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      Summer nights are heating up for Beast Master Markus Ralston and his new mate, Bella.

      

      Someone is setting fires in the adult entertainment industry of Haven City. Markus and Bella are hired to discover who wants to eliminate curtain show houses and nearby hotels. The exposure to nightly sensual sights couldn’t come at a worse time for the couple.

      

      Markus has learned he’ll be departing in the days to come as per an agreement with his home nation, made so he could marry Bella. Not wanting to leave Bella with the possibility of learning she’s pregnant alone, he makes the difficult choice to abstain from the physical side of their relationship. A decision that tests their bond to the breaking point.

      

      Navigating crude show house owners, the dangers of human rabies syndrome, and jealousy, Markus and Bella are in a race to catch the arsonist before another fire claims a business. All while fighting against desires that threaten to ignite their marriage into smoldering ruins or passion-filled nights….
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        For all the couples still finding their own fiery nights.
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      Haven City, Sziveria

      July 23rd, 802 P.C.E. (post-cataclysmic event)

      

      Bella Ralston had lost her husband’s wolf.

      Again.

      Pressing her lips together, she tapped her knuckle on her chin and searched the empty greenhouse. The three-story space was in its infancy. All the trees were saplings of ornamentals that would be pruned to remain dwarves in size. Blue wisterias, purple crape myrtles, golden rain trees, blood maples, river birches, cascading willows… someday the space would be a riot of color some months and vivid green others. Shrubs and huge cement pots soon to hold flowers rounded out the winding bark path and lined the indoor creek. Decorative boulders added another outdoorsy element to the space the occupants of the building would visit regularly during the coldest winter months. Right now? The new building was still finding residents, and a landscaper was artfully planning the greenhouse.

      Locating a two-hundred-pound dog in the near barren space should not be a challenge. Every time Bella played the game with Lunah, she lost. Markus had needed to come to find his wolf. She’d figured she had a chance down here. Apparently not. One way or another, though, she would locate the wolf on her own. Calling Markus wasn’t an option. Not today.

      “Lunah,” Bella called out in a loud whisper, as though the few residents milling about would rush upstairs to tell her mate what she’d done. They didn’t need another thing to fight about. Crouching down, she peered under a bench. “Lunah, where are you hiding this time?”

      An internal snicker fluttered into her mind. Lunah could communicate with Bella at will, but Bella hadn’t figured out how to make the connection go both ways. Perhaps she couldn’t since her genetics included some long-lost Ruthenian ancestor generations ago. She had enough to bond with her husband and his wolf, but the bond was weak compared to a pure-blooded Ruthenian like her husband. The capability to bond with either of them was an amazing capability she still marveled about.

      Bella growled, her competitive drive rising. “You little sneak. I’m going to find you this time.” Another snicker sounded in her mind. Bella narrowed her gaze. If Lunah could hear her voice.… “I mean it.”

      Hunched over, peeking around rocks and shrubs, Bella knew she must look ridiculous. Okay, if she were a wolf… A wide footbridge over the brook caught her attention. She stepped slowly onto the wooden planks and peered down the narrow slats between them. A smile spread across her face. Two golden eyes met her stare.

      “Found you,” she whispered.

      An excited yip echoed upward. Lunah bounded out from underneath the bridge. Water sprayed and splashed around her, then she turned suddenly and leaped from the water.

      “No! No, no, Lunah!” Bella squealed, holding up her hands to shield herself.

      Too late. The soaking wolf landed on the bridge with a heavy thud, and a whole body shake sent water flying. Bella’s pink silk shirt and navy-striped linen pants absorbed every drop, covering her with damp, random spatters. Flapping water free from her hands, Bella gave the wolf a frigid stare.

      Sorry, my Bella, sorry, the wolf said along their bond.

      Bella patted the spiky fur between Lunah’s ears. “I wanted to play.”

      Found me! And you found me! Lunah pranced around, clearly delighted in the new challenge their game now presented.

      “Finally,” Bella said, laughing.

      “… me find a Mr. Markus Ralston? He lives in this building?” a man’s muffled question reached Bella.

      Rising on her tiptoes, she looked over the grounds and tried to pinpoint where the voice had come from. A man’s shoulders slumped, and he tried the next person walking down the path.

      “Pardon, I’m trying to find a tenant here?” The woman rushed away without a word, and the man frowned and glanced around, searching for another person.

      Bella debated sneaking away and allowing the man to figure out how to find her husband on his own. Lunah bumped her nose into Bella’s forearm, a not-so-subtle reminder she wasn’t alone. Or weak. The wolf would keep any ill-intent away. Squaring her shoulders, she headed toward the man.

      A dark cashmere coat over a light silk shirt and neutral cotton pants spoke of wealth. The stranger turned an ascot cap between his hands. Dark eyes widened when he spotted her, and he rushed to meet her.

      “Excuse me, please, I’m looking for—”

      “My husband.” Bella reached out her hand. “Bella Ralston, Markus is my husband.”

      Heaving out a breath, he leaned forward and braced his hands on his knees, the hat crumpling in his grasp. So styled was his cropped black hair, a strand barely moved at his rush of movement. “Oh, thank summer.”

