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            About this book -

          

        

      

    

    
      Solving this mystery could cost Bella and Markus everything…

       

      After being away longer than he planned on a mission for Ruthenia, Markus Ralston returns with his wolf, Lunah, excited to see his pregnant wife. But his homecoming takes an unexpected turn when a grieving legal advocate is waiting on his doorstep with a dire plea.

       

      Accused of murdering five women whose deaths were ruled accidents, the man insists he’s innocent. The accuser is Bella’s former boss, a determined investigator desperate to further his career and his guardian ranking, adding a challenging layer to an already difficult situation.

       

      As Markus and Bella dig deeper into the case, cracks begin to form within their personal world. Bella’s siblings reveal a betrayal that cuts deeper than blood. One for which Markus unknowingly paid the price. Bella fears he may never be able to forgive her or her family. And Markus, ever steady, is suddenly questioning their future, the one thing he’s never had to doubt.

       

      With tensions rising, old fears resurfacing, and the line between justice and ambition growing dangerously thin, Markus and Bella must settle the past for good to protect their future, even as misgivings of innocence creep in…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Other Titles by Sarah Westill

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        GEN-HEIRS: The Guardians of Sziveria (in reading order)

        Levkaseon – A Prequel

        Wintersfall

        Raiventon

        Kynhaven

        Asherwick

        Ericksen  - A Wintervail Special

        Survaine

        Wolvenguard

        Voklane

      

      

      

      
        
        Bella and the Beast Master

        Gen-Heirs world series

        Frozen Flowers Fallen

        Perfect Melody Silenced

        Dreams Never Seen

        Fiery Nights Tempted

        Broken Heart Questioned

        Winter Wishes Scattered (2025)

      

      

      

      
        
        For world maps, be sure to visit www.sarahwestill.com

      

      

      

      
        
        To get the latest updates, follow Sarah on Instagram

        @authorsarahwestill

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For all the momma’s out there who had the non-sparkly pregnancies. The joys of motherhood start many ways.
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      Haven City, Sziveria

      October 19th, 802 PCE (Post-Cataclysmic Event)

      
      Markus’s wife wasn’t at the dock when his ship arrived in Port Scarborough from Ruthenia.

      Bella was not waiting at the Haven City MagnaRail station.

      She wasn’t even in the greenhouse at their apartment.

      Markus climbed the flights of steps to the fifth floor, anxiety making him take them two at a time. He would have to come back down to collect his chest of belongings, but the material items were of little consequence at the moment. Ahead of him, his wolf Lunah raced upward, her harsh whines echoing in the narrow stairwell.

      Where is she, where? Lunah asked across their bond, her anxiety a live thing within him.

      Markus searched for his mate’s bond, encountering only the same sense of emptiness he’d had since leaving her almost three months ago now. He wasn’t supposed to have been gone for so long, but chasing a Ruthenian grifter across two continents had taken far longer than anticipated. Had the time apart negatively affected their bond?

      Bella wasn’t a pure-blooded Ruthenian. Somewhere in her heritage, the nationality existed, but how far back no one knew. Just enough of his nation's blood flowed through her veins to allow a weakened version of a mated bond. Everything else was a mystery to them both. Their connection was strong for Markus, but the link was muted for Bella. Time apart may have caused the already frail bond to diminish. A reality Markus had never considered nor wanted to believe, even now with the evidence pointing in that direction.

      Due to the incoming Arctic winter and his extended time serving his country, they couldn’t call on him again until at least April. If they needed to reforge their union, they had time. By that point, Markus would be a father or very near to being one, and he wasn’t sure how he would leave his family, let alone risk another emotional separation from his wife.

      The reminder of impending fatherhood and the angst over their missing bond had him increasing his pace to the top floor. Winded, muscles burning from the effort, he snatched the door open into the corridor leading to his apartment. Lunah bounced in front of him only to skid to a halt and yip softly. The hinges creaked as the weight of the door swung closed behind him. The noise caused the man inspecting his watch standing near Markus’s apartment door to look up and around.

      Why? Why did Haven City citizens decide the day Markus returned home was the day they needed to see if he would be willing to take on whatever great mystery they needed solved? Just once, one time, he wanted to come home and enjoy the comfort of relaxing in his own space. With his mate and his wolf. No one else, and no one else’s problems.

      The man’s dark brown hair was swept to the side in a cropped cut. Dark brown eyes stared out from frameless glasses. The refined professional look was completed with a slate-gray, fine wool suit paired with a black shirt and silver tie.  A black suitcase matched the leather shoes on his feet.

