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      In a country obsessed with genetically inherited gifts, Bella Fenwick is no one special. At least that’s what she’s been led to believe. Then a handsome Ruthenian walks into her life, a wolf at his side. He won’t let Bella hide behind her desk and discredit the evidence she’s discovered that could lead to a murderer.

      

      Sent by his high marshal to investigate the death of an official’s daughter, Beast Master Markus Ralston and his wolf, Lunah, don’t let something as trivial as politics get in the way of learning the truth. Markus knows Bella can help, even if she doesn’t want to believe him, and he insists on her assistance in the case. Much to Lunah’s dismay, Markus soon realizes more than the Sziverian woman’s unique talent may have drawn them together as whisperings of mate slide across his nerves anytime they touch…

      

      Following the clues no one else has bothered to look for, they quickly realize they’re on a race against time before the frozen nights thaw and the serial killer disappears…
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      Sziverian National Investigative Division

      Haven City, Sziveria

      801 P.C.E. (Post-Cataclysmic Event)

      
      They suspected the wrong man.

      Bella Fenwick set the file she’d been carrying on the edge of the table, careful to remain unnoticed. No one ever paid attention to her, and if they did, she wasn’t doing her job right. Serving as clerk to the lead investigative guardian under the Serial Crimes Unit for the Sziverian National Investigative Division meant she had to be a shadow. Unobtrusive. Since she’d landed the job by sheer luck three years ago, she worked hard not to do anything to jeopardize her position.

      Guardians Reyes Avner and Marion Hinke stood around a glass topped table, peering at evidence illuminated from above. Both leaders of an investigative team, they’d been paired together to solve a serial murder case that had taken a critical turn. Another female assistant took notes as they spoke. The words weren’t conversational. More to convince the two who talked that they were right, correct in their assumptions of guilt concerning the man they’d pegged for the long string of homicides. Bella gritted her teeth to keep silent and pushed the folder closer to the collection of evidence. The feeling in the pit of her stomach wouldn’t allow her to walk away. Deep inside, she knew they’d overlooked crucial pieces to a very large puzzle.

      “When is the savage due to arrive?” Marion asked, tapping her pen along the edge of the table.

      “He’s not a savage,” Reyes replied.

      Marion waved a hand, annoyance scrunching her face. “All Ruthenians are savages. Cold land, cold hearts.”

      Reyes shoved his hands into his pockets and leaned further over the table. Bella held her breath. “Spent a lot of time there, have you?”

      “I was sent up there for a month a couple summers ago, cross-cultural training they’d called it.” Marion shook her head. “Useless endeavor. Ruthenians don’t care about any culture but their own.”

      Reyes offered a noncommittal sound. His gaze flickered briefly to the folder and Bella squeezed her fists so tight her nails bit into her palms. Look at it!

      “You’ll see,” Marion said, lifting her chin into the air.

      “Perhaps. As for when we’re supposed to meet the liaison, at some point today is my understanding, which is why I wanted us to go over this evidence once more. If he can be present when we level the accusations and receive a certificate of custody for the suspect, he can return home on the next ship bound for Ruthenia. Tie this up before we even have to worry about his helping in the investigation.”

      Bella wanted to ask what would happen with relations between Sziveria and Ruthenia when the killer struck again, because they were going to accuse the wrong man. She licked her lips and swallowed the question. Not her place. Not her job. She’d already interfered, anything more and she could wave her position goodbye.

      Reyes glanced at the file again. The light from above glinted off his dark brown hair, styled in a short, neat cut off his ears and neck, long enough on top to be swept from his forehead. He angled his torso toward file, pulling the shoulders of his shirt tight. Marion stared. Bella was used to the effects of the handsome guardian. At one time she’d appreciated his masculine charm, maybe a little too much.

      Guardian Reyes Avner was the kind of catch every woman in Sziveria hoped to achieve. Women like Bella couldn’t hope for men like him, though. His future would eventually lead to a ranked guardianship, either through the SNID or marriage. Entering a marriage contract with someone like her would be the equivalent of social suicide. She could offer nothing beneficial. No hope of genetically talented children. No hope of a ranked guardianship within her family lines. Reyes was nice to look at, but useless to dream about. No point in pining for the impossible.

      “What’s this?” he asked, pulling Bella from her musings. “Did I leave something on my desk?”

