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The Alpha Who Marked The Wrong Mate

The mark was wrong. The bond was not.
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My grandmother lost everything because she said the moon had made a mistake.

I was thirty years old before I understood that the frightening part was not what she said.

It was how many powerful men needed her to be wrong.

I had her file open on my desk when the call came from Buda Castle.

That was the first bad sign.

The second was the time.

Eleven forty-three at night.

Nobody from the Varga Pack called the Neutral Registry at eleven forty-three unless someone was dead, someone important was bleeding, or someone with an old family name needed an inconvenient truth cleaned before morning.

I looked at the black telephone on my desk.

It rang again.

Across the archive room, Réka lifted her head from behind a stack of evidence envelopes.

"Are you going to answer that?"

"No."

It rang a third time.

She leaned back in her chair. "Strong professional choice."

"I am considering whether the building is on fire."

"If it were, the alarm would ring."

"The alarms were installed in 1987."

"They were inspected in April."

"By Bálint."

Réka frowned.

We both looked toward the ceiling.

Then the telephone rang again.

She pointed at it. "Answer the cursed thing, Eszter."

I shut my grandmother's file.

The cover was old enough that the edges had softened from too many hands. Her name had been typed in black ink decades before I was born.

KOVÁCS, MÁRTA.

Below that came the old classification.

MATING DISPUTE.

And beneath it, stamped in red:

CLAIM UNFOUNDED.

I hated those two words.

They had followed my family for more than forty years.

I picked up the telephone.

"Kovács."

A man's voice answered immediately.

"Archivist Kovács?"

"That is what I just said."

Réka covered her mouth.

I turned my chair away from her.

The man ignored my tone. "This is Varga security."

Of course it was.

"Then I assume you have the wrong number."

A pause.

"I am calling the Neutral Supernatural Registry."

"Yes."

"We require an accredited scent forensic investigator."

"At midnight."

"Immediately."

I looked through the tall industrial window beside my desk.

District IX was dark beyond the glass. Rain had begun sometime during the last hour, thin lines glistening beneath the streetlamps. The old factory buildings around us looked almost black. Farther away, I could hear the faint metal complaint of a tram taking a turn.

Budapest never became silent.

It merely lowered its voice.

"Nature of the incident?" I asked.

"Possible ceremonial contamination."

My fingers stopped moving.

Réka saw my face change.

She sat forward.

"What ceremony?"

The man hesitated.

That told me more than his answer would.

"Archivist."

"If you want a forensic investigation, I need to know what I am walking into."

Another pause.

Then he said, "The Varga ascension."

I stared at nothing.

Every wolf in Budapest knew about the ceremony.

Dániel Varga.

Thirty-four years old.

Only son of Árpád Varga.

Heir to the most powerful Blood Moon Pack in the city.

By sunrise, he was supposed to be more than an heir.

He would be Alpha.

And tonight, if every rumour was correct, he would mark Katalin Farkas before the five old families and tie two dominant bloodlines together.

A neat marriage.

A neat succession.

A neat future.

That was how the old families preferred things.

Neat.

People like my grandmother had always been the stains they scrubbed away.

"What kind of contamination?" I asked.

"Unknown."

"Who detected it?"

"One of the ceremonial readers."

"Before or after the mark?"

Silence.

I gripped the telephone tighter.

"Before or after?"

The man's answer came carefully.

"During."

Réka was standing now.

I met her eyes.

My skin felt cold.

Official mating ceremonies were built around certainty.

That was the entire point.

The Blood Moon Rite was not a romantic custom. It was law, inheritance, territory, bloodline, succession. A mark recognized under the rite could determine where people lived, who inherited property, which children carried rank, who stood beside an Alpha, and which family gained access to another family's power.

People had killed for less.

People had married strangers for it.

My grandmother had been destroyed for questioning it.

I lowered my voice.

"What exactly did the reader detect?"

"I am not authorized to say over an unsecured line."