      Bella waited until he’d composed himself. She motioned in the direction of the stairs, ignoring the fist of anxiety in her gut. She wasn’t ready to return to their apartment. “We’re on the seventh floor.”

      He shoved the dark brown wool cap onto his head. “I shall follow you…” His words faded as she walked past with Lunah at her side. The massive canine tended to have that effect on people. “Both,” he finished with a hushed breath.

      Halfway up the stairs, he suddenly said, “I’m Terrance Weldon.”

      The echo of his voice startled her, and she flinched. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Terrance Weldon? Of Weldon Accommodations and Entertainment?” he said, rushing between them to grab the rail and lean over to see her face.

      Bella shrugged. “I’m sorry, I’m not familiar with either.”

      “Oh.” He fell back. “Perhaps Mr. Ralston will have heard of me.”

      Bella kept a quip to herself. Markus tolerated arrogance less than she did. Mr. Terrance Weldon of Weldon Accommodations and Entertainment would learn soon enough. On the top floor, she opened the door, and Lunah sat at her side, watching Terrance with intelligent golden eyes.

      Terrance turned sideways and went through the entry as far from the wolf as possible. His shoulders bumped the frame, and he pointed. “Right, this way then?”

      Bella really hoped the guy wouldn’t be offering an investment pitch. The relief at having located his query said he had something important more to see Markus about than a sale. Then again… a job was a job, and needing a break was something she understood all too well.

      The door opened before they were halfway down the hall. Markus’s massive form took up the entire space. One hand rested on the door’s edge while the other locked to the frame. He’d braided his dark hair since she’d left, the thick plait laying over his shoulder to rest in contrast against his light gray shirt. Concern and an intense protective need shivered like a caress along her nerves, displacing the unease from their earlier argument. The one that had sent her stomping like a teenager from their home, Lunah on her heels.

      His gaze moved past the stranger and met hers. A banked fire. The same stubbornness from earlier shone in his golden irises, along with regret. Under his unwavering focus, she was reminded of her importance. She wrapped her arms around her waist and frowned, forced to acknowledge having left as she did must have been difficult for him. Every instinct would have demanded he follow. Yet, he hadn’t. Respecting her need for space. He shifted his attention to their guest.

      Bella lifted a hand. “This is Terrance Weldon. He needs to speak with you.”

      Terrance snapped his cap from his head. “Terrance Weldon, of Weldon Accommodations and Entertainment.”

      Markus glanced at Bella again, brows raised. She gave a helpless shrug.

      “Ah,” Terrance said in disappointment. “You haven’t heard of me, either, I see.” He shoved the hat back on. “Well, no worries. Doesn’t matter, I suppose. I’ve been told you’re the man to see when one needs answers.”

      Markus shifted from the doorway. “Please, come in.”

      Terrance nodded and slipped into their apartment. Lunah followed, making Bella wonder if Markus had asked her to look after their guest. Bella met him in front of the partially closed door, giving them the illusion of privacy in the empty corridor. He took her hand, lacing their fingers together. As with every time they touched, a thrill raced through her blood straight to her center. She wanted to be closer. She wanted his skin under hers. Every inch.

      He sucked in a long inhale through his nose, nostrils flaring. Pulling her closer, he stuck his face into the bend of her neck and scented her again. “I’m sorry, krahet’sna. This is not any easier for me.”

      A tremble of desire quivered deep in her belly. “I know. We can discuss it more after our guest leaves.”

      “Discuss?” he asked, lifting his head and meeting her gaze.

      Heat flamed across her cheeks. “Yes. Discuss.”

      Markus pushed the door open. “Do you know what he wants?”

      “I have no idea, only that he was desperate to find you.”

      “Interesting.” He motioned inside the frame. “Shall we?”

      She rose on her toes and pressed a quick kiss to his mouth. “I love you.”

      He grabbed her faster than she could react and hugged her. “Dsi tse’reaga mie mirsvet.”

      The fierceness from earlier returned. The delicate shiver of awareness of an emotion not her own. She was still learning to sort them out whenever he opened their bond, which he’d been doing less and less. One of the many things they’d been fighting over. Three months into their completed mating bond, they were learning the many twists and turns of life together. Not every day was a good day.

      “Tell me,” she whispered.

      “I just…. You are my whole world,” he translated from his Ruthenian words. “I don’t ever want you to feel as though you don’t matter.”

      Is that what she’d done when she’d walked away from him? Bella rested her forehead on his chest. “I never meant to make you feel that way. I’m—” She sighed. “I’m frustrated.”

      He rubbed his hands up her back and kissed her head. “I know. We’ll sort it out.”

      She took a centering breath and pulled away. Markus closed the door gently behind them. Terrance stood studying the many sketches of an underground archeological site in Thanzia that Bella had framed and hung on the dominant wall of the room. The open floor plan for the living space was divided by thick columns for the dining room and a long bar for the kitchen. Floor-to-ceiling windows filled the space with natural light. Hallways on opposite sides branched off to lead to other rooms in the large apartment.

