think I’ve gone mad and this is all my imagination.”
“I’m real,” he answered, taking her hands and placing them on his chest. “We’re real.”
Her fingers flexed. “You do feel pretty real.” She laughed, but it soon turned into a gasp.
“What?” Nico asked, turning and sensing what she’d seen. Bass.
“Oh, dear, he’s found out,” Olivia whispered, moving so she was behind him.
Katalina was already walking toward him before he’d entered the middle of the group. She didn’t seem to share the same distress as many of the others around them.
“Just watch.”
“Watch what?” Olivia whispered far too loudly.
“Kat’s ability to bend Bass to her will. In all my life, I’ve never seen someone wrap him around their finger, but Kat…Kat’s an expert.”
“It’s called love, silly,” Olivia whispered in his ear, sending shivers down his spine.
Yeah, I guess it is. Nico smiled, watching as Katalina strode fearlessly toward Bass, her steps not slowing until he was within arm’s reach. Before he could utter a word, her mouth was on his and she was whispering in his ear. The alarm faded and the party continued, but as Olivia swayed beside him, he decided it was time to call it a night.
“Come on, my little dancer, time for your bed.”
“But I want to dance.” She moaned as he dragged her into the trees.
“You didn’t a few moments ago.”
“I can’t dance like that,” she answered, pulling away from him and racing ahead.
She didn’t take much catching; her path didn’t go very straight. Olivia squealed as Nico lifted her into the air and spun her around. “How do you dance then, Livy?”
“Like this,” she announced proudly, struggling from his hold. Nico smiled as Olivia attempted ballet in the forest. Even drunk, with uneven ground beneath her feet, she looked graceful. Stepping into her path, Nico scooped her into his arms and spun her around as she giggled. Breathing became difficult as his feelings for her surged forward. Her eyes searched his, looking for the answers to the questions she was too afraid to ask, and although the three simple words were on the tip of his tongue, Nico held them back. She wasn’t ready yet. If he said it now, by morning she’d not know how to react, and he didn’t want to ruin the simple ease they’d developed between them. “My beautiful, Livy,” he whispered instead.
The smile on her face was enough to make his heart burst. Pulling her to him, she gasped as he backed her into a tree and pressed his lips on hers. Nico wasn’t sure how long he’d been lost kissing her when the sound of others approaching broke into his haze. “Come on,” he murmured, taking her hand and leading her toward home.
The sky was clear, the stars shining above them as they slowly weaved through the trees.
“Want to run as wolves?” Nico asked. The wolf inside of him longed to run the cool, clear night.
“Oh…I’m, I’m kinda trying not to change so often.”
“Why?”
“Well…I just thought if I learned to control the wolf inside of me, then it would make the move to New York easier. That’s if I get a place.”
“You’ll get a place.”
“Could you lend me some of your confidence?” Olivia joked.
“No need. You’ll see eventualy.”
“What, how amazing I am?” she mocked.
Stepping in front of her, Nico walked backward, his eyes never leaving hers. “Exactly. Amazing, beautiful, and kind.” Her eyes dropped. “Is it hard?”
“Is what hard?” she asked, looking up.
“Denying what you are? My dad tried for my mum…but in the end, nature won out.”
“I’m not denying who I am. Dancing is a part of me too. It’s just going to be hard, living in a city and not being able to change as I please. I’ve never been dominant…so not being a wolf as often isn’t too hard.”
“I know dancing is a part of you, Liv. Just remember you can have both.”
“Can I?”
“Yes, New York has that big park.” Nico chuckled. “Seriously though, I’d speak to Bass. He’s a master at blending in. He’d have some tips about moving around unseen.”
“Maybe,” she answered quietly.
“I’ll ask him if you’d rather not speak to him. Does he still make you feel on edge?”
“No, it’s not that. I just…well, don’t you think he’d rather not help me when inevitably I’m going to hurt his best friend.”
“Olivia…I won’t lie, it’s going to hurt like hell living here without you. But I’m a big boy. I’ll deal. You’re not hurting me. You need to do this, and I understand.”
“Okay,” she murmured.
Nico pulled her to a stop before they broke through into the clearing surrounding the pack homes. “Don’t pull away because you think it will be easier for me. Pulling away and denying what is between us…that would hurt me.”
Maybe it was the drink, or maybe his Livy had finally decided to be brave, but the next words out of her mouth took Nico’s breath away, and for once, he had no smart-mouthed comeback, just wonder and an overflowing heart.
“I’m powerless when it comes to you. It would be an impossibility to deny you, Nico. I love you.”
 



Chapter 34
 
Olivia
 
The words had poured from her, impossible to stop. Never had she spoken truer words, yet while part of her was full of hope and excitement, the other was terrified beyond belief. She’d spoken three little words that held the greatest of power, and there was no going back.
He stared at her as if he’d imagined her speaking. His eyes were so huge they were all she could see.
“I love you,” she whispered again, hoping to knock him from his daze.
He exhaled, his breath heavy. His fingers found hers, his touch soft as he drifted over her skin, grazing from her hands up the length of her arms until they found her face. Tugging gently, he closed the distance between them. “I love you, too,” he breathed into her mouth.
It was as if Nico hoped to express what he felt with every kiss. Time lost all meaning. The world around them didn’t exist, and all she felt was him, his love, his gentle touch. Nico had set her free.
He guided her from the trees towards her cabin, all the while never taking his lips from hers. Her bed touched her back without her having memories of getting there. His face above her, his eyes were like bright jewels in the sky. The addictive heat from his body seeped into her skin. Skin met skin, fingers brushed her stomach, lingering over her ribs.
“Wait.”
He paused, breathing heavy.
“Nico…I…” Olivia struggled to find words to explain her hesitation.
Slowly, the drugged look in his eyes cleared, and he rolled to the side, his hands leaving her skin. “Sorry.”
“No, don’t apologize. I’m…I’m just not ready. Not yet.”
He settled down beside her, his head sinking into the pillow. Olivia rolled over so they were facing each other. Her hand found his, linking their fingers together.
“I got a little carried away.” Nico smiled sheepishly.
“We both got a little carried away. It’s like my brain melts when I’m around you.” She smiled, hoping to reassure him he’d done nothing wrong; she’d been just as caught up as him.
“Melts, huh?”
“Melts,” Olivia confirmed.
“I best go.” Nico sighed, reluctant.
She gripped his hand tighter. “Do you have to?”
“It’s late.”
“I know, but my dad won’t be back for a while. I don’t want to be alone, not anymore.”
“You’re not alone, Liv. I’ll stay, just until you fall to sleep, okay?”
“Okay,” she whispered. Inching forward, Olivia tucked herself against his side and for the first time in her life, she fell asleep feeling loved.
 



Chapter 35
 
Nico
 
His eyes snapped open as a door rattled from somewhere nearby. Feeling pressure and warmth against his side, Nico looked to his left to find Olivia snuggled asleep against him, their hands still linked and her leg flung over his.
Damn, I fell asleep. Careful not to wake her, Nico gently untangled himself from Olivia and crept to the window. He listened as Michael thudded about. Waiting until the sound of his footsteps wandered into his bedroom, Nico gently tugged up the window, cringing at every squeak.
With one last glance at Olivia still sleeping, Nico climbed out into the now cold, dark night. “Sleep tight, beautiful,” he whispered, closing the window behind him.
Dark Shadow wasn’t very often as quiet as it was this early in the morning. He tread carefully as he walked, not wanting to disturb anyone or be found wandering home. But not long after he’d left Olivia’s, Nico sensed someone from the shadows.
“How long you planning on stalking me, Bass?” Nico asked.
Bass stepped from his hiding spot, a smile on his face. “Just testing you.”
“What are you doing up at this time?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” Bass chuckled.
“Just out for a leisurely stroll,” Nico answered, smiling.
“Mmm, and did this leisurely stroll happen to start with a climb out of a window?”
“So I didn’t pass the test?”
“Nope. I watched Michael return, and you escape.”
“Why were you watching in the first place?”
“I came to find you earlier but you weren’t home. So naturally, I presumed you’d be with Olivia. It is best to close the curtains before falling asleep.”
Nico slapped his forehead. “God, I’m an idiot.”
Bass slapped his back, laughing. “Love has a tendency to do that to us. Though, you may have started out an idiot.”
Nico swung for Bass, but he danced out the way, chuckling quietly.
“Ass,” Nico muttered.
“You’re not the only one to be sneaking home late. That’s why I’m still up. There were several River Run leaving not so long before you.”
“Really? Wow…what do you think Jackson will have to say about that?”
“I’m not sure. I guess now we’re at peace, mingling between the packs was inevitable. I would have just rather it not included copious amounts of alcohol.”
“No one was that drunk.”
“The party kicked off once you left. I had to carry Kat home.”
Nico tried and failed to contain his laugh. “She had fun then.”
“Very much so. I can’t help but notice you’ve not been drinking.”
“Several weren’t, Bass. Alpha’s mate and River Run…”
“But you trust River Run.”
“Yeah, but I also had Liv to look out for, and well, Kat’s my responsibility when you’re not around.”
“I know I asked you to look out for her, but I never expected that, Nic.”
“I know…Kat’s my friend and well, danger has a way of finding her.”
“Mmm,” Bass grumbled. “I’ve noticed.”
“So is the party over now?”
“Yeah, I broke it up around three.”
Nico whistled. “Going to be some sore heads come sunrise.”
“Yes. I imagine Katalina will be one of those.”
“We didn’t cause too much trouble, did we?” Nico felt a little guilty they’d put Bass in a situation where he had to choose between being the sensible alpha and just being Bass.
“Not really, at least the party was on pack land. If you’d have all snuck off, it could have been a disaster. Though I’m pretty certain I’ll still have a line of people coming to complain later on.”
“Sorry, pal. Has the Indiana pack made any kind of appearance?”
“No. All seems quiet, but it will be the moment we drop our guard that they’ll attack.”
“Then we won’t drop our guard.”
Nico left Bass and made it into his room without waking his dad. Slipping into bed, he let out a happy breath and fell sleep with the memory of Olivia’s delicate body tucked against his side.
 



Chapter 36
 
Olivia
 
Contentment swirled like a drug through her veins when she woke the next day. Like liquid heat, it traveled through her, warming her heart and every other inch of her body. She rolled over, and hugged the pillow Nico had laid on, to her face, breathing him in. His scent coated her tongue, filled her lungs, and soothed her soul.
Nico.
Glancing at her clock, Olivia decided she best get up; not once in her life had she slept in until midday. Climbing to her feet, she took one last look at the sheets Nico had laid on and pulled them from her bed. The last thing she needed was her father scenting Nico in her room.
“Looks like it’s a laundry day,” Olivia whispered to herself, hugging her sheets. Throwing them in the laundry basket, she picked up a few stray pieces of clothing and exited her room. Padding quietly across the main living area so not to wake her father, Olivia opened the door to the small room to the left of the front door, which housed the washing machine and clothes dryer.
Humming as she busied herself with the washing, Olivia’s mind wandered back to the night before. Images flashed through her mind, each one more unbelievable than the rest, yet they were real. Nico did belong to her, and she belonged to him.
***
 
Expecting her father to sleep for most of the day. Olivia left the laundry in the dryer, and after showering and dressing, headed out in search of Nico. It was only when she’d reached his door that her nerves got the better of her, and she froze. What am I doing? I’m being reckless. Nico is making me reckless. Turning, she raced down the steps.
“Liv?”
Only it wasn’t Nico calling her. This voice held the same tone, but had a roughness of age. She turned slowly.
“Hello, Mr. Therian.”
“Call me, Dax. Nico’s still asleep. I heard him come home around four a.m., so he’ll probably be there a while longer.”
“Four a.m.?” Olivia whispered to herself. He was in my bed all that time.
“Yeah. Did you have anything to do with that?”
Olivia looked up sharply; she’d almost forgot he was there. “No, of course not. Why w-would you think that?”
Nico’s father surprised her by laughing. “Don’t get ya panties in a twist, Liv. Your secret’s safe with me.”
Olivia stared at the man before her, seeing where Nico’s smart mouth and quick wit came from.
“It’s Olivia,” she corrected, walking up the steps.
He stepped back, allowing her entry. The door closed with a click and Olivia couldn’t contain the sliver of fear that rolled down her spine. Still a chicken, Olivia.
“Sorry…Nico calls you, Liv.”
“He does.” She nodded, with a small smile.
“Take a seat. I’d just put the kettle on. Would you like a drink?”
“Coffee, two sugars and lots of milk please.”
Olivia took a seat. Beneath the table, she picked at her nails. Her knee moved up and down with speed as her old fears crept into her mind. What does he know? Is he going to tell anyone? Nico’s voice replaced her worried one: Be brave, Liv.
Taking a breath, she pushed down her fear and asked, “So, Nico told you about us?”
“Not really. He might not be around as often as I’d like but I know my son, Olivia, and I know when something is on his mind…or someone,” he answered.
“Will Nico really be asleep for the rest of the day?”
“If you let him.” He turned around, a smile on his face so much like his son’s. “Nico! Nico, get your lazy ass out of bed!”
Olivia cringed as his voice boomed through the room. That wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined today going.
A door opened behind her and his voice whispered into the room, heavy with sleep. “What the hell, Dad? Stop your freaking shouting.”
Olivia turned in her seat just as Nico appeared in the doorway. One arm gripped the doorframe above him while the other shielded his eyes from the light.
“What’s your problem?” he mumbled.
Olivia gulped as Nico’s dad chuckled behind her. Just like his son. Slowly, Nico’s arm uncovered his eyes, joining the other above his head. Olivia couldn’t tear her eyes away from the flex of muscle across his shoulders, her eyes traveled down over his tight ripped stomach, to the one piece of clothing he wore; boxers.
“Livy?”
She dragged her eyes up, meeting his eyes. “Hi.”
Nico looked down to the boxers he was wearing. “I’ll be back in a sec.”
Olivia glared at Nico’s still laughing father as Nico disappeared. “You didn’t have to wake him.”
“Ooh, look who’s found her spine,” he joked, just as Nico reappeared a split second later.
“Dad! Do not talk to her like that,” Nico snapped, his tone holding a coarse edge.
“Sorry, I’ll behave.”
Olivia looked up. Nico smiled, walking toward her, his chest covered with a white T-shirt and his legs clad in denim. His fingers brushed her neck as he leaned down and kissed her lips. “Hey.”
“Hi, sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”
“You didn’t. That asshat did.”
“Shouldn’t be up all night then, son.”
Nico met his father’s eyes in surprise. Olivia held her breath, waiting for the anger to take hold of Dax, but instead, he smiled, his eyes teasing.
“Yeah, I heard you come in,” he confirmed.
“Why didn’t you come out?”
“Cause I was young once.” He chuckled. “Right, coffee all round?”
Nico mumbled a reply, taking a seat next to Olivia. “Hey, are these from Mom?” he asked, getting to his feet and grabbing a brown paper bag off the side before his dad could reach them. Dancing out of his father’s reach, Olivia laughed as Nico opened the bag and breathed in. “They are, and she’s just made them… Why were you with Mom, hmm?”
“Shut it, Nic,” his father grumbled, making another grab for the bag.
“Too slow, old man.” Nico laughed, running toward Olivia and standing behind her chair. “Want a bagel, Liv? They are the best in Michigan.”
He wafted the bag under her nose and the scent of freshly baked bagels filled the air. “They do smell good and…I haven’t eaten yet.”
“That’s settled then, bagels all ‘round.”
Still, a part of Olivia waited on edge for his father to snap, yet he didn’t. They fought over the bag a few more minutes before Nico let him have it and sat back down, slightly breathless, but full of happiness. Is this what real fathers are like?
Sitting quietly, Olivia watched Dax make the drinks and place them and the bagels, with various things to go with them, in the center of the table. He then switched on some music before taking his seat and Nico and Dax dug in. She watched the display with part wonder and envy. She’d not realized up until that moment how much she actually craved this with her own father.
“Dig in,” Dax said, sliding a bagel her way.
Smiling shyly, Olivia met his eyes before taking the bagel and slicing it in two. Lathering it in butter, she bit into it and sighed. Yum.
“See, best bagels in Michigan,” Nico murmured to her, leaning in. His heated gaze lingered on her lips, then traveled to her eyes. He shook his head ever so slightly, and took a breath before straightening and focusing on his father. “So,” he stretched out the word, “why were you with Mom?”
“None of your business.”
“It is if you hurt her,” Nico snapped.
Dax put his bagel down and met Nico’s glare. “Nico, I never intentionally hurt your mother. I did try you know.”
“It doesn’t matter, Dad. She deserves to not have to spend the rest of her life alone.”
“We had coffee, Nic. That’s it. She just wanted to discuss you.”
“Me? Why?”
“Because you’ve not been over enough.”
“We went the other day,” he defended.
“Try going alone, Nico.”
“I’m busy.”
“I’ve noticed,” he muttered.
Olivia choked back a laugh.
“What’s so funny?” they both asked in unison with matching looks of annoyance.
Her laughter died, replaced with unease. “Well, you’re…you’re both acting like bickering children.”
“And you’re such a boring adult,” Nico mumbled, poking Olivia in the ribs.
It seemed as if both Nico and Dax finished their bagel at the same time. Both eyed, the last poppy seeded bagel that sat in the center of the table. Nico met his father’s eyes, a mischievous smile spreading on his face. At the same time, they both made a grab for the bagel but Nico was quicker. He jumped to his feet, cheering in victory.
Olivia couldn’t help smiling at him. His father jumped to his feet too. They stared each other down.
“Why don’t you share it?” Olivia suggested.
They both mocked her suggestion.
“It’s yours, Dad. All you have to do is get it off me.”
“You’re growing cocky, Son.”
“Na, I’ve been training…with Bass.”
“I can still take you.”
Nico crooked his finger, his smile daring.
Olivia bit into her bagel with a shake of her head. She could never in a million years imagine her father chasing her for a bagel with a grin on his face. In fact, she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him smile. It did look like Nico had been training, though. He’d increased in speed since she’d last seen him fight, yet that had been under different circumstances, and as serious as they were pretending to be, they were just playing.
Playing. She’d never played, not even as a child. Her father had kept her away from other children. Even when young, she’d been expected to look after him, and the house. You owe me this, Olivia. You’ll owe me for the rest of your life to make up for what you took from me.
As if sensing her dark thoughts, Nico was suddenly next to her, pulling her to her feet and using her as a shield.
“That’s cheating!” Dax yelled.
She danced to the side with Nico at her back. As Dax lunged forward, they leapt to the left.
“You’re quick, Olivia,” Dax noted, seeming a little surprised.
“I am,” she confirmed. “I can also do this.” Twirling on the spot, Olivia plucked the bagel from Nico’s hand and jumped away, her feet pointing, her body cutting through the air with grace. Landing on one foot, her leg bent slightly absorbing the impact, before straightening and turning on the spot to face them. With a smile, she took a bite from the bagel. “I believe I win.”
The music changed, the kitchen filling with the strum of a guitar. Gently and slowly at first, then the rhythm picked up speed and a woman’s soulful voice drifted through the air. They both stared at her stunned. Nico’s eyes filled with emotion. He jumped forward and picked her up. Olivia squealed as he spun her. Music beat through her, filling her with so many emotions, she felt as if she might burst.
Taking the bagel from her, Nico stuck it in his mouth and twirled her around. Laughing, she stretched out her arm and twisted back. The instruments turned delicate, beautiful. Nico danced her across the room, his eyes never leaving hers. Dax cut in, taking Olivia from Nico’s arms. Twisting her body as he held her hand in the air, she whirled back to Nico as Dax let her go. The music filled her up and her feet moved as they’d always been destined. Dancing was in her blood. It was as much a part of her as her wolf.
This is happiness. This is what I’ve always longed for, what I’ve searched for, and it was here all along.
Nico had opened a door for her. He’d given her love, a family, and even though she’d already set plans in place to take her on a separate path, nothing could ruin the moment, not her conflicted feelings, or her constant fear. For the moment was perfect. No matter what happened tomorrow, Olivia had known love, she’d known freedom, and no one could take it away from her.
***
 