      The man’s dark gaze looked to Lunah, then to Markus, then back to Lunah. He straightened and ran a hand down his tie. “I have an appointment with the lady of unit five oh four.”

      Markus approached the door, reaching into his pocket for the keys. “I’m the second owner of this unit.”

      Relief crossed over the man’s face, and his shoulders sagged. “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried the appointment would be missed.” He leaned down, retrieved his briefcase, and held out his hand. “Advocate Halls Eastwise.”

      Markus kept all emotion locked down as he accepted the man’s hand. “Markus Ralston.”

      Bella had made an appointment with a licensed legal advocate the day he returned home. Almost a year ago, they entered a lifelong marriage contract. Breaking a contract was difficult but not unheard of or impossible. A legal advocate would be necessary to make the case before the committee. Markus took a deep, internal breath. Okay. Perhaps he had underestimated the stress Bella would go through by his being gone. Add the pregnancy, the silent bond, her tendency to lack confidence, and perhaps all of them together had been more than she could manage. He was home now and needed to— no, must— fix the rift between them.

      Bella was everything to him. There would never be anyone else. Could never be anyone else, bonded as he was to her.

      Unlocking the door, he took those precious seconds to ensure he remained composed. The advocate wasn’t at fault. Unleashing his frustration and horror at the potential dissolution of his marriage wouldn’t help anyone or solve anything. Silence greeted him the moment he stepped inside. A fire in the woodstove warmed the living room, and late afternoon light provided a welcoming golden glow from the wall of windows in the dining room.

      Markus motioned to the couches. “Please have a seat while I see if my wife is home.”

      Lunah raced through the living room and to the hallway off to the right that led to their bedroom. She is not in here, she is not! A bark echoed.

      Once again, Markus attempted to access their bond. Nothing. Lunah raced back out, nose to the floor, winding her way through the kitchen, back into the living room, and to the hall on the left side that led to the four other bedrooms. Had Bella reverted to sleeping in her little bed from before they were married? His heart clenched. He disliked thinking of her sleeping alone, but he really hated imagining her curled up in the tiny bed that represented all she’d left behind when she’d mated him.

      Markus followed Lunah to the end of the hall, where she sat, lifted a paw, and whined. Madeleine’s room? “Is she in here?”

      Her scent is here, her scent.

      Why would Bella be in her mother’s room? Markus hesitated, not wanting to enter his mother-in-law’s personal space without permission. He gently tapped on the door. Waited. When nothing happened and no sounds stirred from the other side, Markus twisted the knob. The door inched open to reveal a dark room. The curtains were pulled closed and not even a candle burned. Lunah waited like the good girl she was for him to enter the room first. The moment he did, she rushed past and to the bed. Markus followed. The weak light from the window at the end of the hall cleared the darkness enough for him to discern a lump beneath the bed covers.

      Bella, my Bella, Lunah whispered through his mind. She whined, spun in a circle, and hopped up enough to place her paws on the mattress. Her fluffy gray tail swung back and forth.

      “Lunah?” Bella’s voice, thick with sleep, croaked from beneath the mound of blankets.

      Markus crouched near the bedside table and rested his forearms on the mattress. He reached out and tugged the covers back. “Hello, krahet’sna.”

      Bella gasped and launched upward. “Markus?”

      “Dak.”

      Bella turned, her curly hair a wild mess around her face and down her shoulders. She took one look at him and burst into tears. She swayed toward him, and Markus leaned forward, catching her against his chest. He moved to sit on the bed, and she climbed over his thighs, wrapping her body around his, burying her face in his neck. The wet heat of her tears dampened his skin.

      So many questions raced through his mind. But with her safe in his arms, only one really mattered. “Are you okay?”

      “I m-missed you. So m-much,” she managed between sobbing breaths.

      Markus hugged her tight, his fingers smoothing the soft curls at the back of her head. The relief he expected to feel at her declaration evaded him. “Why are you in your mother’s bed?”

      “N-nightmares. They won’t stop.”

      A new wave of tears soaked his shirt collar, and he rubbed her back, guilt stabbing through him. The nightmares from their experience in Thanzia had abated some by the time he’d left. But he knew trauma didn’t just disappear. “I am so sorry.”

      She took a deep breath, sniffled, and leaned back. Her fingers traced over his face, stroked along his bearded jaw, and sought out the long length of his braid. “You’re really here. You’re really home.”

      “I am.”

