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Introduction

One wrong move and her secrets will destroy lives.

Feline shifter Leo Mitchell is the pretty brother who attracts women with ease, but he’s turned picky. He suspects the mystery blonde hanging around Middlemarch is the one for him. If only he could grab the elusive female and seduce her. Oh yeah. He craves some hot, sinful lovin’ with the lady in black leather.

Assassin Isabella Black has harbored a huge crush on hunky Leo for ages. Because the timing sucked she’s watched him from afar, praying another woman won’t snatch the hottie away before she’s free to stake a claim.

Finally the pair meet. Isabella offers her naked body but Leo counteracts with a cup of tea. Seems Leo likes to call the shots when it comes to sex. A day later they’re finally dancing horizontally. It’s smokin’ hot, steamy, delicious—everything she’s ever wanted. Isabella is ecstatic until another assassin threatens to ruin her happiness. It’s life or death now. One wrong move and her secrets will destroy the Mitchells along with everything that has become dear to her…including Leo.


Chapter One

The bastard was out there.

Like a predator, Isabella Black suspected he stalked his prey, prepared to pounce at the first opportunity. The same instinct that had led her to come outside and scout the vicinity told her he skulked in the shadows, concealed, waiting with patience.

With tension swirling in her stomach, she scanned the hills and rocky outcrops, resisting the urge to stomp back and forth in a show of frustration. She loathed this situation. It pushed her temper from calm to uncertain, which wasn’t good for someone in her line of work. Her breath escaped in an impatient hiss.

At least the target remained safe, stashed in a secure house on an isolated farm. Felix Mitchell guarded his new family with determination and love. As it should be. He was an honorable man and perfect for Tomasine.

Isabella swiveled to scan the main road dissecting the small township of Middlemarch. The breeze ruffled her shoulder-length blonde hair, and she brushed it off her face with an impatient hand. She reached for the case holding her high-powered rifle. Assembling the weapon by touch, she loaded it, then held the rifle in her hands. Eyes watchful, she scanned her surroundings.

No strangers.

Not a thing out of the ordinary.

Then a flash of light, to the right of a leaning pine, caught her attention.

“Move again. Let me get a glimpse of you.”

With infinite resolve, she waited until she caught the outline of a figure picking his way across the hill, slinking from rock to tree.

“That’s it,” she crooned, fingers flexing around her rifle. She watched him in her telescopic sight, noted his familiar features. One of Mika’s cronies. Even if she hadn’t recognized him, the weapon he carried gave away his purpose.

The man meant business.

Kill or be killed.

She aimed until his face lined up in the crosshairs of her sight and squeezed the trigger, feeling not a trace of remorse.

He fell, remained still.

A quick check ensured no one had witnessed the hit. Not a soul stirred, which wasn’t unusual around Middlemarch since it was a country town. Isabella crept closer, needing to confirm his death for peace of mind. She watched the body up on the hill, frowned at his motionless form. A few seconds later, she slid through shadows cast by a sulky sun, approaching with caution. When he still didn’t stir, she nudged him with her foot, stooped to check his pulse.

Dead.

She eyed him, the blood around his head and couldn’t be sorry. A sleaze. The man enjoyed making his victims suffer, especially the women. Didn’t matter how old, they experienced his special brand of torture.

“What the hell am I going to do with you now?” It wasn’t as if she could leave him. Another body. Questions would be raised, but forensics wouldn’t tie her to him, not even the bullets since she’d used her last African-bought bullet to do the deed.

Isabella went through his pockets and after careful consideration left his identification. He had a record and was no loss, although the local police might connect his body to the last suspicious death in Middlemarch. With a final visual check, she scooped up his weapons and retreated.

With the ease of practice, she packed up her rifle, strode to her bike. After stashing her weapon bag on the back and fastening her black helmet beneath her chin, she straddled the machine and started it with a throaty roar. She coasted down the hill, thoughts turbulent and worrying.

Another mercenary eliminated, which left Mika wandering the countryside. Time to flush him from hiding. As far as she knew, he was the last assassin after Tomasine. Originally, there had been eight. Over the years Isabella had taken care of the rest, but Mika was more determined than most—skilled and experienced.

A scowl twisted her lips. There was always the possibility Joseph had hired another batch of mercenaries to track Tomasine and assassinate her. She had experience with despots. They never felt secure until every single enemy lay dead in their graves. Their propensity for paranoia kept them alive.

Her features twisted into a full-on snarl. This self-imposed guard duty might continue for years, and her chances of an ordinary life…

“Shit.” An unaccustomed burn at the back of her eyes made her blink, and she gritted her teeth so hard it hurt. The sliver of pain centered her, brought focus. A professional, she’d keep going until the job ended in a satisfactory manner.

No matter how long it took.