Not wanting to leave the happy bubble she was in, Olivia spent the rest of the afternoon at Nico’s. Katalina turned up a few hours after she’d arrived, sunglasses on her face and her hair in a messy bun. Olivia had never seen her looking so rough. Nico burst out laughing when she walked in, grumbling to Bass who followed her.
“Yeah, yeah, laugh all you want, just do it quietly.”
“A little too much to drink last night, Kat?” Nico asked, trying his hardest to stay serious, though Olivia saw the twinkle of delight in his eyes.
“Carry on, Nico, and I’ll no longer help you with your grand plans.”
Nico motioned zipping his lips. “What’s up, Bass?”
“I’ve got to go smooth over last night’s party with a few of the older members.” He sighed.
“And apparently, I can’t die in peace at home,” Katalina piped up from the coach.
“Just keep an eye on her. I won’t be long,” Bass murmured, stepping out.
“So you were the instigator of lasts night’s little get together then?” Dax asked, taking a seat next to Katalina.
“Hmm, that’s me…trouble maker, instigator of all things non-wolf like,” Katalina mumbled.
Dax laughed heartily. “Aw, Kat, don’t let those old crones get you down. I’m pretty certain they were young once.”
“Drink, Kat?” Nico asked.
“Coffee, black, please. Actually, I’m hungry. Feed me, Nico.” She smiled sweetly.
“I’m not your slave, Kat.”
“Yeah, but Bass said you had to look after me. It would not be good if I died of starvation.”
“Correction, he said ‘keep an eye on her.’ My eyes are on you.”
Dax glanced at his watch. “Pack kitchen will be open soon.”
“Urgh, the food in there is awful. I need grease… I need pizza.”
“Takeaway will be open soon,” Nico said, giving Katalina her coffee. “I’ll go get something then.”
“Can none of you cook?” Olivia asked, from her seat at the table.
“I can, when I’m alive,” Katalina answered.
“Sorta,” Nico offered.
“Sorta?” Olivia laughed. “Surely you can cook, Dax?”
“Nope, I eat in the pack kitchen.”
Olivia tutted, shaking her head. “Well, I can, and I should have the ingredients for pizza at home.”
“I’ll help you fetch it,” Nico offered.
A thread of fear wormed into her mind. What happens if father is awake? “Maybe I should go alone. In case my father is awake.”
Nico’s eyes widened, then narrowed, his face turning blank. Her stomach dropped. Will I ever be what he needs? Her jaw clenched as she resisted the urge to tell him she’d changed her mind and he could come. Looking to the floor, Olivia could no longer take his emotionless face.
“I’ll go, Nico,” Katalina said, climbing to her feet.
“I thought you were dying?” Nico snapped.
“Your stellar hospitality is doing wonders for my health,” Katalina leered back.
“I won’t be long,” Olivia murmured, touching his hand, wishing things could be different.
“Okay.” Nico smiled, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes.
As they walked, Olivia hoped Katalina wouldn’t say anything. She was certain Katalina knew most of her secrets, but still, Olivia wasn’t ready to face her problems.
Her heart sank as she spoke. “Olivia, if you’re frightened of your father, Bass, Nico, God, even me, we’d protect you. You do know that, right?”
“I know,” Olivia answered quietly.
“Or if you’d just like to talk, I’ll listen. I’m your friend.”
Olivia glanced at Katalina. She had hoped they’d become friends, but still there was the little voice inside of her which she couldn’t shake. Why would they be friends with you?
“I’m not afraid. Well, no, that’s a lie. I am afraid, but it’s nothing new. I’m just…I’m just not ready.”
“For change?” Katalina offered.
“Yes,” Olivia admitted quietly. “I’m running out of time. I know that. I’d just like a few more days where I can pretend. I know it’s stupid. I’m a coward.”
Katalina clasped her arm, bringing Olivia to a stop. “No, Liv, you’re not a coward. I know exactly how you feel because I’ve been there myself. Deny the inevitable for as long as you want. It’s your right.”
Olivia looked to the ground, not sure how to react. “I can’t ever imagine you being like this. You’ve always seemed so sure of what you want.”
Katalina laughed, then winced. Her hand held her head as she set off again. “I sure as hell didn’t want this hangover. I put on a good show, Olivia, because…well, if I don’t, there are many people who will worry about me. But I’m torn about many things, and when I found out I was a wolf…I was frightened, lost. I denied my wolf for as long as possible, and Bass stood by my side for as long as I needed.”
“You’re lucky.”
Katalina looked up and smiled. “So are you, Olivia. Nico will wait for as long as you need, and do not feel guilty for him doing so.”
Swallowing the sudden lump of emotion, Olivia nodded, grateful for Katalina’s words.
“Right, shall we get these ingredients so I can go back to dying?”
“Yes.”
Olivia was relieved to find her father still asleep. She moved quickly and quietly around her kitchen, collecting all she’d need.
“Do you think they’ll have a pizza stone?” Olivia whispered as she piled a few more things into Katalina’s arms.
“They’re two men living alone, who can’t cook. I’d say no.”
“Yeah, you’re right.” Olivia got on her hands and knees and looked in the bottom cupboard. She’d only used the pizza stone once. It had been a birthday present from Tory. In fact, most of her prized cooking utensils had come from Tory. “Found it,” Olivia whispered, holding it in the air.
“Awesome can we go now. I’m not feeling so flash.”
“You do look a little pale.”
“Great, just what I need, to be even paler.”
Olivia laughed under her breath as she shut the door behind her. “You’re quite grumpy when hungover.”
“Hmm, remind me of this day next time I decide to throw a party.”
“Oh, don’t worry. If I don’t, I’m certain Nico will.”
 



Chapter 37
 
Nico
 
Laid out on the beanbag he’d brought out of his bedroom, Nico had the perfect view of Olivia as she flitted around their tiny kitchen, mixing flour, and God knew what else into a bowl. He watched his dad held in her rapture as she relayed instructions. She was in her element. With cooking, she showed no indecision, or fear. She just knew, and it made Nico even more determined to have her feel like that always.
Katalina was sprawled on the coach, flicking through channels when her phone rang. “Toby!” she sang, then winced. “Please tell me you have a magically wolfy hangover cure.” She laughed quietly to his answer. “I’m at Nico’s… Sure, I’ll ask.” Covering the phone with her hand, her eyes met his. “Hey, Nic, can Toby come over? He’s staying the night with us, but I think he’s ready to escape now.”
“Sure. That’s okay. Hey, Dad?” Nico shouted.
“What?” Dex asked, turning from the worktop, flour dusting his top and half his face. Nico hid his smile. “Toby from River Run, okay if he comes over?”
“’Course it is.”
“Yep. Do you want picking up? Oh, is he? Okay, I’ll tell Bass. See you soon then… Oh, Toby, bring a movie. There’s nothing on TV.” She put down the phone and dialed again. “Hey, Jackson’s bringing Toby over in a few. Can you meet them? Thanks… A bit, yep.”
“What’s Jackson after?” Nico asked once she’d put down the phone.
“Me apparently, and to discuss last night with Bass.”
“He’s probably worried about the intermingling last night.”
“Gawd, all I wanted were the packs to have a little fun.”
“I’m pretty certain they did, Kat.” Nico laughed. “You want walking to the border?”
“No, Bass is going to meet them and bring them here.”
“Jackson, too?”
“Yeah – oh, I didn’t think to ask if Dax would be okay with that.”
“Okay with what?” Dax asked, walking from the kitchen.
“If it was okay for Jackson to see me here.”
“Of course. I’m all for the packs getting along,” Dax replied.
Olivia walked in from the kitchen, her feet faltering slightly. Her eyes darting around as she looked for somewhere to sit. Nico reached out a hand, smiling. “Liv.”
“Pizza will be ready in about twenty-five minutes,” she said, sitting between his legs.
“Awesome,” he murmured, leaning forward and pressing a kiss to her nape.
“How is Toby coping with Cage being…away?” Nico asked Katalina.
Katalina sat up a little straighter. Sighing, she answered, her voice holding the edge of regret, “He’s putting on a brave face for his parents, I think. His mother has been beside herself, and well, his father’s still out there looking.”
“Hopefully they’ll find him soon,” Nico answered, though even he didn’t sound very convinced.
“They won’t. Cage isn’t just any shifter. He’s better than all his age, and some years older. He wanted to be the best…for me, and well now…”
“Don’t blame yourself, Kat,” Dax said.
“Why not? He’s left home because I couldn’t be what he needed. He’s had one goal all his life, and she finally came along, and poof…gone.”
“It is partly your fault and Jackson’s, and his parents,” Olivia said quietly.
“Liv,” Nico hissed.
“Leave her, she’s right,” Katalina muttered.
“BUT! You just said he had one goal, which isn’t healthy. Do you not think he’s maybe left because he doesn’t know where he belongs anymore? A person isn’t a goal, Kat. Maybe Cage just needs to find who he truly is, and what he wants. Then he may come home.”
“I hope you’re right,” Katalina murmured. “I can’t face his mother, and every time I look at Toby, I see Cage’s absence.”
Dax turned just as Katalina’s head lifted a little higher.
“Enough of this depressing crap. We’ve company,” Dax ordered, heading for the door.
Olivia shot to her feet. Nico reached for her but she danced out of his grip, far too easily for his liking. “I quite liked you there.” Nico grinned.
“Bass is coming,” Olivia answered, like that explained her need to be away from him.
“So? I’m lonely without you.” Nico pouted, attempting to hide his smile.
“You’re such a child.” Though she said it with a grin, and Nico took it as victory.
“Bass hates it when Nico treats him differently. He wouldn’t want you all jumping to your feet,” Katalina said.
“Well, your father is coming too, and I’m not as dominant as you. I can’t just sit lazing around. It’s disrespectful.”
Nico chuckled, getting to his feet. “I’m up, but for Jackson, not Bass.”
They both glanced at Katalina.
“I’m not moving. I make an effort to be as disrespectful as possible when Jackson’s around. Can’t have him thinking I like him or anything.”
“I heard that.” Jackson’s voice seemed to resonate through the walls.
Nico felt Olivia stiffen beside him. Taking her hand, he moved her slightly so she was behind him and still had a means of escape. He wasn’t used to being around such submissive wolves; most of his friends were dominant, but it was Olivia, so he’d learn. It was the natural instinct of his wolf to protect her, and make her happy, and if that meant always having a straight line to freedom and her at his back when in certain company, that was what he’d do.
She relaxed a little, and squeezed his hand in thanks. Jackson shook his dad’s hand, and then walked into the main space once offered. Bass followed, nodding to Dax as he passed, coming to stand beside Nico.
Toby wandered in last, not looking the least bit bothered by being in what was once enemy territory. Arne was at his heel, until the dog spotted Katalina and bounded toward her, leaping onto the sofa.
“Hey, boy,” Katalina cooed, giggling as Arne licked her face.
Bass growled. Olivia’s hand gripped his tighter as she flinched. Nico nudged Bass in the ribs, glaring as his friend looked at him in confusion. Bass’s gaze landed on Olivia, and realization lit his eyes.
“I’m sorry, Olivia,” he answered softly for only her to hear. Bowing his head in submission, Bass waited until Olivia managed a smile before he walked toward Katalina. “Off, dog,” he ordered sternly.
Arne looked up, meeting Bass’s eyes for a few seconds before carrying on licking Katalina’s face.
Jackson laughed heartily, clutching his stomach.
“Ugh, not so loud,” Katalina muttered. “Arne, down,” she instructed her dog. He obeyed immediately.
“He’s growing on me,” Jackson said, still laughing. “Who’d have thought a house pet would move in on your territory, Bass.”
What sounded like a snarl left Bass’s throat and the room stilled, filling with tension. “He doesn’t listen to you either,” Bass answered coolly.
“That is true,” Jackson replied.
Realizing the two alpha’s meant no harm. Nico relaxed, but still closed the few inches between him and Olivia. “They’re messing,” he whispered in her ear.
“So what’d you want,” Katalina muttered, glaring at Jackson. She seemed to be the only one in the room not effected by having two alpha’s present, and Nico couldn’t help but wonder whether it was purely because she’d been brought up by humans, or she just didn’t worry.
“Just a word with Bass, which I’ve had.”
“So what are you seeing me for?” Katalina huffed.
“Can’t I just come to see my daughter?” Jackson asked, sounding hurt.
Katalina sat up, folding her arms. “Nope, there’s always a reason.”
“All right you got me. I wasn’t going to miss out on the chance of laughing at you while hungover.”
Katalina’s leg kicked out, but Jackson was too quick. “Come see your dear old dad sometime soon,” Jackson said as he walked toward the exit.
“Ass,” Katalina muttered.
Jackson nodded at Nico as he passed, his eyes landing on Olivia for a spilt second. “Olivia, Nico. Nice to see you again.”
Nico dropped his head in submission for a beat, before meeting his eyes again, and moving himself impossibly closer to Olivia. His wolf pushed forward, and it took all of Nico’s self-control to keep his eyes from changing. Jackson frowned but moved on. Thanking Nico’s dad for having him, he headed for the door.
“I’ll just walk your father off pack land, then I’ll be back,” Bass said.
“For good? No more alpha duties?” Katalina asked, hopeful.
Nico looked away as Bass smiled, bending toward Katalina’s lips.
“Come on, boy,” Jackson boomed, interrupting Bass.
Nico saw the flash of annoyance cross Bass’s features before his cool mask slipped back in place.
“Ass,” Katalina shouted back.
 



