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  Introduction

Seduction is a matter of life or death…hers.


The residents of Middlemarch have a nickname for reporter Tomasine Brooks. They call her Peeping Tom and refuse to answer her questions about the mysterious black cats spotted in the vicinity. To them she’s an outsider—the enemy—who has no place in their close-knit shifter community. 
Tomasine is determined to find a safe place to settle but earning the locals’ trust seems impossible. In desperation, she decides to seduce the sexy Felix Mitchell into giving away Middlemarch’s secrets because it’s a matter of life or death…hers.
From the moment feline shifter Felix Mitchell crashes into Tomasine outside the post office he desires her with an urgency that makes him suspect they are fated mates. When they are together the connection is hot, the sex is spicy and she makes him happy, but Tomasine is close-mouthed about her past—a past that can threaten their future together.






  
  Chapter 1
Seduction Plan


Tomasine Brooks glanced up from her research notes as Gina entered the cramped living room of the house they rented in the country town of Middlemarch. After stacking her papers neatly on the pitted tabletop, she stood and navigated her way from the dinette area with its small table and three mismatched chairs. In the lounge, she reached over the faded green couch to pick up the remote for the television. She stabbed the power button, turning off the news and glanced back at her foster daughter—or cousin as she was introduced to anyone who asked. 
“Is Sylvie settled?”
The teenager’s lips quirked up at the corners and not a fraction farther. “I had to read her three stories before she dropped off but yeah. She’s fast asleep now, Tom.”
Tomasine wished the sixteen-year-old would smile without restraint and act her age. Instead, old eyes that had witnessed too much peered from her round face. She sighed inwardly. Not surprising. It was difficult for them all. Constantly looking over one’s shoulder tended to kill anything but the need for survival. “You have my cell phone number, right?”
Gina’s shoulders shifted in a gesture of irritation. “For the third time, yes, but I don’t know what good it will do with Middlemarch’s patchy reception. I had to ring you from the school toilets the other day. I couldn’t get a dial tone anywhere else.” She scowled at Tomasine, forestalling her next careful-parent instruction before she could voice her anxiety-filled advice. “And I won’t answer the door or let any strangers inside. Either male or female,” the teenager finished in an indignant rush.
“Just call me paranoid.” Tomasine kept her tone light. She thought they were safe here in Middlemarch, but there was always a chance they’d been followed. Her stomach lurched at the idea of capture. Never.
She’d die first.
Her hand tightened to a fist at her side. Probably what the next lot of assassins intended to do, should they catch up with them. Kill them. They’d have to because Tomasine refused to set foot on African soil again while that creature ruled. She forced away the ubiquitous unease and rolled her shoulders to unwind the kinks.
Nerves.
Her morose thoughts fed from her anxiety. Felix Mitchell would attend the barn dance tonight. The male was tall. Dark. Sexy. All traits she admired in a man, qualities that made her look twice. Not that she was looking—after her husband’s betrayal, she’d never trust a male again. However, if she were to go ahead with her plan, she needed to approach him.
Apprehension churned her stomach and the snack she’d eaten earlier sloshed around uneasily. Was Felix honest? Was Middlemarch the haven she so desperately needed for Sylvie, Gina and herself? A place for the girls to go to school and have a normal life—that was the question.
Gina jerked her head in the direction of the bottle of perfume bottle Tomasine had brought from the bedroom. “I suppose you want me to spray that godawful perfume all over you again.” Gina picked up the bottle and strode across the stained beige carpet to stand beside her. The teenager towered over her five-feet-four frame, making Tomasine feel like the child.
“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Gina asked. “Once you put your plan into action, you’ll have to see it through. Remember what you said about sex being a last resort.”
Tomasine groaned aloud. “I knew I shouldn’t have discussed the plan with you. It was a moment of weakness caused by that glass of wine. You’re a teenager and shouldn’t be thinking about sex let alone discussing it.”
“I have needs,” Gina said in a lofty voice.
“Needs,” Tomasine echoed in horror. That was all she needed right now. They were on the run, trying to evade the assassins hired by the clan, she was trying to find them a safe place to live and Gina’s libido decided to kick-start way too early. The girl was only sixteen. “Well, you can stuff those needs right back in the box where they came from, miss. I don’t have time for a curious teenager.” She raised her arms above her head. “Spray.”
“Oh, Tom! I didn’t mean I was going out on the town trolling for sex. That would make me a slut.”