"Then find someone who is."

"We were told to contact you."

That surprised me.

"By whom?"

This pause was longer.

"Dr. Barta."

I turned toward the glass-walled office at the far end of the archive room.

The light inside was off.

Our director had left two hours ago.

At least, I had watched her put on her coat.

"Where is Dr. Barta now?"

"On her way to Buda."

Réka mouthed, What?

I raised one finger.

"Why me?"

The security officer spoke more quietly.

"Because the irregularity concerns residual scent layering."

My stomach tightened.

That was my field.

Not general scent recognition.

Not bond confirmation.

Layering.

The old traces that stayed beneath the obvious ones.

The things that did not disappear merely because someone wanted them gone.

I glanced at Márta's file.

A strange pressure settled behind my ribs.

"Send transport."

"It is already outside."

I stood.

The conversation was over before I decided I hated that answer.

"Of course it is."

I put the receiver down.

Réka came around the desk.

"You have the face."

"What face?"

"The one you make before something becomes my problem."

"This is not your problem."

"Ah. Worse face."

I opened the drawer beside me and took out a portable evidence kit.

Réka watched.

"Where?"

"Buda Castle."

She stopped smiling.

"For the ascension?"

"Possible ritual contamination."

Her eyebrows rose.

"During the mating rite?"

I looked at her.

"Apparently."

"That's not possible."

"That sentence keeps our profession alive."

She followed me toward the evidence lockers.

I unlocked mine.

Inside were sealed sample tubes, sterile swabs, scent-neutral gloves, silver forceps, paper evidence folds, glass vials, a field reader, and a narrow leather case containing several treated strips used for separating supernatural scent signatures.

Réka leaned against the locker beside mine.

"Who is being marked tonight?"

"You know who."

"Katalin Farkas."

"Yes."

"And Varga."

"Yes."

"As in Dániel Varga."

"I am familiar with the family."

"You once called his father a ceremonial fossil."

"I was twenty-two."

"You said it last winter."

I gave her a look.

She smiled.

Then the smile disappeared.

"Eszter."

I closed the case.

"What?"

"Be careful."

"I am examining evidence."

"At a Varga mating ceremony."

"The evidence does not care whose ceremony it is."

"The people do."

That was true.

I hated that it was true.

I pulled on my coat.

Dark wool, knee length, warm enough for the river wind.

Réka watched me fasten the buttons.

"Do you want me to come?"

"No."

"That answer was too fast."

"Because I knew what you were going to ask."

"And?"

"And if the old families are already nervous enough to call the Registry during an ascension, arriving with an extra investigator they did not request will make them worse."

"Good."

"Réka."

"What? I enjoy making powerful men nervous."

"I know."

She folded her arms.

That made me smile despite myself.

Réka was twenty-nine and had never met a hierarchy she did not want to annoy. She wore bright red trousers to tribunal hearings and once told a minor Alpha that neutrality did not mean stupidity.

I trusted her more than almost anyone alive.

That fact alone made me uncomfortable if I thought about it too long.

She glanced down at the desk.

Her eyes landed on my grandmother's file.

"You were reading Márta again."

I looked away.

"Cross-reference."

"At nearly midnight."

"There was a scent classification issue."

"Eszter."

I hated when she used my name like that.

Softly.

As if I might confess something if she waited.

I picked up my satchel.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"Then stop looking at me."

She did not.

I turned back.

Her expression had changed.

"Do you ever think she was right?"

The archive room seemed suddenly too quiet.

Rain whispered against the windows.

I looked at the file.

My grandmother had been twenty-seven when she challenged her mark.

The tribunal record claimed she suffered a temporary bond fixation toward an unrelated male wolf after being properly marked to another.

Temporary.

Improper.

Unfounded.

Unstable.

Those words appeared over and over.

She had insisted the marked man was not her mate.

She had insisted she could feel another bond.

The tribunal had declared the rite infallible.

Her husband repudiated her.

