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            About this book –

          

        

      

    

    
      After an entire winter apart, Bella and Markus want nothing more than a few private moments to themselves. But a historian desperate for answers is waiting at their apartment door, disrupting their hopes.

      

      An archaeologist who may have made the discovery of the century has gone missing in the distant land of Thanzia. The assistant director for ancient civilizations for the Sziverian Museum of History and Art convinces Markus he’s the only one who can help solve the mystery. With the antiquity of a culture on the line, Markus doesn’t feel he has much of a choice but to accept the request. However, he refuses to go without Bella.

      

      After persuading his new bride the world has more to offer her than the Sziverian National Investigative Division can give, they set off for the desert country in what remains of the African continent. What they learn has the power to change the course of history for an entire nation.

      

      And in the midst of unearthing the secrets left behind by a lost archaeologists, Markus and Bella struggle to find enough stolen moments to appease the awakening desires of their new relationship….
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      Haven City, Sziveria

      March, 25th 802 P.C.E. (post-cataclysmic event)

      
      Bella Ralston stomped her boots on the thick snow covering the sidewalk. She tried to convince herself the action was to keep warm, but nothing short of a fire would manage that feat. Nerves and excitement left her too antsy to stand still. Pedestrians split in a sea of travelers around her, some arriving at the MagnaRail station, others heading out of the city.

      Like a handful of others, Bella had opted to wait for her arrival outside the station instead of within, where she’d not only have to contend with passengers but vendors and pickpockets. Out on the sidewalk was a little calmer. Not exactly how she would have chosen to greet her husband after six months apart.

      Markus had booked passage on the first ship daring enough to venture the Northern Pass before the ice flows had completely stopped. There was a high risk involved, hitting an iceberg a real threat, but Markus had decided to take the chance. Bella had spent the last week waking up screaming, drenched in a cold sweat, convinced her husband was frozen at the bottom of the Black Ocean. If all had gone according to plan, he’d be stepping through those doors.

      Any moment.

      Her feet stomped harder. A shiver raced along her spine and trembled through every limb. Biting wind stung her nose and cheeks. She shoved her hands deeper into the pockets of her winter coat. Behind her, the horse attached to a carriage for hire neighed and stomped its displeasure.

      “Will it be much longer, miss?” the driver called down.

      Bella glanced over her shoulder. He struggled to calm the animal. She frowned and looked at the entryway to the station. “I don’t know. If you need to leave, you can.”

      “Perhaps just around the block?” he inquired, a hopeful rise in his voice.

      Bella forced her frozen lips into a smile. “That should be fine.”

      He tipped his hat. “Thank you, miss.”

      The driver had to wait until a bicyclist and two carriages went past before easing away from the shoulder and the other drivers waiting for fares. An Ariot attempted to zip around the slower boxy rides but was cut off by an oncoming carriage. The little vehicle, powered by a magnetically charged engine, swerved back onto the correct side of the road. Bella sighed. At times she wondered about the benefit of new technology.

      Burrowing deeper into her jacket, she faced the constant flow of foot traffic and took a deep inhale of the ice-laden air. Oh summer sun, what if Markus had made a grave mistake traveling so early in the season? Her exhale surrounded her in a cloud of vapor.

      A commotion broke out at the entrance and Bella’s heart leaped into her throat. She rose on her tiptoes and tried to see over the crowd. The mass of people split in alarm, and a silver blur broke through.

      Bella, my Bella!

      Searing pain stabbed into Bella’s mind. She cried out as her vision wavered, and the sidewalk seemed to buck under her feet. A familiar masculine voice roared her name, but the agony tearing through her head made it impossible for her to respond. Darkness pulled her under. Multiple, frantic noises filtered through the haze of unconsciousness and Bella sucked in a ragged breath.

      “Bel… come ba…”

      Be… so… be…

      A man’s voice faded in and out, fighting a more persistent presence in her mind. Both spouted incoherent phrases that made her head pound harder. She tried to wave the offending sounds away. Gradually, the sharp throbbing eased and her eyes fluttered open. Markus’s beautiful golden eyes stared down at her. Concern pinched his handsome face and pressed his mouth into a firm line. A wet tongue licked her cheek and jaw. Bella turned her head and met Lunah’s anxious stare, so similar in color to her masters.

      “Wha…” The word lodged in her throat, her tongue suddenly too large and dry to speak.

      “Shh,” Markus said, her fingers brushing along her brow to her temple. “Don’t speak. Not yet.”