      “These are quite extraordinary. Where did you purchase them?” Terrance asked, pointing at the sketches.

      “They were a gift,” Markus answered.

      Terrance smoothed a hand down the seam of his jacket. “My establishment in Extilis Square, I’m sure you’ve seen it, Crystal Sunrise Resort and Luxury? My patrons love new and exciting visuals. I have an acquisitions expert who travels the inhabited world to procure rare and unusual items for my many properties. How much?”

      Markus glanced at Bella and then back to Terrance. “How much for what?”

      Bella leaned close and whispered, “I think he wants to purchase the sketches.”

      “Or does he wish to hire us to find him more sketches?” Markus asked.

      “No, I-I’m not here to hire you for acquisitions. I have someone for that already. But these are unique, yes?” He waved over the sketches.

      Bella clasped her hands and offered a patient smile. “The Thanzian Institute of History sells them. There is, in fact, an entire book worth of them. Thanzia has many beautiful and colorful items to offer. I’d recommend sending your employee there next. Our copies are not for sale.”

      “Thanzia? I know an importer who trades with them. Brooks Coaten? He owns Coaten Cotton and Silks?” Terrance looked between them with big eyes. When neither of them said anything, his shoulders slumped, and he shook his head. “No?”

      Markus sighed and went to the couch. Sitting, he opened his palm as Lunah joined him, plopping her rear on the floor, her silver tail flaring out on the carpet behind her. “How exactly can we help you, Mr. Weldon?”

      Clutching his hat, Terrance went around the large, square wooden table in the center of their living room. He sat on the opposite couch, brushing his fingers along a bright blue throw pillow. “Wonderful craftsmanship. Lavish Interiors?”

      “Lavish what?” Markus asked, exasperated.

      Bella sat next to her husband and patted his thigh. “No, Hayden’s Warehouse.”

      Terrance recoiled. “But this apartment is extraordinary. Why would you go to a bargain place like Hayden’s?”

      “Why would I pay ridiculous prices at Lavish?” Bella quipped.

      “Did you come here to try to purchase memories and insult my home, or do you have an actual purpose?” Markus asked, his eyes flashing.

      Terrance visibly swallowed and slowly eased his hand from the pillow. “I have a situation. Three of my establishments have burned in two months. Two hotels and a curtain show house. I can’t afford for another to be damaged or destroyed. I need to know who’s targeting my businesses.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded slip of paper. “I have a list of suspects, but the authorities wouldn’t take me seriously. They said fires happen in Haven City all the time, and they’re rarely nefarious.”

      Markus leaned across the table and accepted the list. “You think they were set on purpose?”
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      Bella chewed on her bottom lip, waiting for Terrance’s reply. The man sat, fingertips steepled together and pressed to his mouth. He regarded the list in Markus’s hand as though he were carefully choosing his words.

      “I am not outright accusing anyone of foulness,” Terrance said. He held up one finger. “However, I have had some, shall we say, misunderstandings of a professional nature with most of them.”

      Markus raised a brow.

      Terrance scoffed and glanced away. “Very well, all of them. I’ve had some issues with all of them, all right?”

      Bella stood. “I’ll go get a file.”

      As she headed toward their shared office, Markus said, “You’ll have to be very specific, or we can’t help you.”

      “I’m aware. Please tell me you’ll…” his words faded into a garbled murmur between walls.

      We.

      A smile touched her lips. Always we when Markus referred to work he had been sought out for because he wouldn’t take a case without her. Not unless he didn’t have a choice. He’d even requested she quit her job to be his assistant on investigations. Something she couldn’t bring herself to regret, even if she did still find herself wholly unqualified. However, she also couldn’t deny they made a great team.

      She gathered the items necessary for opening an investigation. Since they’d returned home from Thanzia, they’d helped find a missing heirloom vase, stopped a bakery rivalry from going to extremes, and recovered rare irises having been dug up and pilfered by a neighbor’s mischievous dog. This was looking to be their first serious case in months. A break Bella was thankful for. The Thanzian case had taken a lot out of them both. They’d needed the easy jobs to recover.

      Back in the living room, Bella handed Markus the file and his notebook. They’d both take notes. In the handful of cases they’d worked together, she’d learned they found importance in different things. She settled near him on the couch with her pen and notepad. His shoulders stiffened, and she squeezed her eyes shut and made to rise again.

      “No, don’t,” he whispered, his hand resting on her leg.

      Bella glanced at him. Tight lines bracketed his eyes and mouth. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded and squeezed her knee before focusing on their newest client. “Start from the beginning.”

      Terrance swiped a trembling hand down his mouth. “I was in the last building when it caught fire.”

      “Is that why you think it might be an enemy?” Markus asked as he wrote.

      “Who else would burn down my building with me inside?” he asked, hands open.

      “Maybe it was a coincidence,” Bella offered. “Do you live in that building?”

      Terrance shook his head. “No, my house is not far from here.”

      “Who, besides your employees, would have known you’d be visiting the property that day?” Markus asked.

      “I don’t tell
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