Isabella rode out of town toward Dunedin and the cottage she’d rented as a base, a place where she could relax and be herself. Far enough out of Middlemarch to avoid investigation by the Mitchells, their friends and neighbors, yet close enough for her to keep an eye on events as they unfolded.

Half an hour later, she pulled into a long driveway and sped along the tree-lined track leading to her rented cottage. Out of sight of the main road, she came to a halt and switched off the ignition. The silence always amazed her. Apart from the tweet of birds and the contented bleats from the flock of sheep in the neighboring paddock, a sense of isolation persisted. Weird how she now loved the countryside around Middlemarch. Even the frigid winter temperatures didn’t faze her these days. The town had become home, drilling into her heart—

Isabella broke off the thought and chuckled—rich amusement of the type to attract masculine attention. “Double damn,” she muttered as her traitorous body shot to full alert and the image of a man crept into her mind. Thinking about males wasn’t the ideal way to go into a hunt. Thinking about a particular male rated as suicide.

With determination, she shoved the dark-haired Leo with the sexy green eyes from her mind and concentrated on business. She had to get to Mika and strike first. Lie and cheat if that was what it took. A derisive snort emerged from deep in her throat. More fabrications. She’d told enough lies to fuel winter fires in Middlemarch. Yep, they’d refuse her entry to heaven, but she’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant winning this private war.

Isabella let her thoughts drift to another time in the past. She’d taken on the assignment several years ago. It had started as another job until a selfless act had her examining the path she traveled. In a flash, the scales had turned, weighing in on the side of right instead of loyalty to the person who’d paid her a healthy chunk of change for her services.

She’d shifted allegiance. No regrets.

Her conscience remained clear even though Joseph Magumbo made a powerful enemy. Since the change of sides she’d maintained silence, hoping those in charge wrote her off as a victim of her occupation. They might suspect nothing, or they could have a team of mercenaries tracking her, intending to strike her dead.

Yeah, wouldn’t that beat all?

The assassin turning into the hunted.

Wry amusement broke in a single bark of laughter as she grabbed her weapon case and sauntered to the rear of the cottage. She tugged a single key bearing a yellow plastic tag from the pocket of her leather jacket. After checking the fine hair she’d placed across the door remained in position, she unlocked her cottage. Despite being alone, she pushed the wooden door open and slithered inside, casting out her senses.

Yeah, she hovered near obsession regarding security, but vigilance had kept her alive when others died. She did not intend to die at this stage, not when she had so much to live for. Hell, she’d even made a few friends—special ones—and wanted to keep them, which sent her back to Mika and his ability to screw with her future.

Time for a showdown.

Isabella relocked the rear entrance, walked through the spotless kitchen and along a narrow passage, passing a lounge sparse of furnishing before entering one of the two bedrooms. Her boots clattered on the polished wooden floors. A single bed filled most of the tiny room. Covered with a plain navy-blue duvet, it wasn’t fancy or feminine, but the house suited her needs. She opened the door to the wardrobe, shoved aside leather jackets, jeans and a skirt to retrieve a black leather briefcase and put away her weapon case.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled out a satellite phone. Time to bait the trap to draw out Mika. Queenstown—a place full of tourists. Yes, let him get comfortable in the winter playground. She’d contact him, inform him she had a lead but required help. She’d entice him and knife him in the back before he knew what struck him.

Mika didn’t stand a chance.

* * * * *

Restless pacing took Leo Mitchell from one side of the kitchen to the other. He passed the fridge, skirted the table with its fancy cream cover and vase of red and white flowers, turning before he collided with the new wooden bookshelf his oldest brother had built for Emily’s collection of recipe books. His body thrummed with tension while his mind chewed over his problem.

His mate was out there. He sensed it with every particle even as he cursed his inability to find the elusive mystery woman.

According to Saber, mates converged together in a magnetic force of lust and attraction. His female acted plain contrary, intent on remaining hidden.

Hell, once he cornered her, he’d kiss her until both of them craved air then wring her stubborn neck. He scowled. Or he’d reverse the order. It depended on how frustrated and desperate he became meantime. This tail-chasing had become exhausting.

On his return journey across the kitchen, his sister-in-law Emily grasped his arm and yanked. “Stop! You’re wearing a hole in my kitchen floor. Why don’t you help Saber?”

“What?” Leo frowned at her, jerked from his thoughts of the mystery blonde who haunted him—the woman who might or might not be a danger to his family.

“Go. Help organize the hit on the madman in Africa,” Emily ordered.

His lips quirked in unwilling amusement. “I never knew you were so bloodthirsty.”

“Tomasine and Felix believe he’s dangerous. We have proof of the atrocities the man has committed since Saber has double-checked everything before sanctioning the hit. I don’t approve of people taking the law into their own hands, but he’s a danger to us and the shifter species. He must be removed.”