      That sounded like a fabulous plan. She closed her eyes again and focused on breathing. When the snow underneath her body began to melt and soak her clothes, Bella squirmed and attempted to speak once again. Markus helped her rise into a sitting position. Lunah laid her muzzle on Bella’s thigh.

      Pressing her fingers to her forehead, Bella asked, “What happened?”

      Markus rubbed her back and held her hand. “Lunah was too excited and she forced your bond too fast.”

      Something thick dribbled from her nose. She blinked and touched her upper lip. Her fingertips came away bright with blood. Markus reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief. He dabbed at her nose before she could take it from him.

      “The driver behind me says he’s been waiting for you? He said he wouldn’t have left if he’d known you were sick,” Markus said.

      “His horse was cold,” she said, the fog in her mind clearing until she became aware of all the people staring down at her, including the worried driver. Her first attempt to rise ended in Markus having to grab her waist to keep her from falling forward. The second time she managed and held her hands out. “I’m okay, I’m fine, I can stand on my own.”

      The doubt in his stare suggested he didn’t believe a word she said. “Then let me hold onto your arm for myself. You scared a solid year off my life.”

      Bella allowed him to help her into the carriage. Inside the dim interior, she collapsed onto the wooden bench seat and closed her eyes.

      “Bella? Bella!” Markus leaped into the cabin and grabbed her knee and shoulder.

      Her eyes flew open and she stared at him. “I’m fine, it’s okay.”

      “Keep your eyes open for me, please?” he asked, settling across from her, the seats too narrow for him to join her. Lunah lay on their feet.

      “Where’s your bag?” she asked.

      “I have two chests. The driver handled them while you were recovering on the sidewalk.”

      Bella frowned and wiggled her toes underneath the wolf who’d been the reason she’d needed to recover. Then her gaze shifted over her husband. The fur-lined coat he wore added to his already substantial bulk. His long, dark braid draped over his shoulder. The windows in the carriage provided enough light to define the harsher angles of his face. His high cheekbones, full mouth, and deep-set eyes, all familiar and so beautiful to her.

      “Hello,” she whispered, offering a watery smile. He was really here, before her, back in Sziveria. Her heart swelled to bursting.

      The carriage rocked into motion. He leaned forward and took her hand in his, squeezing. “Hello, my mate.”

      “Not how I imagined our reunion going,” she said, sighing.

      He threaded their fingers together and leaned across enough to kiss her hand. “I, too, would have preferred something different.”

      “How long are you staying this time?” she asked, even though she feared the answer.

      “I would rather not have this conversation in a carriage,” he said, a sad smile of apology curving his lips.

      Bella tugged her hand free and collapsed back on the seat. “That bad, huh?”

      “Maybe,” was all he said, rubbing his knuckles under his chin along the short bristles of his beard.

      No, this was not how Bella imagined their first meeting as a married couple. She’d envisioned passion, excitement, and unrestrained longing that would occupy their journey home. Instead, they sat in uncomfortable silence, a shallow ache still buzzing in her head. Lunah whined on the floor.

      “She is still very sorry,” Markus murmured.

      Bella crossed her arms over her chest and watched the city sliding past. Inhabitants were emerging from their homes after months indoors, braving the frigid temperatures for necessary supplies and to just get outside. Sidewalks and storefronts were packed. Street vendors would begin setting up in a few weeks when the worst of the snow and ice dissipated. They crossed over the river and the scenery changed to sprawling apartment buildings and affluent houses. The colorful, parklike shopping area known as Extilis Square passed by. Most of the retailers were still closed, except for Mr. Harold’s Book Emporium, which opened the moment locals matriculated on the sidewalk. Bella often wondered if the owner had an apartment in the building no one knew about.

      The carriage slowed and then stopped in front of the building Markus had purchased a brand-new apartment in almost six months ago. The reason he’d contracted with her, the dwelling couldn’t remain vacant through the winter. Perhaps Bella should have reminded herself of that before she’d allowed her anticipation to get the best of her and lead to disappointment. They’d exchanged no words of love, though he had hinted at a future with her. One she’d clung to in the months when only a few quick radio calls had sustained the sense of a relationship.

      The moment the door opened, Lunah hopped out and waited on the sidewalk. Midday sun glistened off the packed ice at her feet and glared white, making Bella squint. Markus helped her down and then hopped out after her. He paid their fare and accepted the two massive chests from the driver. Grabbing onto the leather handles on one end, he hefted one in each hand and that’s when Bella noticed the little wheels on the other end.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” she said.

      “You haven’t traveled much,” he replied, grinning. The dimples that made her breath hitch popped out on either side of his mouth. “I wouldn’t recommend carting a large amount of belongings any other way.”

