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      No one can leave. No one is safe. And a killer is on the loose…

      

      In Sziveria, winter is more than a season, it becomes a prison. When the Arctic winds descend and snow buries every door outside, Haven City knows the rules: stay warm, stay inside, stay sane, and survive until spring.

      

      But survival becomes a different kind of battle when a man is found murdered in the greenhouse, their only refuge from the boredom of their ice-locked apartments. With no authorities to call, Markus Ralston, his wolf Lunah, and a handful of anxious tenants must uncover the truth before the killer strikes again.

      

      As Bella nears the final weeks of her pregnancy, the illusion of safety is completely shattered when two more bodies are discovered, heightening Markus’s critical need to find the killer. When Markus edges closer to identifying the suspect, Lunah is brutally injured in an unexpected attack. With fear seeping through the building like the cold itself, tensions rise, and the tenants begin demanding answers Markus is unable to give, and impatient to find.

      

      Trapped in a building full of secrets, Markus is forced to protect not only his community, but the fragile family he’s desperate to keep safe…
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      The unmistakable stench of sulfur and rot slammed into Bella Ralston like a brick wall. She stopped and blinked, suddenly swept back to the moment when she'd been trapped in darkness, with no discernible way to freedom. A gentle touch and feminine voice that sounded so far away, yet Bella knew came from right next to her, dragged her back from the murky abyss of her memory.

      “Yes, sorry, I’m okay,” Bella said, touching Willow’s arm in assurance.

      “Whew,” Willow proclaimed, waving her hand in front of her face, and staying close. “What is that smell? Almost knocked me over, too.”

      Had she stumbled? Bella blinked again and glanced around. They were no longer in the center of the bark-laid path, but in the plants defining the edge. She squeezed her eyes closed and somehow managed to suppress the need to take a deep, calming breath. Inhaling more of the decay was not going to happen.

      She looked around, searching the large ornamental ferns, ivy, and juniper shrubs for Lunah. The wolf had a habit of digging when she knew better than to hunt for fun little things to chase. “Lunah!”

      “Stars above, what is that?” Willow gagged and waved her hand in front of her face again. “I don’t remember it smelling this bad yesterday. Do you think⁠—”

      “It’s a body,” Bella said without preamble or warning. What was the point?

      Willow’s long lashes flapped over her dark brown eyes. “I’m sorry, did you say a body? As in… a dead person?” She pressed a pale hand to her chest. “Oh no, do you think someone had an emergency in the night and no one was around to help?”

      Bella coughed against the smell and pressed her hand beneath her nose. What was the command Markus always used? “Lunah, archen’ya!”

      Leaves rustled, and a distant yip trickled through the greenhouse's growth. In another year or two, the trees would brush the top of the glass and brick ceiling, but the young plants were still striving to reach their potential and offered enough greenery to make the conservatory feel a little wild and full. Exactly what the apartment residents needed in the depths of the arctic winter season.

      What, my Bella, what? Lunah asked, her voice a whisper in Bella’s mind.

      The pregnancy had completely muted Bella’s bond with her husband, but it had only weakened the bond between her and the wolf. While she had never been able to reply to the wolf through her own thoughts, Lunah’s voice had remained a gentle whisper within her mind. She rubbed her ever-growing belly over the burnt orange sweater dress she wore, the baby doing twists and turns, with the awful smell aggravating Bella. Lunah’s slate gray ears and bright golden eyes appeared over the tops of large ferns. She bounced between the growth, her pink tongue lolling from her mouth, her fluffy tail waving. Bella knew the moment the scent wafted in Lunah’s direction. The wolf stilled, her gaze becoming predatory. She moved with graceful silence to Bella’s side.

      Death, there is death.

      “Yes.” Bella reached out and slid her fingers along the smooth fur between Lunah’s ears. “Please tell Markus.”

      Lunah whined and lifted a paw.