Chapter 38
 
Bass
 
Caressing Katalina’s face, Bass reluctantly followed Jackson out, a part of him longing for the days he had no responsibilities.
Jackson was laughing quietly to himself as they walked through the cabins, which were the homes of the Dark Shadow wolves he was responsible for.
“We could have had our discussion on the border. Toby didn’t need an escort,” Bass observed after they’d walked through the center of the pack.
Jackson glanced at Bass. “And miss out on an opportunity to see Kat.”
“You shouldn’t wind her up.” Bass growled.
“Take it easy. You know I mean no harm. I’ve not seen her all week with her going back to school. How’s that going?”
“She’s settled in. It helps that she has Nico and Olivia.”
“What’s going on there?”
“None of your concern,” Bass replied sternly.
“All right…I just couldn’t help noticing Nico’s sudden change in temperament, not to mention his wolf was feeling pretty aggressive toward me.”
Bass stepped in front of Jackson as they reached the border, his gaze not wavering. Jackson was a good few inches taller than Bass, but it didn’t concern him. Squaring his shoulders, Bass spoke with a tone that indicated he was deadly serious. “Touch Nico and we’ll have problems, whether you’re Katalina’s father or not.”
Jackson’s eyes narrowed but he took a small step back. “I meant no harm. I was just concerned.”
“Nico isn’t your concern, Jackson. He’s mine.”
“She his mate?”
“I believe so, but things are complicated. Nico is coping as best as he can, and any aggression toward you was him simply protecting Olivia. Her wolf is very submissive, your presence affects her.”
“Right, well, you know where I am if you or Kat need me.” Jackson, nodded, and turned to leave.
“Actually…I do need a favor.”
“What is it?” Jackson laughed.
“Katalina’s family, she misses them. I’d like to have them visit her, but obviously, they think she’s living with you.”
“You’d like me to host them? Have humans in my home, surrounded by my wolves?”
“I’m sure we can all contain ourselves for a weekend…for Kat.”
Jackson sighed. “I’ll run it passed the enforcers, and get back to you. Does Kat know?”
“No. I’d rather not get her hopes up if it isn’t viable.”
“Very well. Watch out for Toby. He’s not as happy as he seems.”
They parted ways and Bass took his time walking back to Nico’s, his mind a jumble. Lately, he felt his problems were compounding together, and the secrets he kept were eating him up inside. As far as both packs knew, Cage hadn’t been seen by anyone since the day he’d told Katalina he was leaving. Yet that wasn’t true. Cage was the best tracker within River Run, but Bass wasn’t River Run – he was Dark Shadow.
He rubbed his eyes, the guilt tearing him up. He’d almost told Katalina a hundred times, but he’d promised Cage, and Bass felt he at least owed him that.
The memory of his face, the desperation, the need to escape, was like a permanent tattoo on his mind, their conversation on endless repeat.
“I should have known it’d be you to find me. Though I didn’t expect you so soon.”
“I slipped off while River Run argued over their best tactic. No one knows I’m here.”
“Not even, Kat?” Cage asked. He said her name with fondness.
“Katalina is devastated. She didn’t notice my departure.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure. She notices everything when it comes to you.”
“Do not punish her, Cage. Return to your home.”
Cage laughed bitterly. “This isn’t about her, or anyone else for that matter. I’m leaving for myself.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You wouldn’t. I never understood what Katalina saw in you, rigid , controlled. Tell me, do you ever take off your mask?”
Bass’s lips twitched to smile, but he contained it. Cage was right; he wore a mask, and he wore it well. “I could force you to return.”
Cage snarled in return, bracing to fight. “I won’t go easily, Sebastian. I’m losing my mind there. She’s not mine, I know that, but I can’t help how I feel. Maybe Kat’s right. Maybe I do love the idea of her, but it changes nothing. With each day, my rage grows. If I stay, I’ll lose control. I’ll lose myself.”
It was the look in his eyes that had made Bass back down. He knew all too well what it felt like to slowly lose a little of yourself each day. He’d been there, under his father’s cruel thumb, desperate for escape, and Cage could have his escape.
“Where will you go?” Bass asked him quietly.
“I’m not sure. Just keep running until my feet can’t run anymore.”
“I’ll let you go, and not tell a soul, even Kat, if you promise me one thing.”
Cage laughed, the set of his mouth hard. “What’s that?”
“When you find what you’re looking for, come home.”
Bass had already started his retreat when Cage called back. “What happens if I find my home?”
“Then bring her, too.”
***
 
“Bass? Hey, Bass?”
Bass shook his head to clear the haunting memories. “Tyler, what can I do for you?”
“It’s about last night…” he replied, dropping his eyes.
“It was actually this morning when she left, Ty.”
Tyler winced, his head dropping lower. “Shit.”
They were nearing Nico’s so Bass paused, and clapped Tyler on the back. “Look, I’m in no position to tell you to stay away from River Run. I’m mated to Katalina. What I will say is that although Jackson didn’t seem too concerned, there are others within both packs who are not ready for us all to be…mingling. Discretion would be the key if what happened with Regan was more than a one-night thing.”
Tyler blew out a relieved breath. “So we’re good?”
“As long as you have a clear head for your night shift.”
Tyler left with a nod and a smile. Hurrying into the house, Bass planned to hide for the rest of the night and spend some much needed time soothing his mate back to health.
 



Chapter 39
 
Olivia
 
The night had been full of many challenges. The wolf inside of her had yo-yoed between terrified, exhilarated, and joyous every few minutes. Nico had been there, always a steady soothing presence, and by the time she’d left, hope had taken up a permanent place within her…or so she’d thought.
It was late when she left. Ensuring Nico she’d be fine, she kissed him goodnight. His father had smiled fondly, dragging her into his arms for a hug, and she’d been pleasantly surprised to find he didn’t scare her. He felt like…family. Katalina and Bass had left a few moments earlier, taking Toby with them; the film he had brought had been…interesting. Must tell Nico I’m not a fan of horror films. It wasn’t far to her cabin from Nico’s, and although it was dark, she was a wolf, and she could see just fine.
Opening the front door into darkness, Olivia presumed her father must have been up and gone back to bed. But when she shut the door, her skin prickled in warning and her eyes found his.
“Father?”
“Hello, Olivia. Please tell me what has kept you away from home so late?”
She took a step back, her hands reaching for the handle to her freedom. “I-I was with f-friends.”
The chair clattered to the floor as he stood. “You do not have friends, Olivia.”
“I-I do. Please…there’s no harm in having friends.”
“Oh, but you see there is.” He was beside her in seconds. Frozen, she was powerless to move; it was what he did to her, what he had always done. “Friends lead to hope,” he said gently, running a finger down her cheek. “And I see hope in your eyes, Olivia.”
“What’s so wrong with that? Why can’t I be happy? Why can’t we stay here? Things are different now, Bass –”
His hand clamped over her mouth. “Happy? You do not deserve happiness,” he growled in her ear, causing her to tremble. “You killed my April.”
Be brave, Livy. Nico’s voice was like a shield in her mind, blocking the fear, unfreezing her from her father’s spell. He seemed stunned as she pushed him backwards and fumbled to open the door. He caught hold of her arm before she could escape, dragging her back roughly.
Olivia met her father’s eyes as she felt Bass’s presence at her back, and for once, he didn’t bring her unease but relief. “Nothing I do will ever be enough, will it? I could try for the rest of my life and you’d never love me.”
“How can I love the thing that murdered my mate?” he spat, shaking her.
“I’m not a thing. I’m your daughter,” Olivia yelled, ripping herself from his grip as a rage she’d never felt before surged through her. Her hand moved on its own accord, slapping him across his face. Turning, she leapt from the doorway and raced past Bass, not turning back to look if her father had followed. Bass wouldn’t have let him.
She ran blindly, her blood like fire, lit by years of rage and hurt. The wolf inside of her pushed to be free, and she didn’t deny her other half. Her clothes floated behind her as she ran, hot tears, splashing from her eyes and wetting her bare skin. Dark brown fur exploded throughout her body, as her bones cracked and morphed into the animal at her core. Panting, Olivia stood on four paws, then howled into the night. The sound was full of sadness and turmoil, and the returning call tugged at her very soul.
Nico… Yet Olivia wasn’t ready for him to see her like this. She wasn’t ready to give over every part of herself. Katalina had been right; she wasn’t ready for change, even though it was inevitable, and even though it was hurtling toward her at a speed she couldn’t out run. Yet, she still tried.
Paws gilding the ground at unnatural speeds, the wind whipped through her fur as she left Dark Shadow and crossed over to River Run. But even leaving home land didn’t slow her down. Nico was near. Change was near.
They tumbled to the ground, her dark brown rolling over his sandy-colored fur. Olivia scrambled to her feet as he did. They gazed at each other unmoving, until Olivia ran.
She’d not travelled far when his voice reached her. “Olivia, please…please don’t run from me.” Olivia paused, the pain in his voice hurting her heart. “I can take anything but you running away from me.”
Changing to her human form, Olivia turned slowly, her arms tightly wrapped around herself. Nico stepped toward her. “No.” Olivia shook her head. “Please, just…I can’t talk to you, not like this.”
“My clothes are with yours. Go first. I’ll follow but not too close.” His voice sounded so empty, fresh tears pricked at her eyes.
“I’m sorry, Ni –”
“No, Liv! Don’t you dare apologize to me. You’ve nothing to be sorry for.”
Nodding, Olivia allowed her wolf to take control again. She followed her path back, following her own scent mingled with Nico’s until she found her clothes scattered on the ground along with his. She felt his presence nearby but he didn’t step from the cover of darkness until she’d changed and fully dressed.
He changed and dressed too. He watched her as if she might flee at any moment, and it wasn’t until he asked her that she was sure she wouldn’t. “Please don’t run.”
“I won’t, not from you,” she reassured him.
“Are you okay?”
Am I okay? “No, no I’m not.” Her knees gave way as a broken sob left her chest. Nico caught her before she reached the hard ground. Taking her gently into his arms, he rocked her as she cried, his fingers running through her hair, petting her face.
She wasn’t sure she’d ever be okay. When would her own father hating her be okay? She’d began to hope, she’d began to dream, and he’d taken it away from her in a single second, reducing her to the stuttering coward she was. No, not this time! Her mind screamed in protest. This time she’d been brave. This time she’d fought back. This time she’d had Nico.
Her tears slowed as she looked up at his face. Still it didn’t seem real that someone so sexy, so caring, could want her. She’d never imagined she’d have someone look at her the way Nico did, with care, love, and a desire strong enough to make her toes curl.
“I love you, Olivia, with everything I have. You know that, right?” he asked, brushing her tear dampened hair from her face.
“I know,” Olivia whispered.
“Then why won’t you give me all of yourself? Why are you holding back, Livy?”
Olivia swallowed the hard lump in her throat. Her eyes stung with tears she refused to let fall. “I can’t, Nico. Please understand, if I give you everything that I am, I’ll never be able to walk away. I’m not even sure I can now. You’ve given me so much, opened doors to dreams I never even knew I had, and I find myself thinking I don’t need to go…I don’t need to dance.”
“You’ll regret it if you don’t,” Nico murmured sadly.
“I know,” she whispered. Olivia watched the emotions swirl in the emerald pools of his eyes. His fingers gripped her a little tighter as if he could stop the inevitable moment she would have to leave. “Please understand,” she begged.
“I do understand.”
Her heart broke. Nico didn’t deserve this. He was always so understanding, always compensated for her emotions, her desires. He had only one, and she couldn’t give it to him, not fully.
“I’m sorry, Nico. I don’t want to do this, but I…I have too.”
“I know.” He swiped the one rebellious tear rolling down her cheek, smiling at her. “Don’t cry.”
Sitting up a little straighter, Olivia pressed a kiss to his lips, her hands finding his face. Pulling back, she searched his eyes. “I won’t ask you to wait… No, I’m lying. I’ve never been selfish before and I’m going to be now. Wait for me, Nico, wait for me even though I can’t promise when I’ll return. Love me when I can’t give you all that I am. Be everything I need, even though I’m leaving.”
Gently, he cupped her face, his thumbs rubbing the tears falling freely. Olivia knelt on the ground, holding him not daring to breathe as she waited for the answer which would define her fate.
“I’ve always been waiting. I’d wait an eternity.”
 



Chapter 40
 
Nico
 
After he’d taken her home, tucked her into his bed, and made sure she was sound asleep, Nico stepped out of his room to find his house full.
“Is there a party going on that I missed?” Nico muttered.
“Don’t be a smartass,” Katalina answered as she stepped forward and gave him a hug. “How are you?”
“I’m fine, Kat. I wasn’t the one almost attacked by her own father.”
“Olivia will get through this.”
Nico let out his breath of frustration, and concentrated on trying not to let his growing need to shed blood – namely Michael’s blood – control the way he spoke to his friends.
“What’s with the gathering?” Nico asked, standing beside Bass.
“We need to discuss Michael.”
“And this takes everyone?” Nico asked, waving his hand toward Bill, Tyler, and John.
“This is a pack matter, something that needs to be discussed with the alpha and his enforcers,” Bill said.
“Right, and Liv and I have no say?” Nico sneered. He’d had enough of this day.
“Of course you do,” Katalina said.
“Well, traditionally it doesn’t. Everyone’s opinions would be added, then the alpha would make a decision,” Bill informed them.
“Well, we’re not sticking to your barbaric traditions,” Katalina snapped.
Nico listened as the group became louder, as Katalina’s frustration grew, and her grip on this new world slipped. With each sneer and jibe, his level of tolerance became closer to bursting. Needing a little distance, Nico sat at the table to observe, his father next to him.
“What do you want to do, Nic?” Dax asked.
“I want to kill him, but I will do whatever Liv needs.” Nico glanced at his father to see him smiling. “This is hardly the time to smile, Dad.”
“Ah, but it is. I made so many mistakes with your mother, but it seems we’ve still managed to bring you up right.”
“Erm, thanks. I think.”
“They’re going to wake her up.”
“I know.” Nico caught Bass’s gaze. There he saw not his alpha but his friend, the nineteen-year-old friend who was tired of his fight between what was right for him, and right for the pack. Not that anyone else could see – to the outside world he was cool, collected, and observant.
“Enough! Get out. All of you!” Nico order, getting to his feet.
The room fell silent.
“Now then, Nico, you –”
“No, Bill, I can do what I like. You’re in my home and your arguments are going to wake Olivia.”
“What are we doing with Michael then?” Tyler asked.
“Where is he now?”
“At home. Jacob and Noah are watching him,” Tyler answered.
“Well, leave him there until morning. Once Olivia has decided what she’d like to do, we can move forward. Now everyone please leave.”
“This isn’t Olivia’s decision, Nico,” Bill added.
“I’m alpha’s adviser and I advise that you all get the hell out before I lose my temper. He is Olivia’s father. She’s the one who has lived with his abuse, and she should decide what’s to be done. Cling all you like to your old ways, Bill, but it is those old ways that allowed a man like Michael to abuse his daughter for her entire life.”
Bill opened his mouth to speak but Bass stepped in. “Nico’s right. Take rotations on guard detail and we’ll discuss this matter come morning once we’ve heard Olivia’s view.”
No one questioned Bass, and Nico breathed a sigh of relief when they began to leave.
“Thanks,” Nico whispered as Bass caught his eye.
He nodded and smiled before taking Katalina’s hand and leading her toward the door.
“Night, Nic. Come get us if you or Liv need us, okay?”
“We’ll be fine, Kat, but I will.”
His father closed the door. “I’ll take the couch if you’d like my bed,” he offered.
“Dad, I’m sleeping in my room.”
“Nico.” He sighed. “You’re seventeen. If you’re mother knew, she’d –”
“Dad, Mom doesn’t know half the stuff that happens here. I’m sleeping with Liv. After tonight, I’m not letting her out of my sight again. I should have walked her home.”
“Aw, Nico, don’t blame tonight on yourself. Olivia made it clear she didn’t need walking home, and you did all you could do, and called Bass, which turned out to be a good move.”
“Maybe…I’m going to bed, Dad. I just need some sleep.”
“All right.”
Opening his door quietly, the beam of light shone over Olivia still curled into a ball asleep on his bed. He watched her for a minute, her hair splayed across his pillow. Her legs tangled around his sheets, and her body wearing his t-shirt. It had been a terrible night, yet a part of him couldn’t help but sigh in contentment because she was there. She was his.
 