A fine mist of spray hit Tomasine in the face and she glared at Gina’s innocent expression. Dammit, she wasn’t a slut either. This was survival. She must follow through on this plan because she’d exhausted every other idea. A sneeze exploded, and when she swiped at the watery tears on her cheeks, she caught the teenager’s smirk. Instantly her trepidation lightened. The wretch was teasing. It was such a normal teenage reaction she wanted to giggle in return.
“You do know about sex, right? Do I need to give you the talk?” Although she’d taken Gina under her wing, the girl was close-mouthed when it came to her family and past. Tomasine couldn’t blame her since she hated to discuss her family, her husband…
“Don’t worry,” Gina said airily. She circled Tomasine and efficiently sprayed her from head to toe with perfume. “I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize our safety. But I can still look.” Her hazel eyes shut and a soft smile played across her lips.
It was so uncharacteristic that Tomasine stared in shock. For an instant the girl appeared adult, then she blinked and Gina’s familiar chubby face came into focus. “I guess looking can’t hurt. We all need something to look forward to each day.” Something in the girl’s expression made her prod a bit harder. “Is there someone in particular?”
“Leo Mitchell,” Gina said. “That man is a babe. His butt—”
“Enough.” Tomasine held up her hand and pulled a face of mock alarm. Thoughts of the Mitchell brothers made her uncomfortable. Her pulse rate picked up and uneasiness and—blast it—arousal assailed her with vengeance. Part of it was because of her plan but the rest—the unknown factor—worried her more. An omen? The hairs at the scruff of her neck prickled and the sensation spread downward to catch at her breasts. She dragged in a sharp breath, riding out the needy ache caused by the friction of her nipples against the bodice of her dress.
She knew there were shapeshifters living in Middlemarch—she could smell the difference in the inhabitants. But she couldn’t tell if this was a safe community. After two years of traveling the world, she needed to stop running, to find a safe place for her daughter Sylvie and for Gina. They both deserved a normal childhood full of love and security.
During the last two months, her attempts to get closer to the locals had failed dismally. In hindsight, passing herself off as a reporter hadn’t been the wisest course but it was too late now. She was stuck with the cover and made a reasonable living writing fluff pieces for the paper in Dunedin. Apart from writing the one story about the local black panther sightings…
Now that had been a mistake.
“One look at Leo Mitchell’s butt is not enough,” Gina said. “I can’t promise not to sneak another glance. Allow me one guilty pleasure.”
Tomasine sighed, secretly glad of the distraction. Sometimes she felt as though she were talking to a contemporary, which was why sex had come up when it shouldn’t have entered the discussion at all. “I don’t suppose looking can hurt.”
“No, it’s the touching that gets you into trouble,” Gina shot back.
She grimaced at Gina. Once again she regretted running her plan past the teenager. “Don’t remind me.” Now she was about to take the last steps in her plan to seduce Felix Mitchell and she wondered if she were about to make the biggest mistake of her life. A snort emerged at the anxious thought.
Oh yeah. Too late for that. Nothing she did would ever top trusting Bernard Lerfervre enough to take him as husband and mate. Her mouth firmed as she collected her bag and slung it over her shoulder. This plan had to work.
“How do I look? Will Felix Mitchell take the bait?” Tomasine did a slow twirl, the full sea-green skirt lifting in a whisper-soft rustle against her thighs. The fabric stopped above her knee—in fact the whole outfit was too abbreviated for her liking. It felt as if one full breath would make her pop right out of the bodice.
She reminded herself to save the heavy breathing until she snared Felix Mitchell and corralled him somewhere private. At that stage, it wouldn’t matter if her bare breasts popped into prominence.
It could help her cause.
Earlier, she’d arranged her dark hair in a complicated twist, leaving her neck and shoulders bare. Beneath the breath-restricting dress, she wore wispy green panties and sheer flesh-colored stockings—the kind that stayed up without a garter belt.
“Felix Mitchell would need to be deaf and blind to miss you,” Gina said. “I don’t think any of the Mitchell brothers are short in the brains department. A brain and a sexy butt. Be still my heart.” Gina patted the left-hand side of her chest.
“Go and watch the cartoon channel,” Tomasine suggested. “Something wholesome, but finish your homework first.”
“Sure, Tom. I’m almost done with my assignment. Don’t forget your supper contribution.”
“Good girl. Thanks for reminding me. I’m not sure what time I’ll be back—maybe not until the morning if Felix takes the bait. Okay? Ring me if you have any problems. I don’t care what time it is.” She slipped on her strappy silver heels and straightened.
