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PROLOGUE




[image: ]




First, it was him. Then her... Well, if they think I'll stick around and wait, they’re mistaken. I'm here to claim what's mine and will stop at nothing to achieve my mission. They better watch out.

"Did you get what I asked for, Dario?" I extended my hand as my beta handed me the manila envelope, his curiosity evident. I sensed the unspoken question hanging in the air, but I wasn't ready to confront my pain just yet. It's a tender wound, one that stings every time I brush against it in the solitude of my nightly retreat. The ache of loneliness and sorrow accompanies me, weaving through my dreams, each one a haunting reminder of the future we once envisioned. "That's all, Dario. You can leave now." My words were soft, a reluctant dismissal.

I've lost touch with my emotions, slipping further into this new normal of loneliness each day. Don't get me wrong; I've heard the murmurs and whispers of those dear to me, and I understand their concern. After all, it's uncommon for an Alpha to detach emotionally, yet it seems that's my new norm.

I cautiously used my claw this time, unwilling to rely on the fleeting virtue of modesty. As I gingerly tore open the envelope, I scanned the solitary piece of information printed on the sheet my private investigator had forwarded, feeling a jolt of surprise. I meticulously analyzed the details, realizing with growing disbelief that fate seemed to be at play. How could they inhabit the same city yet never intersect, not even once? This was exactly what Marcus's information suggested, and I couldn't ignore it, given his reputation as the best in his field.

I stood and retrieved a lighter from my desk. With the evidence in hand, I walked to the nearest window and slid the glass panel aside. The warm sun kissed my skin, a harsh reminder of how long I'd shielded myself from the world. My wolf itched to get out and enjoy the simple things. "Not yet, but soon," I whispered to him, calming him into submission as he mumbled in agreement. I need to leave for a while, and I trust Dario to handle things in my absence. I just hope fate will be kind enough to deliver these two into my arms. I lit the sheet and watched as the information went up in flames.

Perfect. Let the games begin.
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Macro

––––––––
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MATEO SAT IN THE PULSATING heart of the club, neon lights flickering across his face in a riot of colors. The bass thumped through the floor, vibrating up through his legs, but he felt disconnected, his mind adrift in a sea of memories. It had been months since he last set foot in a place like this, and the unease was evident in the way he shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his eyes scanning the crowd with a distant look.

Tonight was supposed to be a celebration, a commemoration of another successful deal. Desk Construction Company, a family business their father had built from the ground up, had secured the future of their pack wisely by venturing into the construction market and providing labor. His father’s idea had been a win-win situation for their pack, offering their people a livelihood to fall back on as shifters, thus making their pack prosperous. Mateo had landed a deal that would secure their financial future for years to come. The victory should have felt sweet, but instead, it tasted bitter, tinged with sorrow and regret.

Alice should have been here. Mateo could almost see her standing beside him with that reluctant smile she wore so often. The memory of that night came rushing back—the night their lives had irrevocably changed.

It had started as a celebration too. They had gone out to mark the occasion, the weight of their latest triumph lifting their spirits. But Alice had been on edge, her eyes darting around the club as if expecting danger to leap out from the shadows. She had confided in Mateo about the Alpha's son  Keith from Cresent Moon Pack, a loner who had become fixated on her, his obsessive behavior escalating with each rejection. Mateo had tried to reassure her, but his words had been hollow. When they left the club and headed home, they were ambushed. The Alpha's son and his men attacked, their intent clear. In the chaos, Alice had fought valiantly, but a gunshot rang out, echoing in Mateo's mind even now. He had watched her bleed out, the life draining from her as he slipped into unconsciousness, narrowly escaping death.

"Sir, are you okay?"

The voice snapped Mateo back to the present. He looked down, realizing his hand was bleeding and shards of glass embedded in his skin from the glass he had unconsciously shattered. His staff members were staring at him, their faces a mix of concern and alarm.

"Sorry, excuse me," Mateo muttered, the words tumbling out as he headed towards the bathroom, his steps quickening with urgency.

In the sanctuary of the bathroom, he rinsed his hand under the cold water, watching as the blood swirled down the drain. The pain was sharp but grounding, pulling him out of his reverie. He wrapped his hand in a towel, leaning against the sink and staring at his reflection. The man looking back at him, Marco was his assistant and probably the only human who knew about him and his brother being shifters. He worked for their father, Ethan Knight, when he started the company while Marco was just out of college. Marco quickly won the late alpha's trust with his loyalty and now works alongside Mateo as his assistant.

He had to leave. The club, with its noise and reminders of what he had lost, was too much grief. Mateo decided to head home, needing the solitude to process the tumult of emotions churning inside him. He had awakened a grief he had buried deep within. His only reason for coming back to New York was to make peace with the death of his mate. Yet he had convinced himself with the excuse of work needing his attention, even though he knew it was a lie. He and his brother had always been in the realm of affairs and had always worked away from the office. I guess tonight was a clear indication of that fact.

As he stepped out into the cool night air, Mateo felt a presence beside him. It was Marco, his expression mirroring the worry Mateo had seen in his staff.

"Are you okay?" Marco asked, his voice gentle but firm.

Mateo nodded, though the gesture felt heavy. "I just needed some air," he replied, his voice rough with unshed tears.

As they left the club, Marco just fell into step beside him, not pushing any further. The only sound that accompanied them that night was the far-off hum of the city.

At times like this, Mateo missed his brother Jason and wondered if Jason missed him too. Mateo blamed himself for his impulsive action that night. But who could blame him? He was lost and full of regret for the death of Alice, his mate. 

"Marco, change of plans. Take me to my apartment," he said, sitting in the front and resting his head back with his eyes closed. He could feel the concerned look on his assistant's face. He sighed, wondering when Marco was ever going to deviate from his attitude of not voicing his opinion. It was one of the qualities his father had admired about Marco before his demise—the fact that he was aware they were werewolves yet hadn't ratted them out. And wasn't airing his opinion going to make them fire him or something? On the contrary, Marco was the same age as him, and he and Jason saw him as family, which was mainly the reason why he was still the highest-paid employee in the company.

"We're here, Mateo." Mateo looked out of the window and stared up at the building, which once held the fondest memories of his life. Now the building looked haunted. He had to do this, make peace with his demons, and put the place back on the market. He had hired a moving truck to pick up the rest of his belongings and send them back to the mansion. Alice's things were also going to charity, as she had stated in her will.

"You okay?" Marco asked again with his concerns, refusing to invade his personal space.

"Yeah, thanks, Marco. Goodnight."

Mateo stepped out of the car and walked toward the entrance. The air was thick with nostalgia and sadness, each step heavy with the weight of memories. The lobby was eerily silent, the only sound being the echo of his footsteps. He took the elevator to the top floor, his heart pounding with each passing second. As the elevator doors opened, he was greeted by a flood of memories. The apartment was just as he had left it, yet it felt different, almost as if it were a ghost of its former self. He wandered through the rooms, each one a time capsule of happier days. The living room was where they used to laugh and watch movies; the kitchen was where Alice would cook their favorite meals; and the bedroom was where they would dream of a future that now seemed impossible.

He walked to the closet and began packing Alice's belongings. Each item was a painful reminder of the life they had planned together. Her clothes, her books, her scent still lingering in the air—it was all too much. Tears welled up in his eyes as he carefully folded her clothes and placed them in boxes. Mateo moved to the dresser and opened the drawer where Alice kept her jewelry. Among the trinkets was a locket he had given her on their first anniversary. He opened it and saw their smiling faces staring back at him. He clutched the locket tightly, feeling a wave of sorrow wash over him.
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