Chapter 41
 
Olivia
 
No matter the circumstances that had led her here, waking in Nico’s bed with his arm around her and his smell filling her with every breath, was pure pleasure, pure happiness. Wiggling gently, Olivia turned herself around so she could see his face just inches from hers. Her father had no space in her mind. Nico consumed her every thought, her every cell. I’ve always been waiting. I’d wait an eternity… He’s going to wait for me. 
Olivia couldn’t wrap her mind around the fact, he was hers. Even after she’d refused him the final piece of herself, he’d still given her everything. He was a dream. The best kind of dream because he was real.
Her fingers itched to brush the stray lock of hair from his face, but she didn’t want to wake him. She’d sensed him enter the room last night, felt his eyes on her as he’d simply watched her. She’d waited until his weight shifted the mattresses, then she’d rolled over smiling, and taken his hand, to bring him around her. The tension had left his body as he’d snuggled close to her, and in that moment, she’d decided she never wanted to sleep alone again. Though she knew it was an impossible want, but while she was with him waiting to go to New York, she’d never sleep alone.
Giving in, she brushed the lock away, running her fingers through his hair. His lips twitched. “Morning,” she whispered.
Slowly, he opened his eyes, blinking as they adjusted to the light. “Is it really morning? It feels like the middle of the night.”
Glancing at her watch, she answered. “It’s six-thirty.”
He closed his eyes with a groan. “That’s the middle of the night, Livy.”
Laughing, Olivia snuggled closer to his chest and closed her eyes. “I best go back to sleep then.”
His lips pressed lightly into her hair. “Mmm, good idea.”
Olivia wiggled to free her arm so she could wrap it around him.
“Livy, you keep wiggling like that, and sleep will be the last thing on my mind.”
Olivia giggled but stilled. “Sorry, I’m an early riser.”
They laid in silence for a few moments, tangled around each other – until Nico’s eyes snapped open. “Too late.” He flipped Olivia over onto her back. “You’ve already wiggled too much. I’m awake.”
Olivia’s breath left her in a gasping laugh. Time stopped as his emerald eyes searched hers, and then his lips were on her, and nothing else in the world mattered.
“Breakfast,” Dax called through the door with a knock.
Olivia jumped, bumping her head with Nico’s. “Ow,” she gasped, her eyes widening at the door.
Nico sat up, straddling her as he rubbed his head. “Chill, Liv, he won’t come in.”
“Off,” she said, slapping his legs. “I can’t believe I forgot he was here. What are you doing to me, Nico?”
“Nothing you haven’t wanted,” he murmured, climbing off her.
Olivia noted the hurt in his voice and stopped him before he could get up from the bed. “Hey, I didn’t mean it like that.” She pulled down his head and kissed him softly. “I meant…I feel…like I’m under your spell.”
“Well, in that case, lie back down and lose some clothes.” His tone was deadly serious. If it wasn’t for the cheeky smirk on his lips, and the twinkle in his eyes, Olivia might have ran.
“Not today,” she whispered.
His finger brushed her cheek. “I look forward to the future then.”
***
 
An hour later and Olivia wished she’d taken Nico up on the offer to stay in bed and lose some clothes. Never in her life had she been surrounded by so many dominant wolves. The wolves were on edge and ready to fight to be heard. If it wasn’t for Nico holding her hand, she’d have fled like the coward she was minutes ago.
They were supposed to be discussing her father, but so far, all she’d seen was them arguing. She vaguely wondered if all pack matters had heated discussions. She’d always imagined them in here, lounging around, drinking coffee or beer and ticking things off a list. Her imagination was far from the reality. So far, the only people to have said nothing were her, Nico, and Bass.
Nico was clearly angry and holding onto his control with the finest of threads. She wondered if he held her hand as much for himself then her. Squeezing his hand, she was surprised when he met her eyes and relaxed just a touch. Maybe I have more power than I first thought?
Bass looked to be uninterested. He leaned back in his chair with his hands clasped behind his head, yet Olivia had spent too much time with Bass to think he wasn’t interested. Bass was a patient man. He was waiting, absorbing all the information, and then he’d strike.
“Execute the bastard. I’ve got kids. I do not want him anywhere near them,” Jacob said.
Olivia sighed. She hated her father, yet she didn’t feel he’d crossed the line to warrant death. She’d lived with his mental abuse her entire life but he’d never been like that toward anyone else. She’d seen him play with other children; she’d seen him smile at their innocent laughs. The problem was, in his eyes, Olivia had never been an innocent child, but the object that had killed his mate. It wasn’t right, yet she couldn’t help but feel slightly responsible.
“Agreed,” Noah replied.
“No!” she blurted out as the fear and anxiety inside of her peaked. “No, he doesn’t deserve death.”
All eyes turned to her and she shrunk away from their stares. The energies surrounded her until her wolf cowered inside of her. Her grip on Nico tightened. She desperately concentrated on his presence, on his love, but it wasn’t enough; she just wasn’t equipped to be under their observation.
Nico’s growl filled the room, his body moved in front of her. “If you do not take your gazes from my mate, I shall shred the lot of you.”
Mate? Oh, my God, is that what I am to him? Is that what he is to me? Am I such a coward that I can’t see what’s right in front of me?
Bass’s voice interrupted her jumbled thoughts and the room’s tension eased a little. “Take your seats.”
Olivia heard five chairs scrape and clatter as the pack members sat.
“Nico?” Bass murmured.
Nico angled himself so he still blocked her view of the others but could see her eyes. He spoke softly, even though she was looking at wolf eyes. “Are you all right?”
Afraid her voice might crack, Olivia nodded and offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. He took his seat, but moved closer to her.
Bass continued, “I’ve listened to you, and now you will listen to Olivia…and you will be mindful of her wolf’s nature. Your job is to protect the members of Dark Shadow, not to frighten them or crowd them with your dominant natures. Michael has stirred emotions and conflicts, and while I do not believe we should abandon our traditions, some are clearly in need of evaluation.” His eyes landed on everyone in the room, finishing briefly on her. His gaze was soft and gentle, and she didn’t feel the need to look away. “When you’re ready.”
Taking a deep breath, Olivia looked at Nico then at the others, but chose to speak with her eyes cast down, seeing the past, seeing the mistakes her father had made, and deciding his fate. “My father doesn’t deserve to die. Don’t get me wrong, he has been horrible and cruel, but only to me. He has hit me and I have hidden bruises, but when he looks at me, he doesn’t see his daughter. He sees the person who took away his mate. My mother died giving birth to me and it has twisted his mind. I don’t know why he didn’t just die and join her…why he was intent on torturing me instead, but he can’t do that now. His power has been taken away from him, but I will not be responsible for taking away his life. I’ve taken enough…”
“Liv,” Nico murmured.
Olivia met his eyes. “I know, Nico, it wasn’t my fault she died, but I can’t help how I feel. Do with him as you please, watch him, lower his rank, but do not kill him and do not send him away. He’s not done enough to warrant that.”
“He’s hit you, Olivia,” Tyler said softly.
Gritting her teeth and willing herself to be strong, Olivia met Tyler’s eyes. “Yes, but I survived. He never beat me bloody.”
“And if he decides he’d like to now?” Tyler continued.
“You’ll be watching him. He won’t get near me.”
“So we’re to watch him indefinitely? We’re already dealing with heightened security. I’m not sure we’ve the manpower to watch Michael as well,” Bill said.
“I’m hoping to leave at the end of June for New York. I’m leaving Thursday to audition for a place at The School of American Ballet. If I don’t get in, then we can discuss it further.”
“You will get in,” Nico whispered beside her.
“You’re leaving?” Bill asked, his eyes landing on Nico for a brief moment.
“For a year or two, yes.”
“Did you know this?” Bill asked Bass.
“Yes, but we are not here to discuss Olivia. Would you like to add anything else?” Bass asked her.
“No.”
“Okay then.” Bass sat taller in his chair.
“Can I leave?” Olivia asked quietly.
“Of course. Nico, why don’t you take Olivia? I know your thoughts and I will take them into account.”
Nico stood. Though his temper was at a breaking point, he was nothing but tender with her as he escorted her from the room.
“Are you going to be all right, Nico?” Olivia asked him once they’d walked a few feet away from the cabin they’d just left.
“Me? I’m fine. It’s you we should worry about.”
Olivia stopped and pulled him around so he faced her. Her hands found his face, her fingers soothing his skin until the lines of tension eased. “I know I’ve been doing a good job at hiding what’s happening between us. But mated or not, I know you, and I know you’re not okay.”
Nico glanced around at the few pack members going about their day. “Not here, okay?”
“Okay. Shall we take a walk through the forest?”
He nodded and took her hand. They walked for a while in silence until Nico finally spoke. “I know I said mate in there, and I know we haven’t mated, but…”
“That’s what I am?”
Nico stopped. “Yes, Liv, you are. You’re everything to me.”
“When did you know?”
“Just over two years ago.”
“That long?”
“Yes…you were walking with Tory. She said something to you and your laughter…it took my breath away. I knew then, I knew you were mine. From then on, there was no one but you.”
“You were so young.”
“It doesn’t matter, Liv. When you know, you know.”
“All that time and now I’m leaving you. I feel so horrible. How can you let me go?”
“Because you need to grow, Olivia, and I have faith we’ll grow together, not apart.”
“I don’t deserve you.”
“Yes, you do, and one day you’ll see it, and that will be the day you come home.”
 
 



Chapter 42
 
Nico
 
Bass had sided with Olivia, as he knew he would. Michael was to be demoted and no longer able to run patrols, or have any say within the pack, but he was still a member and would be treated as such. He was to be watched at all times until it was deemed he meant Olivia no harm. Nico wasn’t sure what he thought of the decision. Part of him still hungered for blood, but somewhere inside of himself, Nico acknowledged it was the primal, wild wolf inside of him that felt that way. The other half wanted Olivia to be happy and safe, and she seemed to be heading in that direction.
She’d collected a few of her things and moved in with him and his dad. Nico was surprised at his dad’s fondness toward Olivia; they clicked instantly. It felt like she’d been there for more than a few nights. She had slipped into the family as if it was where she’d always belonged.
“You do not have to cook every night, you know that, right?” his father asked Olivia Monday night as they sat together for supper. The way Dax was stuffing the stir fry Olivia cooked into his mouth, made Nico think his father didn’t quite mean his words.
“I know. I like to cook and take care of people. It’s who I am.”
“Oh, well in that case, cook away,” he mumbled around a mouthful of food.
“Dad, seriously?” Nico muttered. “Don’t let him lure you into being his slave. It’s what he did to Mom.”
“I did not!” Dax snapped, forgetting his food.
Nico laughed. “Ah, so easy, Dad. It’s almost not worth it…almost.”
“Speaking of your mom. She rang me again today. She’s threatening to come here if you don’t contact her soon.”
“Ugh, I’ll ring her in a bit.”
“I’m not the reason you’re avoiding her, am I?” Olivia asked.
“No…a little. She still doesn’t know the full story of Bass’s takeover and, well, she nitpicks. She wants to know how a nineteen-year-old is allowed to be in charge. She doesn’t understand our ways… I hate lying to her, but she can’t have it both ways. She either accepts shifters, the good and the bad, or she has to be happy with bits of information. Can’t you just talk to her, Dad?”
“Nico, if I knew how to make your mother see sense, she’d be here with me.”
“Can’t you just twist the truth?” Olivia asked.
“Like what?”
“I don’t know Alistair died and Bass was next in line?”
“Wolf shifters don’t often just randomly die.”
“Well, someone murdered him.”
“Then she’d freak out about me living here. I’ll ring her and smooth her over for a bit.”
“How long you planning on doing that for?” Dax laughed.
“For another”—Nico counted on his fingers—“five months, until I’m eighteen and she can’t do anything about it.”
Olivia tutted at him and stood. Collecting his plate, she gave him a look, which said do not disobey me. “You should ring her now before we go see Kat and Bass.”
“All right,” Nico grumbled, dragging his feet as he went.
“Wrapped around her little finger.” His dad laughed as he retreated.
“And you can wash the pots,” Olivia instructed Dax. Nico closed his bedroom door in fits of laughter; they were both whipped, and it felt right.
 