In farewell, she pressed a kiss to the girl’s cheek. The sixteen-year-old hugged her back—an improvement from their first anxious months together when Gina had refused any tender touches. The genocide of their people had scarred them all. This plan had to work—they had to find a safe place amongst others of their own kind. A colony she could trust, who wouldn’t report back to that man and place them danger.
She sighed with longing. Feline shifters might be solitary but they weren’t meant to live alone.

      [image: image-placeholder]Felix didn’t feel like going to the dance at the historic woolshed but knew Saber and Emily needed privacy for a change. And in truth, he couldn’t take another night of listening to their happy sex-making noise.
Man, he needed to get laid. Maybe that would shift the sense of uneasiness that had assailed him lately. Loneliness. Yeah, that was it. After seeing Saber and Emily together, he craved the same happiness his brother had found.
“Leo, you going to the woolshed dance?” Felix asked as his brother came into the kitchen.
“Nah.” Leo grabbed a black leather wallet off the countertop and slid it into the back pocket of his jeans. “I’m going to Queenstown for the weekend. Why don’t you come too?”
Felix fought the need to say yes and finally good conscience won. “Thanks but it’s my turn to hang around and do the chores on the farm this weekend. I know Saber would do it if I asked but he deserves time with Emily.”
He strolled past Leo and yanked open the fridge to pull out a beer. Returning to the seat he’d vacated, he sat, placing the can on the table in front of him.
“That’s part of the reason I’m going. Since Saber mated, I feel damn edgy all the time. It’s almost as if my mate is out there waiting for me. I felt it—a sort of awareness—when I was in Queenstown a few weeks ago so I’m going back to search. And if you repeat one word of this conversation to anyone, I’m going to flatten you.”
Any other time Felix would have grinned and teased his brother unmercifully but Leo’s words tugged a cord in him. Restless. Uneasy. Prickling skin and the urge for sex. It hammered through him relentlessly, nagging like a sore tooth.
Felix tipped back his head and drank. The beer slid down his throat, the taste of crisp hops tickling his taste buds. He swallowed and wiped the back of his hand over his mouth. “I hope you find your mate.”
Leo frowned and pulled out the chair opposite Felix. He dropped onto it and peered at his brother with concern. “You too, huh?”
“Yeah.”
“Who?”
Felix thought about lying but had trouble summoning the energy tonight. His life was a friggin’ mess. Maybe Leo could help him make sense of the chaos. “Tomasine Brooks.”
A bark of laughter erupted from Leo. “Peeping Tom, the reporter?” He studied his brother and the humor slid from his face. “Hell.”
“Yeah.”
“What are you going to do?”
Felix scowled even as his body sent a surge of longing thrumming to every part that would listen. He stirred, silently cursing his rising cock. He foresaw another cold shower in his future. All he had to do was think of the woman and his cock rose like a bloody warning beacon. It hadn’t been like that the first time he saw her or the second. This feeling had crept up on him and sprang out last week, unexpectedly like a leaping leopard. He’d been in agony ever since.
“I’ve been avoiding her. It’s not difficult since you can smell her coming from a block away.”
“Yep, that godawful perfume she wears is better than a signal fire. Most of the shifters in town dodge her whenever they can to avoid her questions.”
“Yeah, that’s another reason I’m evading her. I’m sick of her questions about the black panthers. Why doesn’t she give up because she’s not getting information from the locals? Not since the newspaper article she wrote about the sightings near Middlemarch.” Felix’s gut churned at the thought of the petite dark-haired reporter. “Besides, she has career woman written all over her. I’m not going that route again.”
“You sure, bro? She has a kid and a cousin who lives with her, so she can’t be that involved with her career.”
Felix cursed softly and chugged down more beer while he thought about his life and the way it sucked.
“Tomasine Brooks is determined to get her story. She reminds me of Alicia—the same grit and killer instinct. She might be a tiny thing, but I refuse to let her walk all over me like Alicia did. I’m not a green kid anymore.”
“You can’t fight the urge, not if the woman is your mate. Shit, if you’re feeling half the grief I am…” Leo trailed off with an expressive shrug. “Maybe you should try a one-night stand. Perhaps it’s not her.”
“It’s her all right.” And he wished like hell it wasn’t.
“But how do you know?” Leo insisted.
Felix thumped his beer can onto the tabletop and leaned back on his wooden chair. He recalled the exact moment his week had slid into the toilet.