      Bella pressed a hand to her forehead and struggled to grasp the limited Ruthenian her husband had been teaching her over the long winter months. Lunah obeyed only commands, either spoken or sent through the bond, and while she grasped the flow of a conversation, she failed to understand a specific request without the correct words. Since Lunah now always went where Bella went, Markus had been making sure Bella could convey crucial commands, especially the ones to reach him. In the past, if something exciting had occurred, Lunah usually conveyed the find to Markus without instruction. Apparently, the scent of death didn’t make the high excitement list, a revelation Bella didn’t want to study too closely.

      “Um, kaz…” What was to tell or to convey again? She snapped her fingers. “Lunah, kazpovat, vae’ny.”

      Lunah yipped and Bella turned her attention back to Willow. “Maybe it’s not a person, but some animal that somehow became stuck in here and starved.”

      The strain over Willow’s face eased. “I really hope so. I hate to think of someone dying all alone down here in the middle of the night.”

      From the smell, Bella knew whatever had died had been there for more than overnight. “No one comes over this way, day or night.”

      Willow glanced around the darker corner of the greenhouse, beneath the first level and well into the shadow of the building. “That’s true. Maybe that’s how a critter went unnoticed.”

      “Maybe.”

      Willow rubbed one hand on her very round stomach, and the other pressed into the small part of her back. An easy-to-pull-on, long-sleeved, flowing blue flower print dress draped from her shoulders to her ankles. “We’ll need to move again or find somewhere to sit that doesn’t smell quite so bad. I can’t stand around much longer.”

      Bella sympathized. Willow was due any day now, while Bella had another two months. Though the size of their bellies was about the same. At least their sizes seemed very similar to Bella, who felt not much smaller than the apartment building. She certainly figured she cast a comparable shadow. By the time her baby arrived, Bella doubted she would still fit through a door.

      “We’ll walk over this way, but I need to stay close.” Bella stepped over the border grass.

      “Why? Can’t we just tell someone?”

      “Markus is on his way.”

      “What? How?” Willow glanced around and then focused on Lunah and laughed. “Oh, right. I keep forgetting that neat trick you have with the wolf.”

      “You can go, if you need,” Bella offered.

      Willow found a landscaping boulder to lean against, rubbing her hands around her belly. “And miss all the excitement? No way.”

      Bella smiled at the colorful chalk drawings on the huge rock where little hands could reach, or little feet could climb. All the rocks in the greenhouse, and more than a few stepping stones, were cheerful reminders of life in the bleakness of winter. Allowing the rocks and pavers to become canvases also helped keep the children occupied and gave them something to be excited about when everyone was trapped indoors for months. This time next winter, Willow and Bella would be holding their babies on their laps while they attempted to scribble colorful lines. The thought made her smile.

      “You’re going to be wearing someone’s art,” Bella said.

      Willow glanced down at the rock and sighed. “Oh well, it’ll wash. I’m having to convince myself I can make it up five flights of stairs.”

      Bella resisted the urge to search the growth nearby, not wanting to discover whatever, or whoever, was decomposing nearby. A shudder trembled through her shoulders. “At least you don’t have to go up eight.”

      Willow gazed up at the glass enclosure, blanketed in a layer of ice beginning to shimmer with the rising sun. “Trust me, I am very thankful.”

      “Bella!” Markus’s roar echoed through the greenhouse.

      Lunah bolted. Her form became a pale gray blur among the undergrowth. Small rocks and debris flew into the air behind her. Seconds later, her bark sounded, and Bella knew any reply from her would no longer matter. Lunah would lead Markus to where they stood.

      Willow straightened from the rock and waddled over to Bella. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to, or understand, the whole bonding thing the three of you have.”

      “It is amazing and unusual,” Bella agreed.

      Markus bounded over ferns and clumps of ornamental grasses, bypassing the path entirely to cut through the islands of greenery. The length of his braid trailed out behind him. The navy-blue shirt and brown pants he wore plastered to the hard length of his body, revealing all the delicious ridges and planes Bella couldn’t resist exploring at every opportunity. His golden eyes blazed, locating her without error. Lunah kept pace at his side, the two a vision of man and beast. Before she could utter a greeting, she was swept into his arms and squeezed to his chest, her round belly making the action awkward. He separated from her too fast for her to return the hug, his hand going to her stomach.