Chapter 43
 
Olivia
 
Olivia walked with a skip in her step, the smile on her face the biggest ever to grace her lips. She felt truly happy in well…forever. The taste of Nico still lingered on her lips, and the sound of her friend’s laughter still echoed in her head. I have friends! She’d always had Tory, but Tory could never come into her wolf life. In her wolf life, she’d always felt alone, but not anymore. Finally things seem to be going in the right direction.
Her keys jingled as she pulled them from her bag and slid the key into the door. She’d rang Mark earlier and arranged a last training session before she left for Pittsburgh. Nico said he’d run her back into Atlanta and then they’d go out for something to eat after. The feeling of having freedom, of having simple plans, were unfathomable. Out from under her father’s hand, she could become who she needed and wanted to be.
Nico had gone to inform Bass of their plans and with her father under constant watch, she no longer feared walking into her old home. He was currently in the pack kitchens helping with supper prep. Olivia giggled under her breath as she thought of her father peeling potatoes. Poetic justice.
Olivia twisted the key and entered the house just as her phone rang. She rummaged around but missed the call. The chime for a text message filled the quiet as she pulled her phone free and nudged the door shut with her hip.
Her stomach flipped as she read the text.
Nico – Your fathers escaped. Michael has escaped!
Olivia looked up, only now realizing every curtain was drawn. No lights were on and the air was filled with the menace of revenge. She spotted her father seated at the table, his face hidden in shadow.
“Father?” she whispered.
“Hello, Olivia. Do come in.”
Her body obeyed as her head screamed run! “Why are you sitting in the dark?” she asked quietly, feeling disconnected from her body.
“Take a seat,” he replied, gesturing across from him.
Gulping down the lump in her throat, Olivia took slow, steady steps toward the chair, never taking her eyes off her father. The scrape of the legs sounded incredibly loud in the tense silence, and even though she knew she should run, that she shouldn’t obey, she did, like she always had.
“W-what’s the matter?” Olivia asked, unable to keep the tremble from her voice.
“I had an interesting conversation today.”
“With who?”
“Your principal. You see, within this pack, I have no power over you, but out there…I’m still your father.”
“What did he want?”
“To just confirm his acceptance of your planned absences for the rest of the week.”
Olivia’s heart pounded. Her blood rushed through her ears to the point it became difficult to hear his next words. My final secret… Not many knew of her planned departure, and she’d wanted to keep it that way. She knew what her father’s reaction would be, yet it was too late. Her lies and secrets were fluttering around her, catching fire and igniting her doom.
“Naturally, I wanted to know why you were missing school. It was to my surprise to learn of your audition. As you can imagine, I was hurt to learn of your plan to leave here and go to New York.”
She had no words, but her body suddenly became her own again, and Olivia jumped to her feet and ran. He caught her as she reached the door. Slamming her against it, he pushed his body against hers. “No running this time, Olivia. You’ve no alpha or boyfriend to save you now. You see, I could have let your betrayal go. I’d have forgiven you when that boy finally saw you for the murdering bitch you are, but this betrayal, Olivia, this I will never forgive. Did you really think you could run away and live with those pathetic humans and be free of me?”
She wasn’t sure what possessed her to speak, yet she did. Be damned the consequences. “They’re not pathetic, and if that is how you view humans, why do you so desperately want to live in their world?”
His hands slammed down beside either side of her face, his blow vibrating through the door. Olivia jumped, a frightened squeak leaving her mouth.
“Because every Goddamned inch of this place reminds me of my mate, the mate you stole from me.” He heaved in anger, his words grating against her skin. “You’ve been with him, haven’t you? You’ve opened your legs like a little whore.”
Olivia shook her head, unable to speak. He closed her in. “Do not lie to me. I can smell him on you. I told you to stay away from him, Olivia. Giving yourself to tainted blood,” he growled in disgust.
Anger licked through her veins as she screamed her next words. “He’s more of a man than you’ll ever be. His heart is pure, unlike yours. You’re the tainted one.”
Her father moved in a blur, the snarl coming from him all wolf. Olivia was trapped against the door one second, then crushed against the wall the next. Her father’s hands gripped her throat.
Olivia had feared her father would hurt her before, yet she’d never feared he’d kill her. Not until that moment. The look in his eyes was of a man gone mad. He’d finally snapped. As she stared terrified, she saw nothing of the man her mother had fallen in love with.
“Get off me,” she croaked.
He pushed her harder, her head hitting the wall painfully.
“Did you really think you could pull it off? Did you really think I’d let you go?”
Squeezing, he cut the air from her lungs completely. She clawed at his hands franticly to no advantage.
“You’ve given yourself to that half-breed when you were already owned. No one will have you now, Olivia. I should have done this the moment you were born.”
Olivia could feel his hot breath against her face, the fire in his eyes craving death. Black spots appeared in her vision as her head became fuzzy. Her lungs burned for air, yet she couldn’t draw any. Using the last of her strength, Olivia brought her knee up, slamming him between his legs. His eyes widened in disbelief, as if he couldn’t believe the daughter who’d took years of abuse had finally fought back. Pushing him with a scream, he stumbled back with a pained yell.
“Look at you! Do you think Mom would be proud of you? The daughter she gave her life for being killed by her own mate? She’d hate you, just like I do.” Olivia yelled her words, yet they struggled to find strength through her damaged throat.
Rasping in air, she trembled. He lunged for her and she screamed. Michael clipped her across the face. Her skin split and warm blood gushed down her cheek. Scrambling back, Olivia attempted to run when her father threw a chair at her. It shattered, bruising and cutting her skin as it made impact.
Backed into a corner, Olivia couldn’t comprehend she’d meet her death this way. Murdered by her own father. She’d been wrong; things hadn’t become better. It was just an illusion. She’d never escape her fate.
Tears fell down her face, mixing with her blood. She felt oddly calm, as if she’d always known this day would come, and finally, the torturous wait was over.
A knife appeared in his hand. Towering over her, Olivia refused to look away. If she was going to die, she’d not be cowering.
The knife swung as bright light spilled into the room momentarily blinding her. Covering her face, Olivia heard a savage yell and crashing timber. Pulling her arm from her face, she already knew what she’d see. He’d come for her. He’d kept her safe. Again.
 



Chapter 44
 
Nico
 
“She’ll be fine,” Bass lied to him as they ran.
“She’s not answering her phone. Damn it!” Nico muttered, typing a quick text as he ran.
He knew something was wrong. He could feel it deep in his chest.
When the cabin appeared in view, his wolf was already taking control of his human body.
“This is my fight, Bass,” he snarled.
Crashing through the door, it took a split second for his eyes to adjust to the darkness and see Olivia bleeding and frightened, her father towering over her, a knife intent on taking her life.
A rage like he’d never felt before took over him. He was nothing but pure fury, driven by the instinct of his wolf. Barreling into her father, they landed on the dining table; it collapsed around them.
“You,” her father rasped.
“Me.” Nico smiled, slamming his fist into his face.
Michael slashed up with the knife he held. Nico blocked it, and clasping her father’s wrist, twisted until he let go of the handle. It clattered to the floor. With a smile, Nico freed his own knife, allowing the light to catch the blade.
“Nico,” Olivia gasped.
Eyes flickering up, her father used his second’s distraction to knock him off. Yet as Nico braced for an attack, he stared stunned as her father changed into his wolf, and raced for the door.
“Coward,” Nico bellowed, seeing red.
His wolf ripped from him, the snarl on his lips echoing around Olivia’s small cabin. Nico gave chase. Leaping from the doorway, he landed on top of Michael. Teeth sinking into the top of his neck, Nico snapped his head from side to side, drawling blood and sending them crashing to the ground.
Michael clambered to his feet, blood mixing with his dark fur. Circling Nico, he growled low, but Nico felt no fear. He’d been waiting for this fight for what felt like a lifetime.
A crowd formed around them but Nico could think of nothing but ending this wolf’s life. He’d hurt Olivia; he’d tried to kill her. Michael was larger; he’d had years of patrol, and protecting pack land, yet it didn’t seem to matter. The gashes to Nico’s side, the blood coating his fur, he felt none of it. Lunging forward, Nico landed on him, his teeth tearing flesh. Blood filled his mouth, exciting his wolf further, driving him on through his pain.
Everything else dropped away. He saw…felt nothing. The rage and frustration Nico had been keeping inside of him burst free. The dam had broken, and Michael met the flood of his emotions, the slash of his claws, and the bite of his teeth. Tearing into Michael’s flank, Nico dragged him to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Clambering back to his feet, Michael limped as he circled Nico. Lunging forward, they tumbled to the ground, snarling as they attacked, sending blood splattering to the earth.



Chapter 45
 
Katalina
 
Kneeling beside Olivia, Katalina tried to get her to respond, but she only cried harder, her small body trembling as she watched Nico take down her father.
“Look at me, Olivia.” Nothing. “Olivia,” Katalina growled. Never before had she used the dominance of her wolf in her voice, yet it had been instinct, and it worked.
Her huge eyes, frightened and filled with tears, looked away from the fight. Katalina ran a hand gently over the uninjured side of her face. “What happened?” she asked softly.
“H-he tried to kill me,” Olivia whispered, wincing as if the words pained her to say them. Her eyes darted back to the fight as Nico roared in pain. Her breath caught in her throat as he climbed back onto his paws and returned the hit ten times over.
Katalina stood. Clasping Bass’s arm, she dragged him back a step. “Bass, stop this.”
“I can’t, Kat. It is Nico’s right to kill whomever hurts his mate.”
“This is madness! He’s her father. I know what he did, but you cannot allow this to go on.” The look he gave her said she’d not get her way. “He could kill Nico,” she ground out.
Bass’s eyes flickered to the fight and back to Katalina. “Unlikely. His wolf is in full control. The rage he feels will not calm until Michael is dead.”
Katalina’s heart beat in her throat. She felt sick, not because Olivia’s father was going to be killed — because damn she’d have gotten in line to complete the job herself — but the look on Olivia’s face said she’d never get over this. If she sat and watched the man she loved kill her own father, her mind would never recover.
Attempting one last time to get through to Bass, she gripped his arm tighter, willing him to understand. “Look at her, Bass. She’s not strong like you, and you carry the weight of your father’s death every day. She will never recover from this. Banish him from the pack, never allow him to see her again, but do not let this happen. You’re the alpha, stop this.”
Bass tilted his head sadly, his hand cupping her cheek. “Maybe you’re right, but I cannot stop this. I know you do not understand all our ways, and I know not all are right, yet I cannot change the wolf’s world overnight; otherwise, we will be the ones fighting for our lives.”
Sighing angrily, Katalina kneeled down next to Olivia. Wrapping her arms around her, she pulled her toward her chest. “Don’t watch,” she whispered, stroking a hand through her hair.
Olivia’s chest heaved as she sobbed, burying her head further into Katalina’s hold.
“I don’t want him to die, Kat. I know what he did to me, but…am I stupid?”
Katalina pulled back, tilting Olivia’s head up. “Listen to me, Olivia, you’re not stupid, or weak. You’re brave. Every day you have lived with him battering you down, and still you’ve clung to who you are. That’s not weakness. It’s strength. It’s courage. You can stop this. Only you can reach Nico.”
Olivia glanced at Nico. “He’s so angry,” she whispered.
“Olivia, he loves you. You can reach him through his rage. Be strong, Olivia, before you both regret this forever.”
Nodding, Olivia sucked in a breath. Helping her to her feet, Katalina watched as she took small shaky steps through the crowd and into the center of the circle.
“Olivia,” Bass gasped.
“No.” Katalina held onto Bass. “Let her end this.”
“Nico,” Olivia whispered. “Nico, please stop,” she said louder.
Nico faltered, the grip he had on Michael’s throat loosened.
“I don’t want this,” she told him firmly.
He let Michael go, turning away as Michael slumped to the ground, no fight left.
Changing back into his human form, Nico looked at the ground. Heaving in air, his blood ran down his body and coated the earth.
“Nico,” Olivia whispered, reaching a hand to him.
Nico looked up, the rage in his eyes draining. Taking a pained step toward Olivia, Katalina watched his eyes fill with warmth, fill with the love he had for her, and she knew there’d never be anyone else for him, even if Olivia left and never returned.
“Take him away,” Bass ordered. Clasping her hand, he squeezed it briefly. “The rest of you disappear.”
Katalina watched the crowd dispense and Nico wrap his arms around Olivia as they sunk to the ground.
“Someone find Oliver and have him fix up Michael,” Bass directed at the enforcers who’d stayed behind. His tone softened as he spoke to her, “Kat, would you call Karen to help with their wounds.”
Nodding, Katalina turned her back and dialed her grandmother, who seemed to be the doctor for both packs these days.
***
“How are they?” Katalina asked Karen as she embraced her.
“Nico will be up on his feet by morning. I’ve given him something to knock him out. Though I suggest he takes it easy for the next week. Not that he ever takes notice of me. Olivia, physically, she’s going to be fine, nasty cut on her eye and I suspect her cheekbone is fractured, though I’d need an x-ray to confirm, a few other wounds. A week tops and she’ll not have a scratch on her. Mentally though, Kat, I’m not sure… Time will tell I guess.”
“Thanks for coming.”
“My pleasure, darling. How are you?”
“You know me, I’m tough.”
“I do know you and I know this will be bothering you.”
“I’ll be all right as long as Nico and Olivia are. She was supposed to be heading to Pittsburgh tomorrow afternoon for a ballet audition on Saturday. Her human instructor was driving her, but she’s not going to be able to show up looking like that, is she?”
“Most of the swelling should have gone down by Saturday. Bit of clever makeup and she’ll be fine.”
“Yeah, but Pittsburgh is a nine-hour straight drive, two days to be safe and have breaks. Nico’s in no state to take her, and she can’t go alone.”
Karen cupped her face. “Aww, my darling grand-daughter, you are doubting your powers of persuasion again.”
Katalina smiled. “How are wolves with planes?”
Karen left Nico’s in a fit of laughter. “If you pull that off, Katalina, even I will be shocked.”
 



Chapter 46
 
Olivia 
 
Slipping from the window, Olivia looked at Nico’s bruised, battered face once more before she ran into the trees and quietly walked away. She wasn’t sure where she was going, only she couldn’t stay in the bedroom watching Nico in his sedated sleep wearing the marks of her love. Every cut, every broken bone, they were a sign of what he’d given for her. Yet, she didn’t feel worthy.
Bass let her know that her father would live, and she felt guilty for the relief those words brought her. She hated him, never wanted to see his face again, but she’d never want to watch him die. She’d never want Nico to have to take his life to protect her.
The area around her old home was empty. The door hung off its hinges, half of the wooden panels missing. Walking inside, no one had bothered to tidy the evidence of her father’s greatest betrayal. Her blood still marked the floor. Her home was still in tatters, just like her life.
When she entered her bedroom, her knees buckled. Reaching for the door to keep her upright, Olivia took in her trashed bedroom. Her pictures were torn, and her possessions broken and smashed. He’d never entered her room; it had always been her safe space, but he’d taken that away from her too.
Falling onto her bed. Olivia curled into a ball and cried. Her cheeks burned from the tears falling hot and fast down her face, but they showed no signs of slowing as she crumbled. Realization hit her dead center, the pain sharp and intense. He’d damaged her face. She wasn’t going to Pittsburgh. She’d never audition.
“Looks like I’m not going to New York after all. You won, Father,” she whispered into the deafening quiet.
***
 
“Olivia?” Katalina’s voice was soft, soothing, yet there was only one voice that would sooth her, and he was sedated. Because of me.
“Go away.” Olivia sobbed.
“I can’t do that.”
“Leave me alone!” Olivia yelled, sitting up and glaring at Katalina in the doorway.
“Did you do this?” Katalina asked quietly, looking around her destroyed bedroom.
“No, another gift from my father.” Olivia laughed bitterly. “He’s destroyed everything now.”
“No, he hasn’t. Not unless you let him.”
“Just leave me alone…please.”
“I’ll wait out here until Nico wakes. He wouldn’t be happy if I left you alone.”
Nodding, Olivia laid back down, closing her eyes when Katalina had backed out of the room. She’d not expected to sleep, but not long after she’d closed her eyes, she was she pulled into a nightmare.
Olivia woke screaming, the feel of her father’s fingers lingering on her throat.
“It’s all right. It’s all right,” Katalina murmured, hugging her. “It was just a dream. It wasn’t real.”
“But it is real, Kat.” Olivia sobbed. “He’s shattered my dreams.”
“Not all of them,” Nico answered.
Olivia looked up from Katalina’s arms, a smile spreading on her face even though she’d never felt so unhappy in her life. Nico leaned against the doorframe, his face a muddle of purple and blue, his body crumpled slightly on one side. Yet despite all of that, his eyes shone bright. His smile was as it had always been: sexy, mischievous, and promising delight.
Katalina stood and Nico limped toward her, taking her place. “I’m a little dented, but not shattered.”
“Look what he did to you,” Olivia whispered, touching his face gently.
“Believe me, he’s worse.”
“Good, he deserved every hit.”
Nico smiled at her softly, the love he felt still there, still strong. Nico was right. He was still here, and he was a dream.
“How are you feeling, Livy?”
“I’m not sure. Conflicted, angry. I’m a mess, Nico.”
“A beautiful mess,” he said, pressing a tender kiss to the undamaged side of her mouth.
“You’re such a smooth talker.” Olivia laughed.
“One of my many talents.”
“I’m never going to dance,” Oliver said on a broken whisper.
“Yes, you are, Olivia. You will dance and you will succeed.”
“How?”
“Don’t worry about the how, Liv. Just know you’ll be at that audition.”
“How can you be so sure?”
“Because I have friends in high places.” He smiled.
“Bass?”
Nico chuckled. “No silly. Kat. We all know Kat is the real alpha of this pack.”
Olivia laughed. How Nico did it, she wasn’t sure; but no matter the darkness around her, he was a bright beacon of light, of hope.
“Come on, it’s time to go home.”
“This was my home, Nico.”
“It wasn’t. It was your prison, and now you’re free. Your home is with me now.”
“What about all my things?” Olivia looked around her room sadly.
“I can pack everything up for you,” Katalina offered, appearing at the door.
“Okay, thanks.”
“No problem. Now get him home. The sedation should have lasted longer. You’re on bed rest, doctor’s orders.”
***
 