      Bella cleared her throat. “No, Guardian Avner. I, um,” she licked her lips and cleared her throat again, “I thought you should be aware of more evidence, is all.”

      “You thought?” Marion asked, her tone and raised brow conveying her disgust at Bella’s meddling. “My dear girl, if we wanted the opinions of administrators, we’d ask. You can’t possibly know the difference between all the cases you file for Guardian Avner. All you’re doing is hindering our work. You’ve worked here long enough to know better.”

      “Bella has shown remarkable insight on cases in the past,” Reyes conceded, sliding the file closer, his gaze on her face. Disapproval turned his mouth down and Bella’s heart jumped into her throat. “However, always with my input.”

      The chance to convince them that what she’d found had value, merit, needed to be reviewed, was slipping away fast. Bella took a step closer. “I’ve learned a lot under you, and I really think that⁠—”

      Marion snatched the folder from Reyes’s hand and tossed it to the opposite side of the table. “Leave the investigating to the guardians.”

      The urge to defend the findings burned in Bella’s chest. She inhaled to speak, only before she could utter a single word, a young man burst into the room, straightening his hat that nearly flopped off his head in his rush.

      “Guardians,” he said, inclining his head to them both, “Beast Master Markus Ralston has arrived and is almost here. I thought you’d want to know.”

      Marion’s jaw clenched and she cast Bella an angry glare. “Look what you’ve done! Wasted our time, and for what? For a little attention?”

      Bella snapped her head back as if she’d been physically slapped. “N-no, I just⁠—”

      Marion waved a hand. “I don’t care. Leave us.”

      Reyes frowned and stuffed his hands back into his pockets. “If I need anything, Miss Fenwick, I’ll send for you.”

      Bella bowed her head in acknowledgement. “Very well, Guardian Avner.”

      Failure sat like a stone in her stomach. Bella pressed a hand to her belly and grimaced as she left the room. What else could she do? So many if only’s filtered through her mind. If only she’d been born a Gen-Heir with a genetically inherited gift that mattered, could make a difference, then perhaps they would have listened to her. If only she knew the right words to say to be taken seriously. If only she weren’t a weak introvert with pathetic social skills… If only she knew how to make sure the killer wouldn’t strike again by finding the right man instead of the wrong one. She was none of those, and because of that, another woman would die.

      
      The urge to laugh maniacally almost became more than Markus Ralston could bear. The stares. Oh, the stares. And the gasps from the women, and the cowering of the men as he and his female Ruthenarc wolf walked by was too much.

      I want to snarl, I want, Lunah said along their bond, her humor vibrating within him along with her words.

      I do not think I could bear their reaction without laughing.

      No dignity, they have no dignity. Cowards. How have they survived, how?

      We are guests, Lunah. Behave.

      She gave a low chuffle of disapproval, but remained relaxed at his side. Markus ruffled the black-tipped silver hair between her ears, an easy task since her head reached his hip. Her pink tongue lolled out of her mouth and Markus shook his head. His beautiful wolf couldn’t look less threatening. And yet the fear in the room became so thick he could smell it through their bond. She sneezed, licked her muzzle, and let her tongue once again flop out of her mouth.

      The room he’d been told to meet the guardians in came into view. The door stood open, yet empty. So far Sziveria had not impressed him. No one had greeted him upon his arrival at Port Scarbrough. He’d gone through import and immigration just like every other visitor.  No one had bothered to receive him at their official building. If he hadn’t believed the country was merely appeasing his elected ruler before, he would now.

      High Marshal Zan Veska had made a personal request of Markus. An honor to be asked by his ruler, and a favor now owed should Markus ever require one. Saying no wasn’t an option. So here he was, an imposing presence in a country that’d rather ignore than help him. Fine. At thirty-two he was too old to play silly games and have hurt feelings. In Ruthenia, his talent and former rank as a ground commander for the Ruthenian Guard, awarded him enough respect. He didn’t need the same from foreigners.

      Lunah waited for him to enter the room first. Only a single light shining onto a large, round glass table illuminated the windowless room. A man and woman stood over a collection of objects and paperwork, muttering between themselves, while another woman stood in the shadows, scribbling on a pad of paper.

      “Lunah, Osat’yi,” Markus commanded aloud instead of through their bond, asking her to stay. She ambled over to a spot along the back wall and lay down in an elegant folding of her long, powerful limbs. The room went quiet and still. Markus returned his attention to the two at the table, a brow raised in question. “The guardians I’m to work with, I presume?”