Her family lost standing.

By the time my mother was old enough to understand, Márta Kovács had become a warning people whispered at daughters.

Do not confuse wanting with truth.

Do not embarrass your family.

Do not question the mark.

I had spent half my career studying evidence because I never wanted another human being, wolf or otherwise, to tell me what was real simply because his chair sat higher than mine.

"Thinking she was right is not evidence," I said.

Réka sighed.

"I did not ask what the evidence says."

"Then you asked the wrong person."

Her face softened.

That was worse.

I looked down at my hands.

A thin pale scar crossed the base of my left thumb. I ran my finger over it without thinking.

My mother had been fourteen when Márta died.

Júlia rarely spoke about her.

When she did, it was never about wolves or bonds.

She spoke about Márta humming while she cooked.

Márta keeping sugared almonds in a blue bowl.

Márta standing on the balcony during storms.

Márta crying once behind a locked bathroom door and coming out with her face washed clean.

That was the version of my grandmother no tribunal had recorded.

My mother had built her entire life in rejection of the old families.

She became a teacher.

Married no one.

Raised me in Pest.

Refused invitations from any pack that suddenly remembered the Kovács family existed when they needed access to old records.

She taught me one rule above all others.

Never give powerful people the authority to tell you what you know about yourself.

It was useful advice.

It was also a lonely way to live.

I closed the locker.

"I will call you when I am finished."

Réka frowned. "That is not an answer."

"It is the only one you are getting."

She pointed at me.

"If a Varga tries to lock you underground, bite someone."

"I am a forensic archivist."

"You are also a wolf."

"One occupation is less likely to cause diplomatic trouble."

"Depends who you bite."

I walked toward the exit.

Behind me, she called, "Eszter."

I turned.

This time she was not smiling.

"Do not let them make you doubt your nose."

Something unpleasant moved through my chest.

I nodded once.

Then I left.

The black Varga car was waiting beneath the registry's front awning.

I almost laughed.

Of course it was black.

Of course the driver wore a dark coat.

Of course he stepped out to open the rear door as though I were some visiting dignitary instead of a woman carrying sterile swabs.

"Archivist Kovács."

"Just Kovács."

He blinked.

"Ma'am?"

"Never mind."

I got in.

The interior smelled of leather, rain, cedar, and wolf.

Varga wolf.

Not Dániel.

Someone else.

Security, perhaps.

I set my evidence case beside me.

The car pulled away.

District IX moved past the window.

Wet pavement.

Closed cafés.

A man under an umbrella walking a small white dog that clearly hated the rain.

Light glowing from an upstairs apartment.

Two teenagers running for the tram.

Normal Budapest.

Human Budapest.

The city that went on living without knowing what existed beneath it.

Most humans crossed the Danube every day without realizing how many borders overlapped the river.

Pack territory.

Neutral ground.

Old claims.

Blood rights.

Agreements older than electric light.

The supernatural world liked to imagine itself hidden because it was clever.

Mostly, it survived because ordinary people had better things to do than wonder why certain old families never seemed to sell certain buildings.

We drove north.

I watched the river appear between buildings.

Dark water under a dark sky.

The Blood Moon had risen behind the clouds.

I could see a dull reddish smear reflected across the Danube, distorted by rain and movement.

Not the moon itself.

Only its broken image.

I stared at it too long.

My wolf stirred.

Not strongly.

A turn beneath my skin.

Unease.

I pressed my palm against my thigh.

"Enough."

The driver glanced at me in the mirror.

"I said nothing."

"Of course."

I looked away.

I did not speak to my wolf often.

Not like some pack-raised wolves did.

They gave theirs names.

Spoke of them like sisters, brothers, second souls.

I had always thought that made instinct too easy to excuse.

My wolf was me.

Not another creature I could blame when I wanted something foolish.

My mother had been firm about that too.

"You choose," she used to tell me. "Never hide behind what you are."

Good advice.

Again, lonely advice.