Later that afternoon, there was a soft knock on Nico’s bedroom door.
“Yeah?” Nico called.
Katalina walked in. “I thought you were sleeping?”
“Bedrest, Kat, that means I can be awake as long as I’m in bed.”
“He’s bored already.” Olivia laughed.
“Well, I suggest you recover quickly because come Friday, we’re out of here.”
“Friday? We’re going to have to drive non-stop to make it there on time,” Nico observed.
“We’re not driving. We’re flying.”
“Flying? As in a plane?” Olivia whispered, looking terrified.
“No chickening out on me,” Katalina warned, hands on her hips. “I need full support if I’m to pull this off.”
“So you’ve not told Bass yet?” Nico asked.
“Of course not. I’ll plan every detail first, and have an answer for every problem he’ll think of. It also helps if I’m naked and we’re are in bed.”
“La la la…I did not need to hear that,” Nico muttered.
“So, you wanna see where we’re going?” Katalina asked, pulling an iPad from her bag.
“Yes,” Olivia answered, moving up so she had room to sit on the bed.
***
 
Olivia felt dizzy when Katalina finally left. She’d never put much thought into her trip to Pittsburgh. In Olivia’s mind, there was one thing to accomplish, and the only information she’d needed was how she was getting from Michigan to Pennsylvania. Mark had worked out those details for her, and until she’d been attacked, Olivia hadn’t actually realized how much she’d been relying on Mark to help her escape.
Pittsburgh was a large city, the second largest in Pennsylvania. Katalina had page after page of things she’d like to do, and hotels she’d love to stay in. They’d managed to rein her in and choose a hotel, which wasn’t too up market, but still, Olivia didn’t think her usual jeans and t-shirt would fit. Suddenly, her worries about her audition had expanded to include worrying about fitting in, and coping in the ‘real world.’ She’d always thought her biggest hurdle was getting to the audition, and proving she was worthy, yet that was just the start. She was a wolf shifter, used to being surrounded by a pack. She wasn’t used to city life. The only human contact she’d had was that of her fellow students. Olivia found it hard to picture her future, so she chose to ignore her growing unease and hide from it — the tactic had gotten her this far.
Then came the problem of getting around as no one was old enough to rent a car. Olivia suspected the taxi costs would be as much as the hotel, and how Katalina planned to pay for everything, Olivia had no idea. She’d not even dared to ask.
“So, Liv, are you excited or ready to run?” Nico asked, nudging her.
Olivia rolled onto her side and sighed. “I’d like to run, but I promise I won’t.”
“I’d catch you.” Nico chuckled.
“Even slightly dented?”
“Even slightly dented,” he confirmed.
“Knock, knock,” Dax pushed into the room.
“You do realize the whole purpose of knocking is to actually do it and wait for an invite,” Nico grumbled.
“I’m your dad. I don’t need an invite. Plus the door was open and I could see you were all fully clothed.”
“Oh, my God,” Olivia mumbled, covering her face. “I’m never going to get used to this.”
Dax laughed. “Better had. I brought you food.”
“Aww, Dad, you shouldn’t have,” Nico joked.
“I’d have cooked,” Olivia said, taking the dish from him.
“He didn’t cook, Liv. It’s from the pack kitchen.”
“Oh…well, thanks anyway.”
Nico snickered under his breath but took the plate.
“Katalina stayed a while…” Dax said.
“Not telling you, Dad. Not until she’s spoken to, Bass.”
“Fine,” he said, skulking out.
***
 
Olivia decided Katalina suited her name. Katalina Winter was like a storm, a winter storm. She felt slightly in awe of her. She’d not only convinced Bass taking three days away was a good idea, but she’d convinced him the pack should pay for everything, from the expensive hotel, to the airfares. She’d even packed for her. Olivia was in the car being driven to the airport, makeup covering the last of her bruised cheekbone and wearing clothes that were not her own.
“Kat…you did actually pack some of my own clothes right?” she asked, pulling at the dress she had on, wishing it was longer. Nico’s fingers found hers, and stilled her fussing.
“Yeah…some…there’s your ballet stuff, underwear…a pair of jeans…I think.”
Wonderful!
“Stop worrying. We’re going to have a blast…and I’m saying that to all of you.”
“Yes, Mom,” Nico mumbled, hiding his smile.
All too soon, the drive was over and they were surrounded by people. Tyler dumped their luggage on the sidewalk and wished them luck as he drove away. Olivia had the irrational urge to chase after him, but there was no chance of Nico letting go of her hand.
“Be brave, Livy,” he whispered against her ear.
Bass loaded their bags onto a trolley, grumbling at Katalina as he did — she’d packed too much for three days away. Nico still walked with a slight limp, and his face sported bruises which gained him a few curious looks.
Olivia had never felt claustrophobic before. As she walked through the airport, people crowding her, she wondered how she’d ever cope living in New York. How she’d even make it to the audition?
Katalina led them over to check in, taking their IDs and handling the paperwork like they were all her children. Not that it bothered Olivia; she was happy not to have to speak. Their bags were checked, and then Katalina guided them toward security, but before they reached there, she pulled them all to the side, looking irritated.
 



Chapter 47
 
Katalina
 
She'd expected the flight to Pittsburgh to be difficult, but at this rate, they’d end up arrested. Dragging them all to the side, her hands landed on her hips as she glared at them all.
“Will you stop it!” She huffed, eyeing them all individually.
“What exactly are we doing, Katalina?” Bass asked, not looking at all intimidated.
“You’re more or less snarling at anyone who comes within a few meters of us, constantly shifting yourself in front of me. We’re in an airport, Bass,” her voice lowered, “surrounded by humans. No one is going to jump out and attack us. Everyone is just trying to get to their plane. They don’t care about us, but they will if you keep this up.”
“I’m alpha –”
“No! Not here. We’re four teenagers going on holiday. Ones covered in bruises from a recent car accident, the other suffers from claustrophobia and has never travelled before so she’s feeling nervous. And you, Bass, are just my boyfriend, not mate, not protector. Just plain, old, ‘hold my hand and smile’ boyfriend.”
Nico snickered, nudging Bass.
“Don’t get me started on you! I’d have thought you would know how to act in this world.”
“Ay, I’ve never flown before, but apparently, I drive too fast.”
“Ugh!” Katalina threw her hands up in the air, frustrated. It surprised her when Olivia stepped forward, dragging in a breath and siding with her.
“Kat’s right. We’re drawing attention to ourselves.” Olivia slid her arm through hers. “Shall we go?”
“Yes, let’s.”
“I really do appreciate all of this,” Olivia murmured as they queued for security.
“I needed this weekend too. I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but sometimes, I find our home…suffocating.”
“I’ve noticed.”
“I’m trying to adjust, but…how much is too much?”
“Don’t change for the pack, Kat. You’re just what we need.”
“Really? Sometimes, it doesn’t feel that way. Sometimes, I feel like the only person in my world.”
“I think we all feel like that. I know I do.”
“That’s nice to know.”
Smiling, Katalina went first, placing her bag on the tray, slipping off her shoes and walking through the metal detectors. Retrieving her bag, she waited as Olivia followed with no problems, and then Bass. When no one pulled Bass aside, she breathed a sigh of relief, but it was short lived. Nico walked through. The alarm went off and he was asked to step aside.
Olivia gasped beside her and Bass tensed.
“Do not move a muscle,” Katalina ground out, glaring at Bass. “They’ll pat him down and we’ll be on our way.”
“Some nice bruises you’ve got there, son,” the security guard said as he waved his metal detector over his body.
“Car accident,” Nico responded, lifting his arms straight.
“Anyone injured?”
“Just me, few bruises. I was lucky.”
“Looks like it. Have a nice trip.”
“Thanks.” Nico walked toward them, his easy smile in place, and that look in his eyes that said he loved drama. “Now who’s drawing attention.” Nico laughed. “Coming?”
“Ass,” Katalina muttered, taking Bass’s hand. “If I make it through this weekend without killing anyone, it’ll be a miracle.”
***
On the plane, they took two side rows. Bass took control, positioning himself and Nico on the outside while the girls sat near the window. Katalina sighed in relief. We made it.
Her biggest worry had been getting through security. The men had a habit of admitting menacing vibes and she’d feared security would pick up on that. But they were safe and ready to take off. It was only when the plane started out down the runway, Katalina realized they weren’t out of the woods yet.
“You all right?” she asked Bass softly, placing her hand on his vibrating knee.
“I’m not sure this was a good idea, Kat. We’re basically in a tin can about to fly thousands of miles through the air.”
Katalina laughed quietly. “My Shadow wolf finally has a fear.”
“I have many fears, Katalina.”
“Look, thousands of people fly every day. We’ll be fine. Just take a breath and relax.”
As the plane hurtled down the runway, the noise increased, and they were pushed further back into their seats.
“Oh, God,” Olivia whispered quietly behind her.
“You’re okay, baby,” Nico murmured.
“I’m not. What was I thinking? I’m never going to survive New York.”
“Yes, you are,” Katalina reassured her. Olivia started to tremble and the plane left the tarmac. Bass’s knee clenched beneath her hand, and the sound of ripping fabric caught her attention; Bass’s hand had briefly turned wolf. “Bass! Take a breath and control yourself.”
The tension grew around them. It prickled against Katalina’s skin, disturbing the wolf within her.
“Bass…” Nico growled.
“Don’t growl at him. Help me out here. You’re supposed to be my back up.”
Nico locked eyes with her, wolf eyes. “I would be if alpha there would calm down.”
“Bass, some calming thoughts would come in handy right now,” she said urgently.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, meeting her eyes. Katalina stared into the eyes of her Dark Shadow wolf and saw fear. Taking his hand, she concentrated on pushing her feelings out as Bass had been teaching her. His voice whispered through her mind. As the alpha female, the wolves within our pack recognize you as their leader. You have the ability to affect their wolf, just as I can affect yours. Close your eyes, breath deep, imagine calm all around you…
The tension dropped. Nico took an audible breath and glanced at Katalina, his wolf no longer in his eyes. The plane hit turbulence. Olivia gasped beside her.
“It’s all right. This is normal. Once we’ve travelled above the clouds, it will smooth out.” Yet Bass and Olivia didn’t seem to hear her.
Damn it. Think! He needs distracting.
“I can’t believe you’ve not flown before, Nico. Didn’t you go on holiday with your mom?”
“Mom’s afraid of flying.” Brilliant! “But we’d go somewhere each year.”
“Awesome. Where?”
“I dunno, Kat. It’s been a while. Camping, beach holidays…”
“I loved the beach as a kid.” Katalina clasped Bass’s hand excitedly. “We should take the pack kids.”
Bass groaned. “No, Kat, no holidays.”
“Aww, come on. Holidays would be a perfect way to bring the real world into the children’s lives.”
“I’m having enough ‘real world’ right this minute to last me the year, Katalina,” Bass muttered. His hand relaxed a fraction.
“Not a fan of the beach. Okay how about…Disney World? Nico, you ever been to a theme park?”
“’Course.”
“It’d be perfect, Bass. Wolves love a thrill. I did.”
“Can we discuss this later?”
Ignoring him, she continued, “I’ll ask Jackson, too. We should make it a yearly thing. The kids would bond and ensure peace between us for generations. Plus, every kid should have a holiday.”
“Can’t see Jackson going for it,” Bass replied.
“Sure he will. All I have to do is smile.”
Bass laughed at her.
“Not sure what you’re laughing at, pal. She does the same to you.” Nico grinned.
Bass glared at Nico, his eyes then landing on Katalina, her face lit with a wide smile. “Disney World is not happening. The security would be a nightmare,” he said sternly.
“Why would you need security? Disney World is the happiest place on Earth.”
“Not happening, no matter how sweet your smile.”
“Maybe a day trip then?”
“Maybe…”
Katalina laid back in satisfaction. The plane had leveled out and the flight attendant had started her round with drinks.
“Good job, Kat,” Nico murmured.
“What can I say…this wolf malarkey is easy.”
Bass looked from her to Nico. “You weren’t serious about a pack holiday?”
“Na, I was just distracting you…and it worked.”
“Thank God, could you imagine Bill’s face when I told him we’re going to Disney World.”
Katalina giggled. “I was serious about a day trip though.”
Nico and Bass groaned in unison.
“I’ll leave it for now.” She patted Bass’s knee. “But I’ll wear you down…eventually.”
 



Chapter 48
 
Olivia
 
She’d survived the flight, the shuttle bus to the hotel, and was since following Nico into their room. As the door shut behind her, Olivia realized the plane and traffic were the least of her worries. She was in a hotel, alone with Nico, her potential mate.
“So, we’ve got just under two hours before Kat pounds on our door and demands we follow her schedule.” He put their bags down and turned to face her. “Are you planning on standing near the door the whole two hours?”
Olivia took a breath. “Sorry,” she whispered, taking a step toward him.
“I don’t bite, Liv.” He smiled, his voice low and rumbling.
Her breath hitched and her cheeks flushed. I’m alone with Nico.
“Well, unless you ask me too.” His hands were on her, closing the last few inches between them.
“Not funny.”
“I wasn’t being funny, Liv.”
Olivia looked into his eyes, watching the green deepen as his wolf took control. When he spoke next, his voice was rough with the edge of his wolf. “So what are we doing? Unpacking? Stealing toiletries or checking out the bed?”
His eyes where heated, serious, but the smile on his face was playful, letting her know any of those options he’d be happy with. Be brave, Livy… “Bed…”
They were still in bed when Katalina knocked on their door. Olivia met Nico’s eyes. Hers widened in panic yet his held a look of pure satisfaction. Smug wolf.
“There’s a taxi waiting for us!” her voice thundered through the door.
Olivia sat up in a panic, the sheet covering her, pinned to her chest. Their clothes were scattered everywhere, some of hers ripped.
“Go get the door!” Olivia hissed.
Olivia watched wide-eyed, as Nico pulled back the covers and walked toward the door naked. She was about to yell at him when he paused and answered Katalina though the door instead.
“We’ll meet you there, Kat.”
“We shouldn’t split up,” Bass replied.
“No one will be touching Olivia, Bass. We’ll see you soon.”
Nico turned around and strolled toward the bed. “What are you doing?” Olivia gasped as he slid back under the sheets and wrapped himself around her. “Are we not getting ready to meet Kat and Bass?”
“Not yet… Can we just stay in our bliss a little longer?”
Olivia smiled as he pressed a soft kiss to her neck. “Okay,” she whispered, rolling over and resting her head on his chest. He held her tighter, his embrace firm but tender, and in that moment, Olivia knew whatever lay ahead over the next months, somehow, some way, they’d find each other again. They had too, because the way she felt couldn’t just fade away, nothing so…right could be fleeting.
***
 
