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      At the request of a desperate family searching for answers, Ruthenian Beast Master Markus Ralston and his wolf Lunah have returned to the shores of Sziveria.

      

      Punished for her assistance in the capture of a serial killer, Bella Fenwick has been relegated to working in the basement of the Sziverian National Investigative Division. She can’t afford to complain however, so she keeps to herself, does her job, and hopes the guardians out to fire her won’t succeed. Once again, the arrival of Markus sends her world spinning, in more ways than one…

      

      Markus grasps the only option available – he takes Bella from her demoted position and places her at his side, where it’s becoming clear to him, she belongs. Together, they begin investigating the mysterious death of a young rising singer.

      

      But more than a murder case arises when Markus learns the truth about why Bella’s so desperate to keep her position within an organization that cares nothing for her. A revelation that makes him realize he may have to claim her as his mate before she’s ready to admit to the fiery spark igniting between them…
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      Port Scarbrough, Sziveria

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

      

      Among the faces in the crowd awaiting the ship docking from Ruthenia, one was missing. Markus Ralston frowned, disappointment a sharp jab in his chest. Beside him, his Ruthenarc wolf Lunah jumped up and down, trying to see over the half wall.

      Where is she, where? Lunah asked through their bond.

      I don’t know, Markus answered, leaning forward and resting his arms on the rail.

      She knew we were arriving today, she knew?

      Yes, she knew.

      He’d sent Bella Fenwick a letter, and a radio message, letting her know a Sziverian family had contacted him to investigate the death of their daughter. Markus’s assistance in April with finding, and apprehending a serial killer, had led the desperate couple to seek him out and offer a reward for any information he could obtain concerning their daughter. Without a second thought, he jumped at having a legitimate excuse to return to the country.

      To return to Bella.

      The ship eased into position at the dock. Workers jumped into action attaching the plank for disembarking. A small group cheered on the wharf. They waved a pink banner and shouted. Seagulls dove and caught currents on their search for anything edible dropped by the people waiting. Their cries mingled with the ocean waves breaking on the wharf.

      Markus and Lunah waited until the bulk of the passengers had gone ashore before venturing down the plank. The crowd had thinned to a few stranglers watching the ship for the passengers they awaited. Enough people had left to confirm Bella was indeed not present. Bag slung over his shoulder, Markus considered his next move. Ignore her lack of appearance and go meet the family hiring him, or seek her out.

      On the way to the train station to go from the port to Haven City, his imagination went wild. Perhaps the scrawny boy behind the fence in evidence had finally managed to convince her to give him a yearlong marriage contract. Or the man she worked for, Guardian Reyes Avner, had wizened to what he’d had in front of him. Letters and radio messages couldn’t compete with flesh and blood. By the time he hopped into the railcar, Markus had managed to convince himself Bella had a line of a marriage contracts waiting.

      She is ours, she is, Lunah stated, her words calm and certain.

      We’ve been gone months. A lot can happen in that time.

      No. She punctuated the single word with a loud bark.

      The passenger in front of them jumped and stared with big eyes over the top of the seat. Markus offered a toothy grin, which had the man spinning back around in his seat.

      Markus scratched the top of her head. “We shall see.”

      No one took a seat beside him, not with Lunah at his feet, large and imposing. His silver and slate gray wolf stared anyone down who slowed, her golden eyes alert. As a Beast Master, he was awarded privileges where his animal was concerned. Their bond connected them on a physical level. When he concentrated hard enough, he could smell, hear and if she were far enough way, see all she did.

      The train jerked into motion. Iron and steel squealed and grumbled. The release of brakes hissed. Markus swung his bag onto the empty seat next to him and focused on the Sziverian land sliding past his window. Untamed forest broken by rocky fields, with the occasional small city. Reminders of humanity’s endurance nearly a millennia after an unknown event almost extinguished their race. Harsh arctic winters, and the arrival of a deadly sexually transmitted virus known as human rabies syndrome, served as continual reminders of life’s fragile condition. Of the importance of living the gift given to each generation born in a world offered a second chance.