The car crossed toward Buda.

The city changed.

It always did.

Pest spread.

Buda rose.

The Castle District sat above us in old stone and yellow light, elegant and watchful.

Power liked height.

The Varga family had controlled supernatural territory around Castle Hill for generations. Their public businesses changed with each century. Banking. Property. Logistics. Private investment. The shape altered.

The power did not.

Tonight Dániel Varga was supposed to inherit all of it.

I had seen him before.

Not in person.

Photographs.

Official hearings.

Registry documents.

A recording from a territorial mediation three years earlier.

He was difficult to ignore even through a screen.

Tall.

Dark hair.

Still face.

A way of listening that made everyone else in the room appear less disciplined.

He did not shout.

That was what people said about him.

He did not need to.

My mother had once looked at his photograph in the newspaper and said, "That family breeds men who look as though they were born already disappointed in you."

I had laughed so hard I spilled coffee.

Then she had taken the paper away.

"Do not laugh too much. Those are dangerous men."

Not because they were wolves.

Because people obeyed them.

The car turned onto a restricted road.

Two security barriers opened before we reached them.

My unease sharpened.

I checked my kit.

Everything was there.

I told myself that mattered.

Facts mattered.

Evidence mattered.

The rest was old blood and expensive stone.

The driver stopped at a private entrance below the Castle District.

A man waited beneath an archway.

András Varga.

I recognized him from security records.

Thirty-six.

Dániel's cousin.

Head of territorial security.

Broader than Dániel, according to the photographs, and considerably less interested in looking civilized.

His dark coat was open despite the cold.

Rain had wet his hair.

He opened my door himself.

"Eszter Kovács."

"That seems to be the popular opinion."

His mouth almost moved.

Not quite a smile.

"Thank you for coming."

"I was under the impression refusal was not built into the transport arrangement."

"Dr. Barta approved the request."

"Dr. Barta does not own me."

His eyes sharpened.

Good.

Let them learn early.

Then something unexpected happened.

He inclined his head.

Not mockingly.

"Fair."

That took some of the pleasure out of fighting him.

I stepped from the car.

The air smelled wrong.

I stopped.

András noticed.

"What?"

I did not answer.

Rain.

Stone.

Wolf.

Old smoke from ceremonial braziers somewhere below.

Iron.

Wax.

Several Alpha scents.

Too many layered over each other.

And beneath them, faint enough that an ordinary wolf might have ignored it, something metallic and cold.

Not blood.

Not exactly.

My wolf shifted again.

Harder.

I turned toward the entrance.

"How long has the ceremony been underway?"

"Just over an hour."

"The marking?"

His jaw tightened.

"Completed."

I looked at him.

"You told the Registry the irregularity occurred during the rite."

"It did."

"And you finished anyway."

"It was not my decision."

"No. I imagine very little tonight was."

Something passed through his expression.

I could not identify it.

He gestured toward the stone passage.

"This way."

I followed.

The tunnel beneath Buda Castle was older than the city above it.

Or that was what the Varga histories claimed.

The walls were rough stone in places, restored brick in others. Electric lights had been added discreetly along the floor, but farther ahead I could see candlelight.

Old days preserved inside modern wiring.

That was Alpha society in one image.

They carried phones in their pockets while quoting laws written when kings still settled arguments with armies.

My boots sounded against the stone.

András walked half a step ahead.

"Who detected the irregularity?"

"László Fekete."

I knew the name.

Senior ceremonial archivist.

"Where is he?"

"Inside."

"Has anyone touched the evidence?"

"No."

"Moved it?"

"No."

"Destroyed anything?"

He looked back.

"No."

"You hesitated."

"I was deciding whether to be offended."

"Decide after I inspect the room."

That time he did smile.

Briefly.

I disliked that I liked him more for it.

We reached another door.

Two guards stood outside.

Not ordinary pack security.

Ceremonial guards.

Black formal coats.

Silver clasps at their throats.