      The man recovered first, coming from around the table with an extended hand. “Guardian Reyes Avner, I’m a lead investigator for one of the five Serial Crime Unit teams.”

      The woman opted to remain at the table. She raised a hand in greeting. “Guardian Marion Hinke, also a lead investigator.”

      “Markus Ralston.” He gestured to his wolf. “Lunah.”

      They want me to be invisible, they want, she huffed through his mind.

      “Lovely,” Marion said, an attempted smile twisting her face into more of a grimace.

      “Thank you,” Markus replied, his smile all teeth. Marion blinked and took a step back.

      “Right, well, shall we?” Reyes motioned to the table. “We have all the evidence laid out for your inspection. We already believe we know who the suspect is. We’re waiting on a certificate of custody now so we can level the accusations. Once we do, we’ll bring him to the nearest Haven City Enforcement Services building to be imprisoned until his hearing.”

      “You managed all this in the last week?” Markus asked, joining them at the table. He picked up a clear vial containing a petal-less flower stem.

      “When we learned the identity of the latest victim was the daughter of a Ruthenian Provincial Marshall, we put all our resources into the investigation. We want to catch this guy as much as you do,” Reyes answered.

      Markus set the vial down next to seven others, and slid a glass box closer. A copper necklace lay inside, the chain broken. Another glass case contained a silver promise band, sprinkled with flecks of dried blood. He frowned. “I thought all the victims were strangled?”

      “They were,” Marion said. “But some fought back. We believe the blood on the bracelet is from the murderer. We expect him to have defensive wounds.”

      “From my understanding,” he said slowly, pushing the evidence boxes back to the center of the table, “the killer has been around for five or six years, yes?”

      “We suspected a serial killer situation two years ago for murders that have been happening since 794, correct,” Marion replied, her pen flicking an annoying tap-tap-tap against the edge of the table.

      “And you believe you found him in a week?”

      “Not just a week. We’ve been investigating for those two years,” Reyes said.

      Doubt filled Markus. The case was too neat. Solved too quick. They wanted to wrap the little problem of a national incident up with a glittery bow and receive a pat on their heads for a job well done. A folder off by itself caught his attention and he slid it closer. He flipped open the file. Pages and pages of catalogued evidence, witness testimony, autopsies, and scene sketches filled the dossier, including of Mina Endler, Provincial Marshall August Endler’s daughter. Markus stopped and looked over the scene sketches. All he had were the radio transmissions and personal assurances from the Arch Guardian Vestevno, who oversaw all the divisions of the SNID, that the killer would be found. Actual evidence piqued his curiosity.

      “Is this a full compilation of all the murders?” Markus asked, turning a page to another scene sketch.

      Marion gasped and tried to take the folder, but Markus slammed his hand down. “That was just something a clerk brought to us and doesn’t pertain to this case.”

      “No?”

      Marion’s cheeks flushed red. “No. Everything you need is right here. I’ll answer any questions you have.”

      Through his connection to Lunah, he knew Marion spoke the truth as she perceived it. His wolf could scent a lie. Markus looked over the collection of stacked glass boxes, and neatly arranged vials. More was missing than revealed. He closed the folder and tucked it under his arm. “I’m good, thank you. I’ll find you again if I think of anything.”

      He left the room with their sputtering confusion behind him. Lunah joined him at his side and Markus held the folder down. Lunah, Straes’ya, he commanded.

      Her nostrils flared and twitched over the file and then she lifted her nose into the air and sniffed again. This way, she is this way. Lunah trotted off through a collection of arranged desks forming a maze through the open floor.

      She? Markus asked.

      She, yes, she.

      Lunah moved unimpeded through the crowded workspace, everyone stepping out of their way as they moved by. One man even leapt onto his desk with a yelp that had Markus wanting to snap his teeth and see if he could make the man reach the ceiling. The usual rumble of constant conversation was absent, replaced by a hushed murmur, whispers and shuffling paper. Every gaze averted when he glanced their direction.  Lunah stopped at a cross-section of desks and lowered her nose to the floor. She turned in a half-circle, around again, and then went right.

      The scent led her to desks lined up in front of a row of offices. Windows between the doors allowed light from the rooms to filter through, making the area a little less depressing than the rest of the floor, shrouded in shadow and lamp light. Only the important people must be allowed natural light.

      A lone woman sat at a desk near the end of the
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