      “We’re fine,” she said quickly, resting her hand over his. The baby kicked against their overlapping palms. “We’re both fine.”

      He closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to hers, his breath sawing from his mouth. “When Lunah said⁠—”

      Bella smoothed her fingers along his bearded jaw to the back of his neck, holding him close. “We were never in danger, and Lunah and Willow were with me.”

      Lunah bounced around them, her eyes bright. Markus straightened and searched the area. He nodded a greeting to Willow, who watched them with wide eyes. “Where is the body?”

      “I don’t know,” Bella admitted, chancing a look around. “We just… smelled it. We haven’t gone any further down the trail.”

      “Ah,” he said, taking the deep breath Bella had been avoiding. “Lunah, straes’ya vunmir.”

      Markus spoke commands out loud more than he did within the bond since teaching Bella, and she translated the commands in her mind. Lunah, seek scent. She grimaced at the task, knowing the awful stench was much worse for the wolf’s sensitive nose. The pair wandered deeper into the gloomy back corner of the greenhouse, the rising sun barely penetrating the covered section. Plants did survive, though they weren’t as thick as the ones thriving beneath the canopy of glass. A few spaces with benches, chairs, and small tables had been set up for socializing, though Bella had never noticed anyone taking advantage of them.

      Willow moved closer, her fingers brushing Bella’s forearm. “I really hope it’s just some animal,” she whispered.

      Leaves rustled as Markus and Lunah worked their way through undergrowth and unkempt bushes the landscaper had neglected so deep into the greenhouse. Bella resisted the urge to clutch at her friend’s hand.

      “Do you see anything?” Bella called, easing forward a step. The smell wafted her direction, and she changed her mind about moving closer.

      “Vye, not….”

      When he didn’t continue and didn’t move from where he stood, Bella rose on her tiptoes. “Markus?”

      He glanced their direction, a grim expression on his face, and her heart skipped. “Willow, will you please go get your husband?”

      “Oh no,” Bella whispered.

      Willow sighed. “I guess that means it’s not an animal.”

      

      “What do you think? Two days? Three?” C.G. asked, his knees popping as he crouched beside Markus.

      Markus moved aside a fern leaf and motioned for C.G. to lift the lamp over the top half of the corpse. “Maybe two. Our wives walk this path daily and only noticed the smell today.”

      And the stench was awful. An acidic putridness Markus hated having to encounter. In his line of work, the offensive odor was unfortunately common. “Two scene artists live in the building with us, dak?”

      C.G. drew his brows together, turned his head, and coughed, then gagged. “Sorry… I’m not used to this side of a scene.” He cleared his throat. “Yes, I believe one works for the Haven City Enforcement Services and the other for the Import and Immigration Regulation Agency.”

      Markus figured of the two residents, the HCES artist would probably be calmer with the murder scene than the IIRA artist. “Do you know which unit for the Haven City artist?”

      “Um, I do not. Maybe we can ask Talfrin since he knows everyone in the building?”

      Markus looked over the body lying face down, dark, shaggy hair matted with dried blood. A navy and cream striped sweater was half-tucked into dark brown wool pants. The fabric appeared to have been yanked free, either during a struggle or after the murder. Someone looking for something, or a fight gone wrong? Markus shook his head. No point in attempting to guess before he had even a single detail aside from the fact that the man was killed.

      “Should we try to see if we know who it is?” C.G. asked, moving the lantern closer to the dead man’s head.

      Markus shook his head. “Would likely be a waste. He’s been lying face down since he died. I doubt anyone would recognize him.”

      C.G. grimaced. “This is unpleasant.”

      “Dak.” Markus sighed.

      “So, how do we learn who he is?”

      “Check his pockets, and if that does not give us any results, then we discover who’s missing in the complex.” Markus stood. “But first, we need to find a scene artist and get one of the medical scientists to look over the body before we…” Since this was his first winter in the country, Markus had no idea what happened for Sziverians who passed. “Where do we take him?”