      Markus didn’t plan on squandering the potential future he’d found in Bella. Not that Lunah would allow him to. Despite all they both had to lose in a union outside of their own heritage. Over the long summer months separated from her, Markus had come to the conclusion only an outright rejection would stop him from pursuing the remarkable Sziverian. Even then, he’d figure a way to convince her to give them at least a year. The country had a funny way of doing relationships, but he’d take her any way he could get her.

      Nature gave way to warehouses for the products being brought in from the ports to be distributed through the city and country. Warehouses transitioned into homes and businesses, coming closer and closer together until Haven City, the largest metropolis in the country, formed. The train slowed at the station, bustling with people. A sprawling glass canopy rose high above, keeping rain or snow off the patrons, but not warmth inside. Enclosed vendor booths provided an escape from the chill if necessary.

      Adapted to the harsher climate of his homeland, Markus remained unaffected by the dwindling temperatures of summer ushering in fall. The transitioning seasons meant a retreating window for him to return home. If he didn’t find the answers the family wanted within three weeks, he’d be stuck in Sziveria until the spring thaw of the Northern Pass.

      Rising when the train came to a complete stop, he hefted his pack onto his shoulder. Lunah stepped ahead of him and lead the way off the train. On the sidewalk in front of the station, Markus weighed the benefits of walking to the Sziverian National Investigative Division headquarters, or hiring a carriage. The slow-moving mixture of horse riders, bicyclists, passenger carriages, transportation carts, and the glimpse of an Ariot, a sleek magnetically powered, expensive and therefore rare, single passenger vehicle, made Markus turn right on the sidewalk. He pushed his way through others who opted to walk instead of ride.

      Lunah’s fur brushed his thigh with each step. He kept his fingers twined in the thick pelt between her shoulders. While she’d never wander, he liked to keep the reminder to remain close. A brisk wind blew leaves and common city debris around their feet. Lunah hopped over an empty, cracked glass jar. Her back feet sent it skittering and sliding between the people behind them. The delectable scent of bakery’s competed with street vendors cooking meat or frying vegetables. Traffic crawled to a near stop closer to the government buildings. Tall and boring, cement block structures dominated several blocks, their rooftop greenhouses glittering like glass diamonds in the sky.

      People entered and exited the SNID building. The warmth of the day failed to penetrate the deep shadows of the recessed doors. Markus waited for an opening in the constant flow of foot traffic to enter. Lunah took the opportunity for them, rushing the door at the first chance. Inside, Lunah sniffed the air, turning to the right when Markus would have gone straight to the stairs Bella preferred to use instead of the main stairway.

      This way, her scent is this way, Lunah said.

      Markus opened their bond, closing his eyes to better concentrate, and took in the sweet vanilla and berries of Bella lingering in the air among the hundreds of other scent trails. Like threads crossing over each other, all of them went gray while Bella’s glowed a vibrant lavender. Sure enough, the thread led to the basement level, not the fifth floor, where she’d worked as a filing clerk for a lead investigative guardian on the serial crimes team. Markus hesitated.

      Why would she be down there? he asked.

      We won’t know unless we go, we won’t.

      He sighed and pushed the door open to the wide, shadowed downstairs. Hanging lamps barely illuminated the inky depths. Following Lunah, they delved deeper into the underground labyrinth. Markus tried to remember what Bella had once told him was located on the lowest level. Evidence, which they headed away from. Supply, though he couldn’t remember which direction she’d said to go if he ever had a need for paperclips. And long storage, where he wondered if she were located.

      Light spilled from a door propped open by a wooden wedge shoved underneath. The whisper of shuffling paper broke the silence. Markus’s bag bumped an over stacked shelving unit, causing boxes to rattle. He turned on his heel and held out his hands, making sure nothing fell.

      “Intake is on the shelf to your left!” a female voice called. “If anything needs signed for, leave the slip and I’ll have it delivered to your floor by the end of the day.”

      Lunah yipped and spun in an excited circle before taking off in the direction of the voice. A squeal of surprise turned into elated laughter, mingling with Lunah’s overjoyed crying.

      Happy! My Bella! Lunah chimed through their bond over and over again, making his heart twist.