      Her breath caught for an entirely new reason. “You… have a lot of things?”

      “What I needed until the rest of my belongings can ship once the ice flows are finished. My cousin will handle that when it’s time.”

      She grabbed one of the many glass doors along the front of the building and stood off to the side. Warm, moist air teased her hair. The rich scent of earth and healthy plants competed with the icy drafts racing by. He pulled one trunk, then another, through the entry. Lunah followed and Bella let the door swing shut. Tenants meandered along the trails winding through the greenhouse. Baby dwarf trees and potted plants thrived in the temperate climate. Years from now, the conservatory would brim with greenery as everything grew.

      At the stairwell, she held the door once again. The cases banged and bumped up the cement stairs, drowning out Bella’s booted steps and Lunah’s claws. They reached the seventh floor and Markus used his hip to force the door open. He shoved one box through, then the other. Bella raised a brow and paused on the landing, her hand braced on the rail.

      “What is—” She didn’t get the chance to finish her question. He moved faster than she could track, snatching her to his chest, his mouth crashing to hers in a searing kiss.

      No hesitation. Bella opened her mouth, moaning as his tongue slid along hers. Deep in the night she’d often wondered if she imagined his intoxicating taste. If the brief moment of passion she’d experienced at his touch had been nothing more than a fabrication of her lonely mind. He stumbled them into the nearest wall, his body caging hers in, and Bella knew the memories were all too real. Heat flared within her. Too many layers were between them, cushioning his solid frame as he pressed close.

      “Summer sun, I missed you.” He kissed the corner of her mouth, her chin, her jaw, and down along her throat.

      Desire curled her toes and his words loosened the anxiety that maybe, just maybe, she’d had everything wrong concerning their relationship. He didn’t give her the chance to respond, claiming her mouth again for another intense kiss. They both fumbled with the buttons of each other’s jackets, their fingers tangling together. And still, he kissed her, his mouth slanting over hers, devouring like he’d been starving for her. A desperate need surged at her center until she clawed at his clothing, hating every barrier keeping her from touching his bare skin. Stars above, she needed him.

      One hand on her rear, the other around her waist, wedging her questing hands between them, he dragged her hips to his and staggered them closer to their apartment. Bella’s breath sawed from her lungs, and despite being trapped, she still managed to separate the edges of his coat and yank his sweater and undershirt up enough to touch his flanks. A tremble raced through them both. Her back slammed into another wall and he lifted her thigh, anchoring it to his, fitting into the cradle he’d created between her legs. His hips surged forward, the hard length of his erection grinding against her in the perfect spot. Pleasure exploded at her core. She cried out, her nails digging into his sides.

      Smooth skin and muscles flexed beneath her fingers, but she wanted more, and apparently, Markus did too. He shifted enough space between them to shove a hand beneath her shirt and⁠—

      A masculine voice cleared. Multiple times. “Oh dear, um, hello?”

      Bella and Markus froze. At the same time, they turned their heads and stared at the intruder. Half hidden in their recessed doorway, a man stared at them with big eyes behind glasses set into thick, black frames. Red stained his entire face and he fiddled with one of the large buttons on his black peacoat. Dark brown curls were a chaotic mess around his head. The pencil mustache over his tense mouth twitched.

      Slowly, Markus eased his hand out from under her clothes and she did the same, though he didn’t otherwise move. Bella let her leg drop from his hold.

      “May we help you?” Markus asked.

      The stranger cleared his throat and brought a bulging messenger bag to his chest, hugging the leather. “I was told to see you about a job.”

      Markus pointed first at himself, then at Bella. “Me, or…”

      Her disappointment at being interrupted kept her from slapping his chest. Why would anyone ever want to see her about something? She was a file clerk. Unless they were hoping to bribe her into allowing them into long-term storage, she had nothing much to offer. And even that would be a solid no. Her job may be menial, but she still took pride in her work.

      “You,” the man said before Markus could finish. “Markus Ralston?”

      Markus sighed and stepped away from her. Bella had to fist her hands to keep from grabbing and pulling him back, the loss an ache in her chest.

      “Yes, I’m Markus.” He muttered under his breath. “Will you please see our guest inside while I get my things?”

      Lunah whined and Markus spoke to her in Ruthenian. She yipped and lowered her front paws to the floor. Bella edged past their visitor, offering an uncomfortable smile. She pulled the apartment key from her jacket pocket and opened the door. Warm noon sun brightened the living room, streaming in from the wall of windows overlooking the city. The butter-yellow walls and cream carpet created an inviting space, no matter the season.