      She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and hugged him again. Markus held her close until her breathing calmed. He sought out the hem of her sleep shirt and moved a hand beneath, smoothing his palm up the soft skin of her back. He closed his eyes and sought their bond again. Nothing. He wanted to growl in frustration. Only the warmth of her skin beneath his fingertips and the weight of her body kept him grounded. He leaned forward and pressed his nose into the crook of her neck, taking her scent in deep.

      The urge to do more, to taste and experience the texture of her skin on his tongue, made his jaw clench. His fingers tightened beneath her shoulder blades. Her breasts pressed against his chest seemed fuller than he remembered, and he wanted to explore the subtle changes to her body he could even now feel. Wanted her spread before him so he could discover and experience what he had been missing the months he’d been gone. A faint thump sounded from the living room, interrupting his thoughts.

      Bella straightened, glanced at him, down at Lunah, and then back. “What was that?”

      Markus tilted his head and regarded her. “Advocate Eastle… Eastman, no... East-something. He said you made an appointment with him today.”

      She blinked. “Today?”

      Her weight sagged deeper onto his thighs, and all his concentration went into not sliding her forward and allowing his growing desire to take over. “So he says.”

      She fiddled with the end of his braid. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when the train arrived from the docks. I meant to. I wanted to be. But I must have finally fallen asleep, and my mother didn’t awaken me.”

      Markus caressed his hand from her back to her front, his touch seeking the thickening of her low belly. He needed to feel just one of the changes to her body he couldn’t seem to keep from his mind. “How have you been feeling?”

      She scrambled to lift her shirt enough to expose her stomach and press her hand over his. The faintest swell of her belly filled his palm. “I needed to wear bigger pants yesterday. I’ve had some pregnancy sickness. And I’m exhausted and have to pee all the time. My mother says all that is normal.”

      Markus leaned forward and brushed a kiss across her lips, his heart turning over in his chest. His beautiful mate, carrying his firstborn, was in his arms. For the moment, his world was complete, and the stress of the missing bond faded slightly. “I love you.”

      Fresh tears sprang into her ocean-green eyes. “I love you, too. I missed you.”

      “I missed you, too. Did you hire an advocate?”

      She blinked. “No. Why would I need an advocate?”

      Markus released a breath he didn’t realize he’d been holding and slid his hand from her abdomen. Relief had him hugging her to his chest again. “No reason.”

      “Wait… did you think… surely you didn’t.”

      “I could not feel you,” he whispered, tightening his embrace. “I could not feel our bond.”

      She squirmed until he loosened his hold. She took his face between her palms. “Markus, I am carrying your baby. I am your wife. Why would you doubt me? Bond or not, I am still your mate. I told you I understood what that meant. I wasn’t lying.”

      “I was gone such a long time, and⁠—”

      She shook her head, disheveled curls flying. “No. I understood your obligations to Ruthenia when we married. We’ll figure out this bond problem. I am not leaving you, okay?”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      “Apparently, we both have some insecurities we need to work on,” she said, sighing. “Let me wash my face, brush my teeth, and change, and then we can see what this advocate needs.”

      
      Bella looked over her reflection in her mother’s bathroom mirror. The normal coffee-with-cream light brown of her skin was a pallid, sad shade of yuck. She splashed more cold water on her face and smoothed it into her hair, taming her loose curls. The flowing mustard yellow tunic shirt didn’t help with her lack of color, but her mother didn’t have much else Bella could wear in her closet. A flowy teal skirt with large orange and yellow flowers tied at the waist allowed a comfortable fit for Bella’s growing belly. She was taller than her mother and usually thinner. While she might have been able to keep her mother’s pants from falling off, they’d be ridiculously short.

      Deciding she was decent enough to meet the legal advocate she had no memory of making an appointment with, Bella pinched her cheeks and left the bathroom. Lunah stood from where she’d been lying near the bedroom door. The wolf stretched and yawned, flashing huge canines. The moment Bella was within reach, she butted her head against Bella’s hip, demanding attention.

      Bella, my Bella, she said softly along their bond.

      Smiling, Bella sank her fingers into the soft fur atop Lunah’s head. “Hello, my pretty girl. I’m so glad you’re home.”

      Lunah whined deep in her throat, pressing closer. We could not feel you, we could not.

      “You too, huh? Maybe it’s the pregnancy.”

      Lunah yipped and bounced ahead, spinning in a circle in the hall. I want to meet the pup, I want!