      The unfamiliar sensation of nerves left him motionless. For almost five months he’d been connected to her over letters. The anticipation of seeing her again had ruled his thoughts since learning he’d be returning to Sziveria. Now, with her feet away, he couldn’t move. He didn’t want to be treated like a stranger, yet what more could he expect? They’d spent a few days together solving a crime, in person they weren’t any more familiar with each other than they’d been in the spring.

      Lunah’s happy exclamations faded and the rustle of papers sounded. Bella rounded a row of shelves, her dark curls haloed by a lamp behind her. She’d piled the unruly mass onto the top of her head. Most of the strands had escaped at the back and around her temples, leaving her beautiful face framed by whisps. Loose fitting cotton cream pants and a long-sleeved navy silk tunic flowed along her willowy frame. The clothes were more mature than her twenty-three years, and a bit too large for her. And still, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      Markus didn’t have time to speak. The moment her gaze met his, she broke into a run and launched herself at him. A quick reaction born from years of training allowed him to catch her instead of being thrown backward by the force of her momentum. Without thought, he picked her up. She wrapped around him, locking her ankles behind his back, her arms squeezing his shoulders. A faint tremble wracked her body as she buried her face in the crook of his neck.

      Her embrace held a desperate edge. Markus hugged her tight to his chest. The warmth of her skin clung to the silk beneath his fingers. “What’s wrong?” he whispered against her temple.

      She shook her head and strengthened her grip. Lunah sat at his feet, head tilted, a question in her golden eyes.

      I don’t know what is wrong, Markus said through their bond.

      Bella leaned back enough for him to see her remarkable ocean green eyes, startling against her light brown skin. She touched his braid, his neck, the short hair of his beard. Then she shocked him to the center of his being by kissing him.
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      Bella didn’t think, she acted. Clinging to Markus like the lifeline he’d become, she allowed emotion to rule her and succumbed to the absolute need to kiss him. For five months she’d regretted not having allowed him more than the chaste peck he’d teased her with before he stepped onto a ship and sailed out of her life. The letters he’d written had only served to remind her what she already knew – she missed him.

      His lips were firm beneath hers. The course bristles of his beard rubbed her chin and tickled her nose. The second she opened her mouth, her tongue touching to his bottom lip, he took over. Spinning them around, he pressed her to the wall beside the door. In the back of her mind, a sliver of alarm reminded her she was at work. A job she couldn’t lose. An income she couldn’t afford to be without. Then his tongue slid into her mouth, exploring and teasing in a seductive, dominating sensation she’d never experienced. The strength of his body came alive against hers. All rational thought fled as his kiss excited every nerve within her.

      Bella could only hold on, his mouth slanting over hers, his kiss pulling her deeper and deeper into a vortex where only they existed. Markus tore his mouth from hers, his breathing heavy, his body still. Before Bella could react, he untangled her from around his frame and disappeared, melting into the shadows further into the room between shelving units, Lunah on his heels.

      Blinking, Bella touched her shaky fingers to her damp lips. What just happened? She almost called out in her confusion when the faint echo of boots on the cement floor made her gasp. Dashing back to her work station, she wished she had a mirror to check her appearance. If the tingling of her lips and chin were any indication, she probably looked like she’d been well and thoroughly kissed. Which she had. She couldn’t stop the small smile. Best kiss ever.

      “Bella!” a familiar male voice shouted.

      Keeping her sigh internal, Bella pulled a file box across her desk. “Over here, Guardian Avner.”

      Guardian Reyes Avner knew full well where her desk was located within the cavernous room. The same place all the other clerks before her had worked, and would work after her. Yet, they all did the same thing. Entered her little domain with a shout, reminding her of her place, and that to get any lower in position would mean being released. Avner came around the corner of tall file cabinets, a file in his hand. Bella kept her head down. The glossy sheen of his black shoes stopped inches from her.

      “I need the evidence for these cases.” He laid the folder on the desk. “C.G. said they’d all been placed in long storage.”

      “If they’re over a decade, they’ll be at the warehouse,” she reminded him, picking up the file, still avoiding looking his direction.