Eventually, they made it to the botanical gardens, but Olivia’s mind was elsewhere as they wandered through each section. Normally, she’d have been captivated by the impressive structure, the floor-to-ceiling glass houses full of the most beautiful exotic plants she’d ever seen. They’d held Katalina in delight and wonder for the last few hours, but Bass seemed more captivated in watching Katalina’s reactions then the plants themselves.
Nico was quiet too and Olivia couldn’t help wondering if his mind was in the same place hers was. She hoped it was. She’d never forget this trip. Whether her audition went well or not, this trip would forever be the moment she gave her body to the man she loved. She’d remember his every tender touch and loving smile as he’d hovered above her. Her cheeks heated. Think of something else, Olivia!
“You’re blushing,” Nico whispered in her ear, his breath sending a shiver down her spine. “I know why you’re blushing,” he continued.
Olivia elbowed him. “Stop it.”
Laughing, Nico jumped away and wrapped his arms around Katalina and Bass’s necks. “How’s it going? Can we get out of here now?”
“You’re such a child,” Katalina said, shaking her head.
“You’re in a good mood,” Bass observed.
“I am,” Nico confirmed. “But if I have to look at another flower, that may change.”
“Fine. Did you want to go find somewhere to eat?” Katalina asked, catching Olivia’s eye.
“Actually…if it’s okay, I’d just like an early night. I need to do some stretches and practice a few moves before the morning.”
“Of course. Room service it is then,” Katalina replied.
Back at the hotel, they went their separate ways. They’d requested rooms next to each other but when Katalina had asked if she wanted to have food with them, Olivia had declined. The closer she and Nico became, the harder the thought of leaving him was. Every second alone with him was to be treasured, and this weekend would be the only weekend they’d truly have alone.
“What do you want to eat? Chips, burger, steak?”
Oliva looked up from tying her ballet shoes in place. “Is there a salad?”
“Yeah…”
“Am I too skinny for you, Nico?” Olivia laughed at his sullen face.
“No, you’re perfect for me. I just don’t want you thinking you need to skip chips and sugar because you don’t.”
Olivia tied her last bow and stood, bending her foot to her bottom. “I asked for a salad because I don’t fancy fatty grease, not because I think I’m fat.” Releasing her foot, Olivia stretched the other, then bent forward, stretching to one side. “Do you think you could move the bed to the other side of the room so I’ve more room?” she asked as she stretched the other way.
After a few more stretches, Nico hadn’t replied, or moved. Olivia stood straight and turned to face him.
“Nico?”
“Hmm?” he asked, now looking at her face.
“Stop staring at my ass and move the bed.” She laughed.
“Oh, right, sorry.” He stood and pushed it flush against the wall.
With the room cleared, Olivia set about going through her routine, very aware Nico’s eyes tracked her every movement. She was used to Mark watching her, but this wasn’t the same; she could feel Nico’s gaze on her, as if he was touching her.
“You’re making me uncomfortable,” Olivia murmured as she stretched up onto one foot.
“You never let me watch you. I’m just making the most of it.”
“It’s like you’re undressing me with your eyes,” she murmured, bending into grand pliè.
“Naked ballet. Mmm…now there’s a dance I’d watch.”
Laughing quietly, Olivia took hold of her ankle and held it at a right angle before stretching it above her head.
“That is some serious stretching, Livy…and my mind is wandering.”
Coming out of the position, Olivia walked over to him on her tippytoes. He stood and took her hands. “Now you know why I haven’t allowed you to watch me before.”
Flashing her a cheeky grin, Nico kissed her softly. “Carry on. I promise to not undress you with my eyes anymore.”
“Oh, how nice of you.” Olivia laughed, dancing out the way of his reach.
Food arrived as Olivia walked freshly showered and dressed from the bathroom. Nico slid the tray onto the desk in the corner of the room, and scanned Olivia from head to toe. It took every ounce of his willpower to not wrap her arms around herself. The blush pink, silk short and top set was gorgeous, but not something Olivia felt all that comfortable wearing. She’d searched through her bag for something more substantial to sleep in, but Katalina hadn’t packed anything. After deciding to never allow Katalina to pack again, she took a breath, told herself to be brave, and walked out.
“Is that new?”
“Hmm, apparently, the old t-shirts and shorts I sleep in didn’t make the cut. When she said she’d packed my ballet shoes and maybe a pair of jeans, she wasn’t joking. How did she find time to go shopping for me?”
“She went with my mom actually.”
Olivia covered her face with her hands. “Oh, please tell me your mother didn’t dress me?”
“I’m pretty certain she didn’t know Kat was buying clothes for you. She doesn’t know about this weekend. Anyway…stop worrying. You look beautiful, and your salad is here.”
“I feel half naked,” Olivia muttered, fiddling with the silk strap over her shoulder.
“I will never complain about that.”
 



Chapter 49
 
Nico
 
Olivia was a bag of nerves the next morning. He’d found her at the crack of dawn, sat on the floor stretching, and her mood had only become worse.
They’d arrived at the small studio early and after she’d filled in the registration, they had half an hour to burn. Olivia spent the time pacing and mumbling. On what felt like her hundredth lap, Nico blocked her path. “Stop.”
“I’m too nervous.”
He placed his hands on her shoulders and spoke firmly, “Olivia, I know you’re nervous but you need to have faith in yourself, and if you can’t do that, have faith in me, Bass, and Kat, because we sure as hell didn’t get on a plane and allow Kat to spend hundreds of dollars on a hotel if we thought you couldn’t do this.”
Olivia opened her mouth to answer, but instead focused on someone over his shoulder. “M-mark?”
“Olivia? How are you here? When you didn’t turn up… I tried to contact you.”
Olivia’s eyes cast down. “I know. I’m sorry… It’s just…complicated.”
Nico stepped to the side and turned to face Mark.
“I’m just pleased you…is that a bruise? Did he do this to you?” Mark reached out, touching her face tenderly.
Nico saw red. He took a step forward before Olivia had chance to answer and blocked her from his view. Bass was beside Nico before he could move any further and release his pent-up anger.
“Mark, hi,” Bass said, stepping in front of Nico and holding out his hand.
Mark looked at Bass. Taking a step away from Olivia, Mark shook his hand. “Bass, right? You were…with Olivia the day I was mugged?”
“Yes,” Bass said quietly.
“Right…” Mark glanced at each of them, clearly confused and not sure what to say. “Well, I best get inside. Olivia, I’m so happy you made it. You’ll do great, okay? No worrying.”
“Thanks, I’m trying my best not to. See you soon.”
Once Mark had stepped inside the building, Olivia turned to Katalina looking distressed. “Do you have any powder with you? I can’t have them seeing my bruise.”
“It’s hardly noticeable, Olivia, but sure, here.”
While Katalina led Olivia to the side to fix her face, Nico turned his angry gaze on Bass. “What are you blocking me for?”
“You were about to hit him for touching her,” Bass explained calmly.
A part of Nico knew he was being irrational, yet the rage inside of him wasn’t an easy thing to ignore.
“Look, I know you are pissed at me, but I’m pretty certain Olivia wouldn’t be happy with you hitting, Mark, and he did nothing wrong. They’re obviously close and he’d have to be blind to have not seen something was going on over the last two years.”
Nico looked at his friend. “I’m not pissed at you. I’m just pissed in general. Give me a sec.”
Bass nodded, moving off to stand with Katalina and Olivia.
Get a grip, Nico! This is Liv’s day and your wolf is not going to ruin it. She loves you. That’s all that matters.
***
 
Finally, it was her turn and she’d left them to go inside. Viewing wasn’t allowed so Nico was left to look through the tinted windows outside. He glanced at his watch, knowing she should be on any minute, but as the seconds ticked by, he couldn’t get over the feeling that something was wrong.
“I’ll be back in a sec, guys,” Nico said running inside.
The waiting area was empty but when he turned the next corner, he found her leaning against the wall next to the dressing room door, her hands on her knees and her head hanging forward. When she looked up, there was a look of helplessness in her eyes.
“Livy.” Nico wrapped her into his arms. “It’s your time,” he whispered, running his hand up and down her back.
“What happens if it isn’t my time, Nico? What happens if I fail?”
“Look at me, Livy.” Nico crooked his finger under her chin and lifted her head. “You will not fail. Even if you do not get a placement, it doesn’t mean you’ve failed. You’ve worked hard for this day, against so many odds. You deserve this.”
She swallowed, nodding. “Okay.”
“Now go, before you miss your slot.” She wrenched open the door and slipped back through, pausing briefly to smile at Nico through the gap in the door.
“Be brave, Livy,” he called before the door clicked shut.
***
“Hurry up, she’s just walked in,” Katalina said as he walked back outside.
Joining Katalina, all three watched from outside through the tinted window. Olivia walked to the center of the room, no sign of her earlier breakdown evident. He’d watched her practice a few times, watched her stretch her limbs into impossible places, but watching her audition was something else. Time paused. His heart stopped. His breath caught, and there was nothing but her. When Olivia danced, she didn’t move — she flew. Her body was like water: free flowing and unstoppable. Watching her took his breath away, and as he watched her face serene and happy, he knew he’d have to let her go. He’d not realized until then, that a small part of him had hoped she wouldn’t get in. A small selfish part of himself which he’d not wanted to acknowledge before.
Turning away, Nico angled his head back against the wall and closed his eyes, letting out his breath in a pained sigh. He had the power to stop her, but who was he to deny the world her talent? Who was he to deny Olivia her chance to shine?
“What’s wrong?” Katalina whispered, touching is hand.
Nico didn’t open his lids for fear the tears burning his eyes would fall. His voice was thick when he answered, “If I don’t let her go, she’ll never know. She’ll never know how talented she is.”
Katalina stepped closer, resting her head on his shoulder. “Nico…” she whispered, running a hand down his cheek.
Bass closed in on his other side, his presence strong and soothing. At the heart of Nico was a wolf, and when he hurt, it was his pack, his family who he turned too. He’d have normally brushed them off, but he couldn’t. He needed his friends, his pack, more than he’d ever needed them before.
“You’ll get through this,” Bass said.
“I know,” Nico answered sadly.
Sensing her coming toward them, Nico stepped away. Pushing his feelings inside of him for another day, a day when he was alone, when she’d gone, and she wouldn’t see him break.
A smile split his face as he saw her, alive and buzzing with excitement.
“Did you see?” she asked as she burst through the door.
“You were amazing,” he answered.
Olivia ran toward him, jumping into his arms. She squeezed him the tightest she ever had before. “Thank you,” she whispered against his neck.
“For what?”
“For making me brave.”
“Aw, Livy, you’ve always been brave. I just reminded you of the fact.”
“So what are we going to do for the rest of the day?” Katalina asked.
Nico put Olivia on her feet and turned to face Katalina and Bass. “It’s your day, Livy, you decide.”
“Me?” her voice wavered. “I…I’m not sure…”
“Be brave, Livy,” Nico whispered, kissing her cheek.
“Well, I’d really like to go see the Frick’s Art Museum.”
“That’s where we will go then. Can you get us a cab, Bass, please?”
“When will you hear if you made the cut?” Nico asked.
“Five days. The results will be posted online. I’m going to try not to think about it before then.”
“I’m sure I can keep you distracted,” Nico murmured against her soft skin. Coming around to her front, he slid his hands to her neck and pulled her mouth to his.
“Cut it out. Cab’s here.” Katalina laughed.
Reluctantly, Nico released Olivia and headed for the waiting cab. His smile bright, his heart full, nothing could spoil the day — the day he first saw Olivia shine.
 



Chapter 50
 
Olivia
 
Stumbling into their hotel, Olivia giggled as she tripped over the open suitcase, which remained unpacked, and fell onto the bed.
“Olivia, I do believe you are drunk.” Nico stood at the foot of the bed, his hair ruffled and his smile charming.
“Just a little,” she confirmed, shuffling up the bed, “Those fake IDs came in handy. How long have you had that thing?”
“Long enough.”
“Tut, tut.” Olivia giggled, wagging her finger at him.
He climbed on the bed and crawled toward her, Olivia’s heart raced with anticipation, her skin tingling, already knowing how amazing his rough fingers felt on her skin. “I’ve never claimed to be good, Livy.”
Olivia laid back, the buzz in her veins half from the delicious cocktails she’d had one too many of, and half from the very sexy man hovering over the top of her. Her next words were bold and so not like her normal self, but her day had been far from normal. It had been exhilarating, freeing, and unforgettable. Today Olivia hadn’t been the girl raised by an abusive man; she’d been the wolf dancer.
“Oh, but you are Nico, so so good.”
***
 
Even with a late check out and an afternoon flight, their trip ended too soon for Olivia’s liking. Coming home felt different somehow. She felt different. Pittsburgh had changed her, given her a glimpse of the person she could be, if only she had the courage to get there.
“Are you okay?” Nico asked her quietly as they were being driven home from the airport.
“Yeah…I guess. I’m just not quite ready to go back yet…to face my dad…”
“Let’s not go back yet then.”
Olivia rested her head on Nico’s shoulder and sighed. “We’d only be delaying the inevitable. He’s well enough to leave. I just want to get it over with and move on.”
“I’ll be right next to you the whole time. You don’t have to see him if you don’t want to.”
“No. I need to see him. I need him to see I’m not the weak girl I used to be.”
Nico shifted his body and cupped her face. His eyes were intense as he looked at her, his words firm and not to be questioned. “Never say those words again, Liv. You are not weak, nor have you ever been weak. You are strong, brave, and kind… and it is about time you allowed yourself to believe that. Do not let his words poison you, Livy.”
Olivia smiled sadly, knowing his words rang true yet still a part of her couldn’t quite yet believe. “I’m getting there, Nico…slowly.”
***
After unpacking and telling Dax about the audition, it was time for Olivia to face her father. She’d never anticipated how difficult it would be to watch him walk away. He’d been cruel. He’d beaten her with not only his fists, but his words. His abuse had crushed her fragile confidence, and caused her to spend most of her life feeling utterly alone, yet he was her father. Her only living parent, and she shared his blood.
She found herself doing what she’d done for most of her life — desperately searching for some little sign of the man her mother had loved. Olivia had never been able to imagine her mother loving a man like her father. The idea was an impossibility. She had to believe he’d once been good, because if he hadn’t, what kind of woman would her mother have been? What kind of parents would she have come from? Olivia had survived eighteen years, still intact — though barely — all from clinging onto the belief her blood ran pure. Her parents had been good people.
“I’m right here,” Nico murmured, squeezing her hand.
Pulling her gaze from her father’s, Olivia smiled at Nico. “I know.”
“He’ll tire of you eventually, Olivia,” her father spat.
Olivia looked at the man, who once in her life as a little girl, she’d loved, but now she felt nothing.
“Then you’ll be all alone.” He laughed bitterly, his eyes wide in his madness.
“No, father, you’re wrong.” Her words were clear, strong. No longer would she cower under his gaze. “Nico would never leave me, but if he did, I’d not be alone. I’m part of Dark Shadow. This is my pack, my home, and that means I’ll never be alone. Though you are, Father. You’ve been alone from the moment you gave over to the bitter darkness inside of you, and for that, I pity you.”
“Pity me.” He laughed.
“One day you’re going to realize what you’ve done — how you threw away the last piece of April. You threw away your last chance of happiness. You didn’t break me. You made me stronger. Goodbye.”
Olivia swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded to Bass. Clinging to Nico, Olivia listened as Bass informed her father of his banishment for the crimes he’d committed. She held in her tears as her father’s rage finally broke, and realization sunk in. He was all alone. He had no money, no home, and no daughter to look after him.
She turned away as Jacob and Bill dragged him over the pack boundary, gritting her teeth when he began to call her name — as he pleaded for her forgiveness. With Nico as her lifeline, she managed to keep walking, to hold her head high. His words meant nothing. It was too little too late. She didn’t have it in her to forgive him.
 



Chapter 51
 
Nico
 
Time moved into fast forward from that point. One minute Olivia was leaping on his bed, squealing with excitement over gaining a place at the ballet school and the next she was booking her bus tickets and the end of school was near. Days hurtled by with the same mundane tasks. It was as if everyone around him was in another universe; a universe where everything was okay and time didn’t tick by at the speed of light. With each day, the ball of hurt inside of him grew. A hurt he couldn’t, wouldn’t allow Olivia to see. Nico smiled for her, he kissed her, and comforted her, bringing her the light she so desperately needed, but on the inside, he was breaking, crumbling. Once she was gone, he’d allow himself to shatter. He’d allow himself to fall.
“Mr. Therian”
His head snapped up. “Yes? S-sorry, sir.”
“The answer?” His teacher tapped his rule on the whiteboard, indicating an equation which made no sense. Nothing made sense. 
“I…”
“Mr. Therian, are you even with us?”
No! Why the fuck am I here when I could be with Olivia?
His raged flashed through him like a switch being flicked. His fingers curled, so desperately wanting to be wolf claws. Nico bent over with a groan as a wave of pain passed through him; his wolf violently fought for control.
“Are you all right?”
“No, sir. I need to go.” Nico ran from the classroom, calming only a fraction when he reached fresh air, though it wasn’t enough. He needed to leave his body. He needed to be a wolf. His fingers trembled as he speed dialed Bass.
“Nico? Are you okay?”
“No.”
“Kat?”
“No, Bass…me.” His voice ended in his wolf’s growl, his control slipping.
“I’m coming.” The line went dead.
Nico had worn a track in the grass by the time Bass reached him. He was under the cover of the trees, his eyes never leaving the classroom both Olivia and Katalina sat in.
“Nico?”
“I didn’t leave them.”
“What?” Bass asked.
Nico pointed an unsteady hand toward the window. Bass turned his head just as Katalina turned hers. Nico felt another wave of pain as he watched Katalina, grab Olivia and race from the classroom, their teacher calling after them.
“I’m sorry. I know I’m supposed to protect her at school, but I can’t…not today.”
Bass turned to him, a frown on his face. “Nico, stop beating yourself up. You’re entitled to hurt.”
“She can’t know that. I need to go. Take care of her, Bass.”
Nico took off at a sprint, his feet pounding the pavement until he’d reached the cover of the forest, and there, his wolf burst from his skin, shredding his clothes. And for a few short hours, his pain wasn’t as raw, and he moved faster than time.
 