Old Varga insignia at the breast.

Both men looked at me with the peculiar expression traditional wolves used when they recognized my surname.

Kovács.

The woman whose grandmother had challenged the moon.

The family that should have known when to be quiet.

I met the first guard's stare.

He looked away.

Small victories mattered.

A low sound carried through the door.

Voices.

Many.

The ceremony had not ended.

I turned to András.

"You said the marking was complete."

"It is."

"Then why is everyone still inside?"

"The declaration has not been entered into the blood ledger."

"Why?"

His expression hardened.

"Because László refused."

There it was.

The real emergency.

Not contamination.

Refusal.

An official ceremonial archivist had stopped an Alpha ascension from becoming final.

I felt suddenly very awake.

"What did he smell?"

"You will ask him."

"I am asking you."

"And I am telling you I do not trust my understanding enough to contaminate yours."

That was the first intelligent thing anyone from the Varga side had said all night.

I studied him.

"Good answer."

"High praise."

"Do not become accustomed to it."

A voice rose behind the door.

Male.

Cold.

Authoritative.

I could not make out the words.

My wolf went completely still.

I froze.

The change was so abrupt that for one foolish second I thought something inside me had stopped.

Then scent reached me through the cracks around the ancient door.

Cedar.

Winter air.

Dark earth after rain.

Wolf.

Alpha.

Something deeper.

Something my mind could not classify quickly enough.

The evidence case nearly slipped from my hand.

My wolf surged forward.

Not fear.

Not aggression.

Recognition.

Impossible.

I stepped back.

András caught the movement.

"Eszter?"

I could not answer.

The scent struck again.

Stronger.

My skin went hot beneath my coat.

Every instinct I possessed turned toward the door.

Not toward safety.

Toward him.

I knew who stood on the other side before anyone told me.

Dániel Varga.

My grandmother's file flashed through my mind.

Claim unfounded.

My mother's voice followed.

Never give powerful people the authority to tell you what you know about yourself.

Then another scent reached me.

Fresh marking blood.

Female wolf.

Katalin Farkas.

My stomach turned.

The wrongness of it was so sharp I almost tasted metal.

András moved closer.

"What is it?"

I looked at the closed door.

At the ancient carved wolves in the stone.

At the room where Budapest's newest Alpha had already marked another woman.

My wolf pressed against my bones with one terrible certainty.

I whispered, "No."

The ceremonial door began to open.

Chapter One: The Mark That Should Have Been Sacred

The ceremonial door opened, and the man on the other side looked straight at me.

Everything inside me answered him.

I hated it.

For one terrible moment, I forgot the guards behind me, the evidence case in my hand, and András Varga standing close enough to notice if my knees failed.

There was only the man across the chamber.

Dániel Varga.

Thirty-four years old.

Newly ascended Alpha.

Already marked to another woman.

His portrait had not prepared me for him.

Photographs flattened people. They could not show the weight of a man's attention.

Dániel stood near the center of the Hall of the First Blood in a black ceremonial coat with silver fastening at the throat. He was tall enough to see over most of the men around him. Dark hair. Broad shoulders. Still face.

Except he was not still now.

His eyes had locked on mine.

Amber darkened toward gold.

Something moved behind them.

His wolf.

Mine pushed so hard against my skin that my fingers tightened around the evidence case.

No.

I would not lose control in front of these people.

Especially not here.

Especially not because of him.

The chamber smelled of candle wax, stone, blood, incense, and wolves.

Too many wolves.

Old families carried their scent like titles.

Varga.

Farkas.

Two others I recognized from tribunal hearings.

Dominant males positioned around the room.

Women in formal gowns and dark coats.

Guards along the walls.

At the center stood a stone table stained darker from generations of ceremonial use.

And beside Dániel stood Katalin Farkas.

The woman he had marked.

I saw the mark before I properly saw her face.

Fresh.

Dark red around the edges.

High on the left side of her throat.