      “They aren’t. I think the oldest one is four years. There hadn’t been any movement on them in a year, so they were relocated here.”

      Bella went to the file system and pulled the location cards for the evidence he needed. “I’ll be right back.”

      Avner sighed and sat in the only chair at her desk. Bella let loose her own sigh, but of relief and went in search of Markus. She found him peeking into a box, pulling a slip of lace out of the top. Exasperated, she popped the tips of her fingers on his wrist. When he looked at her in surprise, she shook her head and mouthed no. He slipped the lid back into place. She wanted to take the time to stare at him, to assure herself he really stood in front of her. All six-foot-five of untamed man. He’d cropped his beard, defining the angles of his jaw, which should have left him looking less wild. His fur-lined coat, long-braided hair, and eyes eerily close to the golden shade of his wolfs, detracted from any civility his trimmed facial hair may have provided.

      Bella stepped close enough for her whisper to carry only between them. “Wait for me at my house, my shift ends at five.”

      “No, I’ll wait here.”

      She glanced over her shoulder and listened. Anymore conversation was a risk she couldn’t take. Nodding, she tapped the cards against her thigh and went in search of the required cases. Lunah shadowed her until she once again entered Avner’s view. Confident she no longer appeared to have been doing something salacious in her workplace, Bella carried the boxes to her desk.

      “Here’s what I was able to find,” she said, placing everything in front of him.

      He stood, the light around them gleaming off his dark brown, well-groomed hair. Clean-shaven, wearing black slacks and a knitted cream sweater, Reyes Avner was the epitome of a Sziverian Guardian hopeful to achieve a ranked status in his career. Fit enough to not appear lazy, yet boasting evidence of a lifestyle lavish enough to afford excess weight, clothing of decent quality, he checked all the fashion boxes necessary to get him noticed. Either by his superiors, or a family already holding a ranking he could marry into. At one time, Bella had lamented being unable to be someone he could consider for a future. Good looks, good career, responsible, Avner had been the perfect idea of husband material.

      Then Markus Ralston entered her life. And Avner became a poor example of masculine appeal. Not that her fantasies involving either of them would ever come to fruition. Bella knew her place in the world. At the bottom. She’d never be capable of holding a guardian position. Could never help a spouse achieve more.

      Avner opened all the narrow boxes, poking around inside before closing them. “Perfect, thanks.” He stacked them together and then tapped his fingers on the top lid. “The clerk they had replace you isn’t half as good. I’m trying to get you reinstated.” He offered a sideways smile. “Unless of course you prefer it down here.”

      Bella’s brows lifted in surprise. “No, I don’t. I appreciate it, thank you.”

      “I didn’t agree with the change, but…” He shrugged.

      She knew. Louder voices than his advocated for her demotion. He hadn’t bothered to stand up for her, until now, when the inconvenience of her relegation to the basement had affected him. Bella smiled, not trusting herself to speak with the respect due his position. She grabbed a clipboard with the checkout sheet for evidence and held it out to him.

      He set the clipboard on the top box and picked up one of the discarded pens from her desk. In his masculine, yet elegant script, he answered the questions, checked all the appropriate boxes, and then signed and dated the form. Bella did the same before adding the slip to the Checked-Out bin. Avner hesitated for a minute, his mouth opening, then he shook his head, gathered up the boxes and left. Bella let out a long exhale and collapsed in her chair.

      Markus appeared between a row of shelves, Lunah at his side. Bella steeled her nerves and made herself busy. She collected the cards from requested evidence and stood.

      “Sit back down,” Markus ordered softly.

      Ignoring him, she crossed the distance to the cataloging drawer cabinets. Her back to him, Bella returned the index cards to their proper drawers.

      “Why are you down here? What did Guardian Avner mean when he said he didn’t agree with the change?” Markus asked, his nearness bringing the alluring scent of a rain saturated forest.

      “The lady who worked in here for thirty-one years retired four months ago. My organization skills made me a good fit, so here I am,” she answered, filing the final card.

      “Why are you lying?”