The post office. He’d gone to pick up some stamps so he could post a couple of farm invoices and he’d bumped into her. Literally. A full shoulder-to-knee contact. He shuddered, remembering the heat that had surged straight to his cock. He’d smelled something foreign before the stench of her perfume struck him and his eyes had started to water. The need to kiss her, to rip off her clothes and take her there in the street had almost killed him.
“I almost fucked her outside the post office. That conclusive enough for you?”
Leo gaped for an instant before he found his voice. “Yeah. Okay. You might be right. Hell, outside the post office?”
“Scared the shit out of me. School had just let out.”
“What did you do?”
“I apologized for bumping into her and hightailed it out of there. Emily bawled me out for forgetting the stamps once I arrived home. I headed straight for the shower and— Well, that’s enough information. The rest is personal.”
“What are you going to do?”
Before Felix could answer, the distinct sound of feminine laughter came from the far end of the house. A husky male chuckle followed.
“It’s times like this that I wish our senses weren’t so highly developed,” Felix muttered. “The way I see it, I can stay here and think about sex because I know Saber is getting some, or I can head to the dance and think of sex there. Either way I’m screwed.”
“Nah, that’s your problem. You want to be screwed.” Leo jumped to his feet and danced out of Felix’s reach. “You want sex. You need to do it, not think about the act.”
“Thank you, oh wise one,” Felix snapped. “That’s very helpful. Tell me what I should do.”
Leo sobered. “Hell if I know.”
There was silence as they pondered their collective problems. The bed started to creak down at the far end of the house.
“I’m out of here.” Leo snagged a set of keys from the set of hooks just inside the kitchen door. He paused and turned around. “Maybe you should let things take their course. Go to the woolshed dance and if she’s agreeable, take things from there.”
Felix spewed a mouthful of beer over the flowery tablecloth, one of the many changes instigated by Emily. He leapt to his feet, grabbed a cloth from near the sink and dabbed at the marks. “You’re telling me to sleep with the enemy. Man, where’s your brain?”
“Same place as yours,” Leo snapped. “Fuck her, dammit, and get her out of your system.” He stomped from sight, leaving Felix staring after him in shock.
Leo had it as bad as he did.
A masculine groan reverberated down the far end of the house. Damn Saber and Emily. Felix considered shifting and trying to run the frustration from his system, except physical activity hadn’t worked so far. He’d shifted and run out by the salt lake for hours on Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday. Nothing he’d done had pried Tomasine Brooks from his mind. He inhaled and came to a decision—a coin toss. He’d leave his fate to the toss of the coin.
Felix rummaged around the countertop and uncovered a small bowl of change. He plucked a twenty-cent piece from the bowl and tossed it in the air.
“Heads for home,” he muttered as he watched the spin of the silver coin. It came down and he snagged it in his palm and slapped it on the countertop.
“Tails for the dance.” Felix stared at the face of the coin. His gut twisted and his cock chose that moment to show approval. He checked the clock on the microwave. If he hurried, he had time for a cold shower.

      [image: image-placeholder]Felix Mitchell wasn’t at the dance.
Tomasine scanned the woolshed interior, trying not to appear too obvious in her search—a bit difficult when most of the single men in Middlemarch were busy checking out her assets. She strolled past an empty wool press and ducked behind, her breasts heaving with each agitated breath. Bother, she had to calm down and quit the heavy breathing.
Grabbing attention was not the plan. Sure the dress molded her form, but she wasn’t the only one who’d gone all out in the hope of attracting masculine attention tonight. The Mitchell brothers were an attractive proposition and since Saber Mitchell had taken a wife, the single women considered the other brothers fair game. Women from all the neighboring towns had made a point of attending the dance now that some of the bachelors seemed attainable.
The country and western band had set up on the platform reserved for the men shearing the sheep. At the far end of the shearing board, the grinder was covered to prevent injury while the shearing machines had been unbolted from their positions above the chutes. The band belted out a song about cowboys riding the range and roping steers while the attendants did an enthusiastic line dance.
Tomasine scanned the crowded shed again, searching for Felix. The wooden tables used for the shearers’ smoko or meal breaks were set up against the wall as a bar with an older man and a young woman dispensing drinks. Tomasine knew their faces but not their names. She made a mental note to check on them later. Right now, she was too nervous to concentrate on questioning anyone.
What would she do if he didn’t turn up?