The shape was not a bite wound in the ordinary sense. Blood Moon markings healed differently. A mating mark settled beneath the skin like dark crimson ink, a permanent crescent pattern unique to the bonded pair.

Katalin's had already begun forming.

Proof.

Sacred proof, according to the tribunal.

My wolf disagreed so violently that nausea rose into my throat.

Dániel's hand moved toward his chest.

A small motion.

Almost nothing.

But I saw it.

His mark was burning.

He did not have to say so.

I could smell pain.

And beneath my own collarbone, something answered with a sharp pulse.

I sucked in air.

András turned.

"Eszter?"

"I'm fine."

It came out too quickly.

Across the chamber, Dániel heard.

His jaw tightened.

Of course he heard.

Every Alpha in the room probably did.

An older man stepped between us.

Miklós Farkas.

I recognized him immediately.

Silver hair.

Formal black coat.

A face built around politeness rather than warmth.

He looked at me as if someone had dragged mud across his carpet.

"Archivist Kovács."

"Lord Farkas."

We did not technically use lord anymore.

Not officially.

The old families still liked hearing it.

Tonight I used it because the faint mockery helped me breathe.

His eyes narrowed.

"You were summoned for a forensic irregularity."

"That is what I was told."

"Then I suggest we keep this matter within its proper scope."

My gaze shifted toward Dániel.

He had not moved.

Neither had Katalin.

Her face was pale.

Beautiful woman.

Dark blonde hair arranged neatly at the nape of her neck. Blue-grey eyes. An expensive ivory gown beneath a dark ceremonial cloak.

She was staring at Dániel.

Dániel was staring at me.

Humiliation had a scent.

So did confusion.

Katalin carried both.

The recognition hurt more than I expected.

I forced my attention back to Miklós.

"My proper scope is whatever contaminated your rite."

A murmur passed through the room.

Miklós's expression hardened.

"We have not established contamination."

"You called the Registry."

"A ceremonial reader reported an inconsistency."

"That is what contamination means until evidence proves otherwise."

A thin man standing beside the stone table cleared his throat.

László Fekete.

Senior ceremonial archivist.

I had met him twice at registry conferences.

He had always spoken softly, as if every word needed to be stored for later.

Tonight he looked ill.

"Archivist Kovács is correct."

Miklós turned slowly.

"You have already caused enough disruption, Fekete."

László's face tightened.

"I will not enter a mating declaration into the blood ledger when the scent sequence is wrong."

The room fell silent again.

Wrong.

That word had power here.

Wrong was not supposed to exist in the Hall of the First Blood.

A mating rite might be delayed.

A wolf might refuse.

A family might challenge political terms before the ritual.

But once the mark appeared, the mark was truth.

That was what people believed.

That was what they had believed when they destroyed Márta Kovács.

Miklós looked toward Dániel.

"Alpha Varga."

The title was deliberate.

A reminder.

A demand.

Dániel finally took his eyes from me.

His voice was lower than I expected.

"What exactly did you detect, László?"

László swallowed.

"The sequence after contact was incomplete."

"In what way?"

"The mark accepted the blood."

Katalin's hand moved toward her throat.

László continued.

"But your scent did not settle."

Dániel went very still.

Miklós spoke first.

"He was under pressure."

László looked at him.

"Pressure changes cortisol. Adrenal response. Aggression markers. It does not do this."

"Do what?" Dániel asked.

László glanced at me.

I understood.

He wanted me to confirm it before he put himself any farther into the grave he was digging.

I stepped deeper into the chamber.

The reaction was immediate.

Dániel's scent changed.

Not dramatically.

That was almost worse.

Cedar.

Cold earth.

Rain.

And something warm beneath it that had not been there beyond the door.

My wolf surged forward.

His did the same.

Several heads turned toward him.

Someone whispered.

Katalin flinched.

Miklós said, "Enough."

My attention snapped to him.

"Nobody has done anything."