      The harsh, yet lyrical notes of his accent made a shiver race up her spine. Bella loved the way he spoke, another thing she’d missed. She shrugged away his question and returned to her desk, continuing the sorting she’d been doing when Lunah had surprised her. “I’m not lying, Mrs. Carlson did retire and left a vacancy they needed filled.”

      He moved close to her again, his presence a warm heat at her back. “Why you? Anyone could label and store old evidence. You served a guardian, made sure he had what he needed to do his job to the best of his ability, and I know you did that well. Why would they take you from Avner?”

      Bella swallowed away the tremble in her stomach. Bitterness and anger always filled her when she thought too hard about her new position. She didn’t want to experience either in Markus’s presence, she was too happy to see him again. Too thankful he’d returned. “I’m sorry I couldn’t meet you at the port. I wanted to, but they wouldn’t give me the time off.”

      “You were planning to?”

      Relief filled her at his accepting the change in subject. “Of course I was.”

      He came around the desk and braced his hands on top of the papers she’d been organizing. Dipping his head, he met her gaze. His braid slid over his shoulder and brushed the documents. “Bella, why are you in the basement?”

      A flush heated her face. Pressing her hands to her warm cheeks, she squeezed her eyes closed. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Markus peeled one of her hands free and clasped her fingers until she looked at him again. “Tell me.” When she didn’t speak, he added, “Please.”

      “Markus,” she whispered, “it doesn’t matter. I have a job I’m thankful to be working. Where in the building or in which position makes no difference.”

      He returned both hands to the desk, his jaw working as he pondered her. Bella knew how smart he was, how quick he could be to catch on to the smallest facts. Those perceptive eyes narrowed and her chest constricted. Alarm mingled with nervousness at the prospect of him guessing the reason for her demotion. She picked up an already labeled box needing shelved and turned away.

      “They punished you for helping me,” he said before she could escape. “Didn’t they?”

      
      Markus stared at Bella’s back where she stood frozen between a row of shelving units. He stepped closer, Lunah slipping past to stand in front of Bella, blocking her in. “Am I right?”

      “I said it doesn’t matter,” she murmured.

      He grasped her upper arms from behind, his heart twisting. “Bella⁠—”

      “No,” she interrupted, “there’s nothing to discuss. You can’t change anything. I didn’t do anything wrong. But the guardians over the cases you helped solve in less than three days, when they’d been working on them for years, weren’t happy. They didn’t want to see me on their floor and they pushed hard to get me moved, which honestly, I was fine with. The hostility had become a bit more than I was willing to take.”

      His hands tightened on her arms. “They hurt you?”

      A heavy sigh left her. “No. Just passive aggressive stuff, little things that made sure I knew I wasn’t welcome on the fifth floor anymore.”

      She rolled her shoulders and he released his hold on a slow caress down her arms. The contents of the box jangled. Markus wrapped his arms around her and took hold before she could object, lifting the container over her head. “Where do you need this?”

      “I can handle carrying a box.”

      “I know,” he said. “But I’m ready to leave, so let’s get your work done.”

      “I have to stay until my shift is over.”

      Markus glanced around, found an opening on a shelf, and shoved the box into the space. “I need your help on this case I’ve taken.”

      She let out a low grumble, pulling the box from the spot. “And I need this job. I’ll be off in two hours. You can wait in here, or wherever you want.”

      He looked around the dim, narrow aisles, the shelves packed to the point of excessive, and fought off the sense of claustrophobia. “How long have you been stuck down here?”

      Moving along the row, she searched the labels. She stopped near the end and braced the box between her hip and a shelf, lifting her thigh to prop it in place. With a remarkable display of balance, she maneuvered objects around to make space. “I told you, four months.”

      Markus thought back over their conversation. “No, you said the lady retired four months ago.”

      “Yes, and they moved me into her position.” She nudged the evidence into the hole she’d made and then stood back and observed her work. Shaking her head, she adjusted the box and the other objects sharing the space. Afterward, seeming to be satisfied, she wrote on a small card attached to the shelf.

      Markus trailed after her down the aisle, while Lunah sniffed ahead, never more than a few feet from them. The enticing memory of her kiss made him want a repeat. He had a daring urge to tempt her. “If you won’t leave with me, then can
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