      C.G. rose as well, but kept the lamp positioned over the body. “All dwellings have an expiry box for body storage if someone dies over winter. An expiry official makes rounds at the end of winter, and if all appears to be of natural causes, the remains are cremated, and the family is notified when they can pick up the ashes.”

      “No official cause of death until then?”

      C.G. shrugged. “I don’t see how. Even if the medical scientist tells us the man was murdered, they can’t perform an autopsy for official results in the building.”

      Now it was Markus’s turn to grimace. “Vye, I suppose not.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      Markus’s brow rose. “You are asking me? I am not the official Sziverian National Investigative Division guardian.”

      C.G. glanced at him sideways. “I’m a filing clerk. I know all the regulations for evidence handling, not how to work a scene. If we collect any evidence, I’ll be sure it’s properly managed.”

      How could he argue with that? Whoever had died deserved for the truth to be discovered. Markus would do his best. “Very well. I do not want to touch anything until after an artist has captured the scene.”

      C.G. took wide steps back to the path on his toes, teetered, and almost fell twice.

      “What are you doing?” Markus asked.

      “Making sure I don’t disturb more of the scene.”

      Markus took a half-turn to his right and motioned at the ground, where soil and bark were gouged and ornamental grass stems had been broken. “He was dragged through here and dumped.” He bracketed his hands and created a line of sight from the drag marks. “Anything in this direction is likely where the murder happened. You should be fine.”

      C.G. stilled, a leg lifted high, and looked around. “Oh.” He slowly lowered his foot. “All right. Thanks.”

      Markus braced his fists on his hips and searched through the brush for anything visible. Nothing glinted in the dim light or caught his attention. He turned his focus back to the body. “Who are you and what happened?”
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      Markus stood off to the side as the scene artist, Murdock Craivon of level two, Unit 2-24, sketched the drag marks off the path. Markus already had sketches of the body from four angles, as well as scenes of the area around the body, and where he had determined the altercation took place, in a folder tucked under his arm. Roslina Garrick, Bella’s Women’s and Infants Medical Scientist, who also lived in the building, had agreed to examine the body before anyone else touched it. She stood off to the side, her face set in grim determination.

      No one wanted to be involved with the death, but none of them had a choice. Someone had been murdered, and everyone was stuck under the same roof with the killer for at least another month. Other lives may be in danger, and until they ruled out the possibility, anyone who could help had agreed to provide their services to the complex.

      The maintenance worker, Talfrin Clarkingham, who lived on the first level in Unit 1-5, couldn’t be found. Markus had a sinking feeling he was looking at the man. Having only needed maintenance help once since purchasing their unit, Markus hadn’t known the guy well and had rarely encountered him in passing. But, even if they could find someone who knew Talfrin well, Markus doubted they would be able to get a positive identification when they finally rolled over the body. Markus hoped another means of identification would be present on the corpse.

      Bella sat on a bench far enough away to be comfortable, but within visual range for whenever Markus had a small bout of panic and needed to ensure her safety. Lunah lay at her feet. An attempt to track the scene through scent had been unsuccessful. The scene was too old, and others besides Bella and Willow had walked through the area since the death. Not many, from what Lunah could tell, but enough for her not to know what scent may have belonged to the murderer.

      Paper tearing free from a pad shifted Markus’s attention from the prone corpse to Murdock. The scene artist held the sketch in the air. “Anywhere else?”

      “Not that I know of right now,” Markus said, taking the paper and placing it with the others.

      Murdock nodded, the length of his dark bangs flopped into his pale blue eyes, and he pushed them away. He flipped the sketch pad closed and pushed a pencil into the holder outside the case. “I’ll wait here in case you want the body sketched after it’s been turned.”

      Markus slowly closed the folder. “That will be… unpleasant.”

      “I have done unpleasant things before,” Murdock said quietly. “While it never gets easier, I no longer throw up, so there’s that.”

      Markus wanted to scrub his hands down his face and kick at something in frustration. This was his home. Someone was not supposed to be murdered where his growing family
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