"Your presence is altering the room."

"That is useful information."

His stare sharpened.

"You presume too much."

"And you called me here."

Dániel spoke.

"Father Farkas."

Miklós looked at him.

The words that followed were calm.

"Let her work."

There was no growl.

No raised voice.

Miklós still stepped back.

That was Alpha authority.

Not noise.

Expectation.

I did not like how much I noticed.

I walked toward the ceremonial table.

Every step closer to Dániel made the sensation beneath my skin stronger.

It was not arousal.

Not only.

That would have been easier.

This felt older.

Like my body had been waiting for information my mind had never received.

A low ache settled behind my ribs.

My wolf pressed forward with a certainty I refused to translate into words.

Dániel watched me approach.

Up close, the control in his face looked expensive.

Something he had spent his whole life buying with pieces of himself.

His eyes dropped briefly to my throat.

There was nothing there.

No mark.

His gaze returned to mine.

"What did you feel outside the door?"

There it was.

No introduction.

No polite nonsense.

I almost respected that.

"That is not relevant to my forensic examination."

His mouth tightened.

"It may be."

"Then it will be documented after I examine the physical evidence."

"You know what I am asking."

"I do."

"And?"

I placed my evidence case on the stone table.

"And I am not discussing my body in front of a room full of strangers because an Alpha asked."

The silence that followed could have been framed.

András coughed into his hand.

I suspected it was hiding a laugh.

Dániel did not look amused.

He also did not look offended.

That unsettled me more.

"Very well," he said.

Miklós made a sharp sound.

"Dániel."

I turned my head.

Interesting.

First name.

Not title.

The reminder of family alliance again.

Dániel ignored him.

"Tell us what you need."

That was better.

I opened my case.

"Everyone who participated directly in the rite remains."

Miklós frowned.

"The tribunal witnesses are required."

"For certification. Not forensic preservation."

"This is not your institution."

"No. Which is why I need fewer people breathing over my evidence."

András looked toward the guards.

I pointed at him.

"You stay."

One brow rose.

"Me?"

"You brought me in after the contamination was discovered. I need your account of who entered or left."

He nodded.

I looked at László.

"You stay."

Then Katalin.

Her face had gone very still.

"You remain if you consent to an examination of the mark."

Her eyes flicked toward her father.

That small movement told me more than I wanted to know.

"She consents," Miklós said.

I looked at him.

"I asked her."

His expression changed.

Only slightly.

I turned back to Katalin.

"You can refuse."

For the first time, she looked directly at me.

Her voice was quiet.

"I consent."

"Thank you."

Then I faced Dániel.

"You obviously stay."

"Obviously."

Something in his tone made heat move through me.

I ignored it.

"The rest leave."

Nobody moved.

Miklós almost smiled.

"They will not take orders from you."

I pulled a sealed evidence card from my case and began writing.

Potential scene contamination due to excess unauthorized presence following irregular mating rite.

Miklós stared at the card.

"You would record this?"

"I record everything."

Dániel looked around the chamber.

"Leave."

They left.

That was irritatingly efficient.

Within a minute, the chamber had emptied to seven people.

Dániel.

Katalin.

Miklós, who flatly refused to go.

András.

László.

One female Registry witness who had apparently arrived with Dr. Barta before me, standing near the far wall.

And me.

I put on neutral gloves.

"Nobody touches the table."

Dániel's gaze followed my hands.

I hated how aware I was of his attention.

I picked up the ceremonial blade with silver forceps.

Beautiful object.

Old.

Black handle.

Silver-edged steel.

A shallow channel down the
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Chapter Two: The Scent He Was Never Supposed to Find
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Chapter Three: Another Woman Wore His Claim
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Chapter Four: The Evidence Beneath Her Skin
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Chapter Five: The Alpha Who Was Not Supposed to Know
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Chapter Six:The Records That Were Never Meant to Open 
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Chapter Seven:The Mother Who Left the Alpha
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