A sigh whispered from her as she answered her own question. Wait for another night. As long as the assassins stayed away from Middlemarch, she had time.
When she caught a glimpse of a woman bearing plates of food, she followed, carrying her own contribution over to the area designated for supper. A group of older women presided over the plates, arranging the food ready for serving later in the evening and catching up on local gossip.
A flicker of envy flashed through her. These women knew their place. They fitted into the town’s social hierarchy. She lacked a true home.
She fought to halt a scowl. Bernard’s fault, but at least she was alive. The rest of the clan who lived on the savannah had died in the massacre, while others—Bernard and Joseph’s followers—had remained safely ensconced at the new and very ostentatious palace on the outskirts of Dar-es-Salaam.
Forcing a smile, she produced her plate of pikelets. The small rounds resembling miniature hotcakes were popular at suppers such as these, or so Gina said. Tomasine wasn’t the best cook or particularly experienced, but the two of them had practiced until their pikelets looked as good as they tasted. Served with strawberry jam and whipped cream, she was positive her supper offering would pass muster. Her gut churned as she realized she sought the approval of these women.
She wanted to belong—if it was safe. Which was where Felix Mitchell came in, but the man wasn’t cooperative enough to attend the dance.
“Thank you, Mrs. Brooks,” a tall, thin woman said.
Tomasine recognized her as one of the mothers who had a child in Sylvie’s class.
“Tomasine,” she corrected with a smile. Hope soared since this was a better reaction than usual. Maybe persistence was the key to acceptance. Then she overheard two of the women whispering. Peeping Tom.
She’d heard herself referred to in that light, and not for the first time she wished her hearing wasn’t so good. And that she hadn’t succumbed to anger and written the black cat story as a way of dealing with her frustration. Not that she’d intended to publish it. It was a mystery to this day and fear stalked her every time she thought about how the story had reached her editor at the paper.
More whispers followed the first, jerking her from her uneasiness. She fought to maintain a passive face, and although her smile faded, she thought she passed the test. “Please call me Tomasine.”
An uncomfortable silence followed and she grimaced. Obviously the way into their affections was not via food. They were a tough sell. Circle the home wagons to protect the town. If she didn’t make a breakthrough soon, it would mean another move to a different area. She must have guaranteed safety in a shapeshifter community.
Tomasine nodded at the women clustered around the supper table and moved off to grab a drink. Immediately the chatter started behind her and she huffed in frustration. Well, that had been a big success.
“Dance with me?”
Tomasine flinched as an arm slid around her waist, jostling the beaded purse she carried hitched over one shoulder. She whirled around to face the grabby male, words of anger on her lips. They died the minute she took in the man’s identity.
Felix Mitchell.
His short, dark hair was rumpled while his green gaze glowed darker than normal. Tomasine stared up at him, trying her best not to gape. What was wrong with this picture? He’d sought her out voluntarily.
“Um. Okay.” Great. Here was a prime opportunity to ask questions and the power of speech deserted her.
Felix took her hand in his larger one. His palm was rough and callused from working on his family farm. She suppressed a shiver of pure need with difficulty. Ever since they’d bumped into one another at the post office, she hadn’t managed to get the male off her mind. Or sex. That had figured largely as well. The stubborn thought brought irritation.
All she wanted was a haven for her daughter and foster child. She didn’t need a man for financial security since Bernard’s insistence on her wearing a distasteful amount of jewelry at all times had worked in her favor. For once. They’d stopped at the clan village on the way back to Dar-es-Salaam after a visit to Kenya. Along with jewelry, she’d carried passports and money. No, she didn’t need a man to boss her around and treat her like a straw floor mat. Tomasine had tried that scene and hadn’t liked it the first time. She wasn’t about to live it again.
Felix led her over to the portion of the woolshed designated as a dance floor and took her into his arms without speaking. The band finished the slow song they were playing and started another about lost love. Felix pressed her closer to his chest than necessary but it felt right.
It was the post office meeting all over again. The same swift kick in the gut, the melting feminine warmth inside and the desperate urge to rip off her clothes. His clothes. The fierce desire to press skin to skin and join emotionally as well as physically.
Tomasine surrendered to temptation and leaned in, breathing his scent. It wasn’t quite the same as she remembered. There was a medicinal tang to him, as if he had taken pills or medicine. She frowned. Shapeshifters didn’t require the use of human medication. Was she wrong about the Mitchell family? She discarded the thought almost immediately.
“What’s the funny smell?” If he said her perfume
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