      Bella laughed, closing her mother’s bedroom door. “Me too, but there is still a lot of growing to be done before we can meet our baby.”

      Lunah spun and froze in the walkway, paws planted, her golden eyes wide. Our baby, ours.

      Bella laughed again and leaned forward, grasping Lunah’s fuzzy ears in a gentle hold. She tenderly caressed to the tips and kissed between her eyes. “Yes, our baby. I am still a bit overwhelmed, too.”

      She’d known when she had been a clear and very enthusiastic participant during her ovulation phase that pregnancy was a real possibility. Markus had had zero doubts about them conceiving and had asked her to tell him she was pregnant before he left on the mission for his country. Bella hadn’t known for sure then, but a few weeks later, she had discovered, with her mother at her side, that she was indeed pregnant. The sorrow over not sharing the moment with Markus had been difficult. He had warned her about such a situation and had wanted to spare her from the experience. Over the coming weeks, she understood why he’d been adamant about refraining during her fertile window as her body changed and she went through the first trimester alone.

      But would she go back and change anything? No. The life they had made during those sultry summer nights would never have happened otherwise. She could never regret such a miracle.

      Lunah yipped and raced off. Seconds later, Markus’s happy laughter echoed through the apartment. Her heart warmed, and tears burned her eyes. Summer sun, she was so thankful he’d finally returned home. Tucking hair behind her ears, she ventured into the living room, hoping the smile she pasted on her face appeared somewhat welcoming. Their guest wasn’t at fault if she had indeed scheduled a meeting on an inconvenient day. A smile still warmed Markus’s face as she approached his side. She sat beside him, patting Lunah’s swaying hindquarters.

      “She is very excited,” Markus said softly.

      Bella chuckled. “I know.”

      Markus lifted his gaze to the finely dressed man situated across from them. A closed black briefcase sat on the table before him. “This is Advocate⁠—”

      The advocate shifted from the couch, leaning far enough to extend his hand. “Advocate Halls Eastwise, Mrs. Ralston. We spoke via radio two days ago.”

      Bella accepted his hand. After a quick, polite squeeze of her fingers, he released, returning to his cushion. Bella glanced at Markus and then back to Halls.

      “I’m a little embarrassed to admit I don’t recall much of the conversation.” She offered an apologetic smile. “Pregnancy brain.”

      Halls dark brown gaze widened behind his lenses. “How delightful. Your first?”

      Markus nodded. “Dak. Do you have children?”

      The advocate’s gaze lowered, and he touched the briefcase. “No, sadly, I do not.” His expression fell, and he pulled his glasses from his face, pinching the bridge of his nose. Suddenly, he stood, hands on hips, glasses dangling from his fingers, and looked up at the ceiling, sniffling. “I’m sorry, I’m not usually so emotional.”

      “Take your time,” Bella said.

      She reached over and slipped her fingers between Markus’s, needing the physical connection. Sleep and a much-needed cry had settled her wayward emotions for now. She had no idea how long the reprieve would last; her unbalanced emotional state was a new situation she had to deal with. And with his skin finally against hers after so long and the recent sensation of his gentle caresses sliding over her back and her stomach… what she really wanted was to give him a proper welcome home, which she couldn’t. Not with a guest in the apartment.

      But, in her mind, while the advocate composed himself, she imagined herself on her knees between her husband’s spread legs. For the first time, he’d allow her to take him in her mouth. He would be too desperate for the release to deny her the only thing he’d never permitted. Bella understood no, and she respected the boundary he had set. Didn’t stop her from fantasizing about the sensual act, though.

      Markus leaned close, his mouth near her ear. His hot breath stirred the curls near her jaw, and she shivered. “What are you thinking about?”

      Bella turned her head and met his golden eyes. “Doing things. To you,” she whispered.

      A low rumble sounded deep in his throat. Fire ignited in his gaze. He pressed a quick, hard kiss to her lips. “Mr. Eastwise, if we can get on with this meeting?”

      Halls rubbed the back of his hand across his eyes and returned to his seat. He replaced his glasses, his eyes red and shiny. “Of course, I apologize again. I’m still getting over the recent death of my wife. Being reminded of what I will never have is… hard for me.”

      Bella pressed a hand to her chest. “We are so sorry.”

      Halls sniffed again. “Thank you.” He rotated the briefcase and snapped open the locks. “Her death, well, the deaths of all my wives, is why I’m here.”

      Bella blinked. “All… all your wives?”

      The advocate produced a thick file. “This is what I have been able to collect on my own. It’s
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