      Bella beckoned the man to enter, not surprised when his eyes widened further at the empty room. Only a dining table visible through the wide arches and a rug in front of the woodstove indicated anyone even lived in the spacious residence.

      “We moved in right before winter,” Bella said by way of excuse. “Haven’t had a chance to get furniture.”

      She’d refused to bring the worn and tattered couch and end tables from her and her mother’s old home, and buying furniture without Markus, when he’d bought the apartment, seemed wrong.

      Markus’s chests banged against the doorframe. He shoved one, then the other, into the living room. Lunah trotted by and started investigating every surface, disappearing down the hall to the left. The guest went into the dining area and set his bag on the table. Markus used his foot to close the door, and then, fists on his hips, he stared at the bare room.

      Confusion, disappointment, and finally resignation flickered across his handsome face. The warm reflection of light gave his already caramel skin a richer hue. Bella’s heart skipped and she found herself before him without realizing she’d even begun to move. His rough fingers threaded through hers and he pulled her close.

      “Why?” he whispered.

      Bella didn’t pretend not to know what he was asking. She brought their joined hands to her chest and held tight. “Because you weren’t here.”

      He brushed a curl from her temple and leaned close… A throat cleared. Markus rested his forehead on hers, sighing.

      “I have just arrived in your country.” He lifted his head and Bella followed his gaze to their guest standing at the table. “How did you know I’d be here?”

      The flustered man fiddled with the collar of the white shirt he wore under his coat. “A Mr. Benirak? He said I could find you here today.”

      Bella turned. “Arch Guardian Wolvenguard?”

      The man choked. “A-arch g-guardian? No... no, he was at the museum helping our curator unbox art pieces on loan from Ruthenia. She asked Immigration and Import if they knew anyone who could help translate when the shipment arrived and they recommended Mr. Benirak.”

      “Nicolas Benirak is the arch guardian of Wolvenguard,” Markus stated.

      The man took off his glasses and polished the lenses using his jacket sleeve. “Oh my, an arch guardian…”

      “I’m going to punch Nick the next time I see him,” Markus muttered.

      “You work at the museum?” Bella asked, wanting to get whatever this man needed handled so she could finally spend time with her husband. Or she could beat Markus to punching Nick. She knew where the arch guardian resided.

      “Oh yes, so sorry, where is my etiquette?” He popped his glasses back on his face and wiped his hands on his pants, and then held out his palm. “Leander Kavont, I’m the assistant director of ancient civilizations at the Sziverian Museum for History and Arts.”

      Markus shook his hand. “Why did Nick send you to me?”

      Leander sucked in a breath and rubbed his hands on the front of his pants again. “A dear friend of mine is missing.” He exhaled heavily and looked between the two of them, worry pinching his forehead. “In Thanzia.”

      Confused, Bella glanced at Markus before directing her attention back to Leander. “Why would you need my husband’s help for something in another country, Mr. Kavont?”

      “I-I’m afraid that it’s all rather complicated,” he said, a fine sheen of sweat coating his face. “But I’ll do my best to explain what I know.”

      “Can you return tomorrow?” Markus asked.

      Leander fumbled with the clasps holding his stuffed bag together. “Well, see, that’s the problem.” The brass latches clanged against the table as the satchel flopped open. Papers crinkled and slid as he searched inside. “I have a… where is it, I know I stuffed it in here, ah yes, here we go. I have a schedule for departures to Thanzia, and the first ship for the season leaves Friday at dawn. If we catch the next MagnaRail to Port Anchor, we can be there in time to make boarding. Another ship doesn’t go to Thanzia for almost six weeks.”

      Leander held out the paper, shaking it slightly in her direction. “See?”

      Bella accepted the schedule, unsure what he expected her to do with it though. “And six weeks would be too long?”

      “Yes! Far too long,” he said, a breath of relief rushing from him. “I’m so glad you understand.”

      Markus took the schedule from her and sat in the nearest chair hard enough to make the spindle legs groan. He tossed the paper into the middle of the table. “Why don’t you explain what is going on.”

      Leander dug around inside his bag again. Papers fluttered to the floor and slid across the surface. He made a small stack off to the side, ignoring the pages he didn’t seem to need. Bella crouched down and gathered them together.

      “Three weeks ago, Oberon Rima, an archaeologist I work closely with for acquisitions for the museum, sent me the most exciting letter. He asked me to radio him at my first opportunity and I did. By then, he’d made even more discoveries. I told my
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