Chapter 52
 
Olivia
 
“Where’s he going?” Olivia asked breathlessly.
“Go after him,” Katalina demanded, her eyes hard as she stared at Bass.
“He’ll come home. We should leave. I suggest you have Jackson ring the school to explain your absence.”
“And me…who explains my absence?” Olivia snapped. Dropping her eyes, she reined in her emotions. “I’m sorry.”
“No apologies needed. I suspect it matters little. You’ve a week left.”
Olivia smiled sadly and followed them toward Bass’s truck. One week of school…three weeks until you break his heart.
He was hiding it well but she knew. Olivia couldn’t call herself his mate, because she had denied him, denied herself. Yet she felt his pain. She saw it hidden in the depths of his eyes, and she noticed his smile wasn’t quite the same anymore. Because whenever they locked eyes, whenever they laughed and their souls burned with joy, there was a reminder, a little voice, which whispered, This is all going to end.
Olivia couldn’t see the future, yet she never had. For as long as she could remember, she’d held onto her plan, her escape: secure a place on the summer program, dance her way into the winter term. She’d completed the first part, and all she had to do was wait. Yet not once in the last few years had she pictured leaving being so hard. In her mind, she’d left in the dead of night, unnoticed, and never returned. She’d never imagined they’d even notice her absence, but then she’d never imagine someone like Nico loving her, and her loving him in return.
Olivia couldn’t see the future; she couldn’t see past next week. She couldn’t imagine not waking up next to Nico every morning, or knowing he’d not be there to make her strong when she wavered. So she didn’t imagine. Olivia blocked the future out, no matter how fast it was approaching. She’d only ever had one plan in her life, one goal, and now it was here, within her grasp, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to take it anymore.
They rode in silence. It was uncomfortable and full of unsaid anger. Olivia felt like she was ripping them all apart. She wasn’t even sure how she’d ended up here. Friends with her alpha and his mate, but they’d been friends with Nico longer. Nico had a history with them she had no hope in matching.
“Why do they even bother with me?” Oh, my God…I just said that aloud.
Katalina’s sharp eyes met hers. Olivia found it hard to describe the color of her eyes; they were an artic blue, almost sliver, and yet they held the warmth of the sun, but not today. Today Katalina was a shell of ice.
“Because you are our friend,” Katalina answered.
“No you’re Nico’s friends.”
Katalina snarled, and for once, Olivia didn’t shrink back. She deserved so much more.
“Kat, enough,” Bass said.
Katalina’s anger ebbed away as Bass rested his hand on her knee, and again, Olivia marveled at their relationship. The connection between them was undeniable. Sometimes it was as if they shared the same mind. Is that what it would be like if I just let go…if I allowed my wolf what she wants more than anything? Yes, Olivia, it would be, and then you’d never leave, you’d never follow through…
“I resent that statement, Olivia, and you know deep down it isn’t true.”
“I’m sorry. I’m upset, I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
“We’re all upset, Olivia. I don’t know how you feel, but I know what it is like to be torn. To want something so much you’d leave everything behind. Just don’t leave it all okay. Don’t throw Nico away because he won’t survive that.”
“I’m not throwing Nico away. I asked him to come with me. Did he tell you that?”
“No. What did he say?”
“He said this is something I need to do alone.”
“Do you think he’s right?”
“Yeah…I do. I’ve been alone most of my life, but I’ve never stood on my own two feet. I’d have never made it to my audition if it hadn’t been for all of you. When he looks at me, he sees someone I don’t. I want to be that girl, not only for him, but for me, and if he comes with me…I’ll never see her, will I?”
“Nico makes you feel brave. It’s time you learned to be brave all on your own.”
“I know,” Olivia whispered, turning her head to look through the forest they’d just entered. I just wish I knew how.
***
 
Nico came home as she pulled the pie out of the oven. Once Katalina and Bass had left her, she’d set out cooking in hope of distracting herself from the ache inside.
“Smells good,” he said, smile back in place. As his hands slid from her hips to her stomach, and his body pressed against her back, she chose to ignore the events of the day. “You’re going to make me fat,” he murmured against her neck, nuzzling and nipping his way down to her shoulder.
“And you’re going to make me drop supper. Set the table will you? Dax should be here in a moment.”
Kissing her once more, Nico released her and set about making three settings at the table. She knew she should ask him if he was okay, but she was a coward, and so they smiled and laughed, and left their troubles to a future that would arrive all too soon.
***
 
Terrified didn’t cover how she felt. There was no word to describe the feelings churning inside of her like a whirlpool. Fear so thick, it stole her breath. Pain so sharp, it cut her heart, and an excitement so bright, it made her hate herself more than she could have ever imagined.
Nico was driving her to the bus station, with her life packed up into one tiny bag. She could no longer pretend to not notice his pain. Because no matter how hard he tried, it was on every line of his face, in every tone of his words.
Yet she was excited. For two years, she’d woven a web of lies, and then she’d become so tangled in them someone else had to cut her free. Yet she’d made it. The problem was she was leaving part of herself behind. Nico hadn’t cut all of her free. He’d captured a piece, and Olivia didn’t want him to let go.
“You’re quiet,” Nico said into the silence.
“I’m terrified.” His hand touched hers and even though he must have been hurting beyond belief, he gave her comfort — he gave her strength.
“You can always ring me, Livy, anytime, day or night. If you need me, I’ll come.”
“I know. You are more than I’ve ever deserved.”
With one hand on the wheel, he ran his free hand down her cheek. She closed her eyes, leaning into his touch, his warmth.
“My beautiful, brave, Livy. One day you’re going to see that’s not true.”
And that was why she left. Not because she wanted to leave him, or because she thought ballet would be her life, but because she needed to see what he saw. Olivia needed to leave the place that reminded her of her father’s abuse. It was a place that still held his darkness, even though he wasn’t there.
Olivia walked onto the bus, leaving her heart behind, hoping she’d find her soul.
 



Chapter 53
 
Nico
 
The day had finally arrived, the day he could finally fall. He welcomed it now, because he didn’t have the strength to hold himself together anymore. As each day had passed, his heart had slowly cracked. His wolf had grown more enraged, and the need to claim what was rightfully his had become nearly too much to control.
She was his mate, and he was letting her go.
Bass had come to him the night before. His friend couldn’t understand why he was doing this, but of course, Olivia wasn’t Katalina. Katalina had grown up with a loving family. She’d grown up knowing love, and even though she’d not known she was a shifter, she’d still known who she was.
Olivia didn’t know who she was. She didn’t know her true strength, or her courage. He could see her heart. He could see her soul, but she couldn’t. Every day her scar’s healed a little more, but Nico knew she’d only become whole without him to hide behind.
Bass’s voice played over in his head, seeding doubt into his already torn mind.
How can you let her go? How do you even know she’ll return?
I have to believe, Bass; otherwise, there’d be no point to my life anymore. Sometimes when you love someone, you have to let them go…
Now his words haunted him. He could be wrong. She’d not accepted him fully. She’d never given her wolf to his. Yet it didn’t matter because she was frightened, and it was his nature to comfort her, even when he bled on the inside.
Nico pulled her close, his hold desperate. Kissing her with a hunger he hoped would never die. Gazing into her warm brown eyes, Nico memorized every beautiful freckle that dusted her face. His hands wandered her body, tender but firm as he poured every ounce of love he contained for her into his kiss. So she’d remember. So she’d come back.
“I love you, Nico, so much.”
“I love you, too,” he whispered hoarsely, his throat thick with unshed tears.
With one last kiss, Olivia searched his eyes, saying things she couldn’t put into words.
“I have to go,” she whispered as a tear slid down her face.
Nico smiled sadly, gently wiping the tear from her cheek. “I know.”
“I’ll come back,” she said, taking a step back.
“I’ll be waiting.”
As she picked up her bag and walked onto the bus, Nico made a silent prayer that her words were true. He prayed she’d grow toward him and not away. Olivia stared at him through the window, tears rolling down her face, and still Nico wouldn’t allow himself to crumble. Flashing her his smile, the one which brought light to her eyes and warmth to her heart, Nico mouthed, ‘Be brave, Livy,’ and watched her being driven away.
Only when the bus had left the horizon and the station had grown quiet around him, did Nico finally fall. His knees buckled, and a sound that he’d never thought he’d be capable of making left his throat. He was no longer able to breathe. She’d taken the air with her. She’d taken his heart, his joy, and he wasn’t sure what was left behind.
His previous words mocked him, angered him. His fingers trembled as his wolf fought for control, but he managed one last message before it took over his body, and the pain away.
Nico – Bass, I’m sorry but I can’t come home. Not yet.
His feet carried him. The vibrations from his relentless running traveled up his legs and jarred his knees, but he didn’t stop. Nico ran past cars, past houses. He ran until he’d left them all behind, and then he gave up control. His wolf snarled from within him, but even then, the pain was present and his words haunted him still.
Sometimes when you love someone, you have to let them go…
He could be wrong. Fate could be that cruel. He’d seen it before. He’d watched his father let his mother go, and yet under all of the pain, all of the doubt, Nico still had hope. He had faith Olivia would come home.
 
 
 



Epilogue


Olivia
 
Olivia picked at the edge of her ticket, not with unease, but anticipation. She was getting on a plane, flying across the country…all alone, and she wasn’t afraid. Fear wasn’t a constant in Olivia’s life anymore. She’d trampled every one of her fears, all on her own, and with the help of Nico’s words like a shield in her mind. Be brave, Livy.
If there had been a quicker way home, she’d have taken it. The need to see Nico was a tight band across her chest. The wolf inside of her craved to feel whole, to feel him.
There had been no defining moment to lead her here. Olivia had simply woke one morning and she’d seen all Nico had seen: strength, kindness, beauty.
He’d told her this would happen.
One day you’ll see what I see, and that will be the day you come home.
She’d always thought those words had been for him — his mantra to keep himself going through all of their pain — yet he’d been right…and she was going home.
Every stolen moment of joy she’d had with him, the friends she’d made, the new family she’d had, she’d thought they were a glimpse of the girl she could have been if her mother had survived. But the happiness, the joy…the doors Nico had opened were not temporary. They were hers for the taking. She’d just never been able to stay out of the darkness long enough to see it.
Her father had been wrong, and although a part of her had known it wasn’t her fault her mother had died, the other part hadn’t been able to shake the guilt.
Ballet hadn’t only been her escape; it had been her chance to shine. She’d achieved all she’d wanted, but it wasn’t until she’d done it that Olivia had realized her goals weren’t all about living her dream. Maybe it had been at first, but sometimes dreams changed. Sometimes people changed, and at the time, Olivia had been too afraid to admit hers had.
All she’d ever wanted was to feel accepted…to feel love…to feel she’d found her home…her place.
Dancing wasn’t her home. Nico was, and it was time to give him all he’d ever wanted.
Boarding the plane, Olivia had no regrets. New York had changed her. She’d grown, and she could finally be the beautiful brave Livy he’d seen.
 
Nico
 
“Are you staying?” Bass asked, a hopeful note in his tone.
Nico turned from his position leaning on the damaged porch, still not quite able to take in the ruins of what had once been his home. He stared at Bass for a long second, seeing the worn, beaten look in his friend’s eyes. Bass needs me to stay.
“It’s over now. You don’t really need me here anymore,” he answered, his tone lifeless.
“You’re my friend, Nico. I need you here.” Bass’s words didn’t hold a pleading edge, but his eyes did. The past few weeks seemed to have defeated him.
“I might as well…nowhere else to be. It hurts though…this place. It’s not home without her.”
“Yeah…I could have so easily walked away when I met Kat. Sometimes I wish I had.” It wasn’t often they talked about such things, but then the two friends hadn’t been in this situation before.
“You don’t mean that, pal. I know things have been rough…but the threat’s gone. We’ll rebuild. Dark Shadow will rise stronger.” Nico meant the words he said, yet he wasn’t sure if he’d ever rise to be strong again. His certainty was wavering. Every day he wondered if Olivia would ever return. Two months felt like an eternity. He wasn’t sure how much more he could endure. They talked of course, every day, but it wasn’t the same. It wasn’t enough.
“We don’t know what happened to him…”
Bass’s phone rang before Nico had chance to answer.
“Yes… Really… We’re on our way.”
“What’s going on?” Nico asked, eyeing Bass with suspicion. There was a light in his eyes, which hadn’t been there a second ago.
“We’ve a visitor. Come on.”
Nico followed Bass, wondering who could possibly be here. As they neared the pack’s parked cars, Nico’s heart started to pound, increasing speed with each step.
“Bass?” His every sense suddenly came to life, his skin buzzed with anticipation, his blood whooshed through his head as his ears rang. He caught the scent…her scent. Impossible… “Bass?”
“Looks like your home found you.”
As Bass stepped aside, indicating with his head for the two enforcers to follow, Nico saw her. “Livy?” he whispered, freezing. He lost all thought, his body shut down.
Her smile was sure, confident as she walked toward him. Nico’s brain couldn’t fathom what she was doing here; he’d spoken to her that morning, and she’d been happy. She’d not said a word about coming back.
She looked so different. Her hair was shorter, styled in a bob, fanning out longer at the front in messy curls. Her clothes were modern, edgy. The leather jacket she wore over a pale cream lace top was too sexy for her to wear alone in public. Her boots were black leather, and reached above her knees and the heels… He’d never seen her wear heels. She wore makeup. Her sexy smile a deep rose pink. Oh, how he wanted to bite those lips, yet his feet wouldn’t move.
Her eyes twinkled in amusement as she stopped in front of him. “Hey… What’s with the security?” Even her voice sounded different — no waver, no doubt.
“Y-you don’t want to know,” he finally stammered. “You never told me you were visiting.”
“I’m not visiting.” She laughed, dropping her bag to the ground. It looked three times the size of the one she’d left with. “I must say I’m a little unsure what to do with a speechless Nico.”
Yet he still stared, a million questions circled his head. I’ve finally cracked. “This can’t be real,” he whispered.
“I’m real, Nico,” Olivia murmured. Taking his hands, she brought them to her face, “See… It’s me…”
His breath rushed out of him as his body finally unfroze. Closing the space between them, Nico dragged her close, crushing his lips to hers. Hands tangling into her hair, he found he quite liked having the nape of her neck free of hair.
They broke apart briefly, needing air, yet more desperate for each other. Nico could already feel his broken mind repairing, feel the empty hole inside of him filling. He wasn’t sure how long they’d been kissing when he finally found some semblance of thought.
“Livy…I don’t understand. I spoke to you this morning, before you went into class.”
“I lied. I was about to leave for the airport.”
“Airport? You travelled here alone?”
“Yes. I’m not the scared girl I once was.”
“But…ballet? You worked so hard. Why would you throw everything away?”
She smiled at him, running her fingers down his face. “Do you remember what you told me? One day you’ll see it, and that day will be the day you come home… Well, I see it, Nico. I see all you see, and I’ve come home.”
“You love ballet…”
“I love you more. Nico, you must understand, dancing was my escape, but I have nothing to escape, not anymore. You’re my home. Dark Shadow is my home. This is where I’m supposed to be.”
“You came home,” Nico whispered, as if he was still afraid to believe the words.
“I came home, to you…to my mate.”
The tension drained from him, his wolf relaxed…Mate…
Shards of gold fractured through the deep brown of Olivia’s eyes. Nico watched mesmerized, seeing the wolf in her eyes for the first time. She pressed her body against his, wrapping her arms around his neck, and murmured, “My mate,” in his ear.
Olivia wore her human skin but Nico could sense her wolf close to the surface. His wolf rose to match hers as she lowered the walls between them, and everything clicked into place. They connected in a way Nico had only previously dreamt off, and it was so much sweeter in reality. Breathing in their mingled scent, Nico sighed, pressing himself impossibly close. She’d returned. She’d given herself to him fully.
The wait was over, Olivia was his mate. He was complete. He was home.
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