While Leo agreed with Emily, her ferocity diverted him. Both of his older brothers Saber and Felix had chosen strong mates—women he proudly called family.

Now, if only he could catch his mate. His muscles tensed, the inner frustration of knowing she was out there bringing a silent curse. He’d suffered through an icy shower this morning. A second didn’t appeal despite the blaze of sunshine pouring through the kitchen window.

“Yeah. Okay. I’ll see if I can help.” To think he, along with his three brothers, had teased Saber, and according to his oldest brother, caused him premature gray hairs with their shenanigans. Saber had wanted them mated and had found his mate instead—Emily. Felix mated not long afterward with Tomasine, and damn if Leo didn’t think he’d be next.

“Before you leave, Felix and Tomasine have asked if Gina can stay with us and go to school from here instead of learning by correspondence. I said I’d check with you first.”

“Just Gina?” Leo asked, alarm surfacing. It was possible there were assassins out there intent on killing Tomasine, her daughter and foster child. Felix and Tomasine were working and living on a secluded high-country station a few hours from Middlemarch as a security precaution until they gauged the danger and squared it away. “Is something wrong?”

“No. They haven’t seen a single stranger. There are no lurking assassins.”

“That they know of,” he shot back.

“Felix and Tomasine have decided on a regular high school for Gina, one where she’ll find friends her own age. They’re hoping to return to Middlemarch in six months. Learning by correspondence doesn’t matter so much for Sylvie, but Gina is sitting exams this year.”

Leo shrugged, thinking of the plump teenager and her determined efforts at flirtation. “Makes sense.”

“So you don’t mind if Gina comes to stay with us?”

Emily studied him until he felt as if he were under a bright spotlight. “Why are you asking me?”

“Because Gina has a crush on you, or she did. It’s possible she’s grown out of it by now.”

Leo considered the teenager. Yeah, it was true she made him uncomfortable, but once she forgot to bat her eyelashes at him, it was different. Despite the age gap—his twenty-five to her sixteen—they had much in common. Leo liked his brother’s foster daughter. “If it’s okay with you and Saber, it’s fine with me.” It wasn’t as if they’d spend much time together.

On a mission to find his mystery mate and corral her into accepting him, he might try Queenstown again since he’d sensed her there during his last visit.

“Good,” Emily said. “Gina is excellent company.”

“When’s she arriving?”

“Today. She’s grabbing a ride with an employee who is collecting supplies.” Emily cast him a guilty look, and Leo stilled. Gina’s return was a given even if he objected.

Too bad. He had more important things in his life than a teenager with a crush. He nodded and wandered off to find Saber. Not that he’d be much help in the illegal business. As the oldest in their family and part of the feline shifter council, Saber would have everything under control.

After an abrupt knock on the office door, Leo stepped inside. Saber had a phone clamped to his ear and his feet propped on the desk. The room hadn’t changed for as long as Leo could remember. It had been Uncle Herbert’s domain before the aged shifter had died, leaving Saber in charge. The desk was large, solid and made of native kauri wood. Shelves took up an entire wall. Labeled ring binders full of farm invoices and paperwork filled them along with back issues of farming magazines. On the far wall, Saber had hung several framed certificates, prizes earned at the agricultural show for their cattle.

“How much longer are you going to be?” Leo asked. “Do you want me to shift the steers?”

“The line is bad. Do you mind?”

“No problem,” Leo said. “I’ll take care of everything today. Take time with Emily. There won’t be as much privacy once Gina arrives.”

Saber grunted but didn’t appear unhappy with the suggestion. Leo knew his older brother was pleased Felix had found a mate. The fact Tomasine had two daughters didn’t hurt in a country community short of females.

Without warning, Saber took his feet off the desk. His alert manner told Leo he’d connected with the contact. Leo raised a hand in farewell and left the office, closing the door with a soft click.

He had farm work to complete and a teasing mate to hunt.

* * * * *

Late afternoon

After making the phone call and leaving a message to set up a meeting, Isabella rode into Middlemarch on her gleaming black Honda. She stifled the urge to hunt Leo Mitchell and instead headed to the garage on the outskirts of town where she kept her bike. Thinking of Leo and the decadent ways she could explore his muscular body drove her to distraction. It wasn’t as if she could do anything to alleviate her simmering sexual desire.

The throb of the bike between her legs highlighted how long it had been. With a soft groan, she shoved both Leo and sex from her mind to concentrate on her surroundings.

Funny how the small country town felt so comfortable. Her home. She liked the way inhabitants helped each other in times of need. It had taken a while to become used to neighbors and family.

Family.

Isabella smiled. Another foreign concept she enjoyed. If things went as planned, one day she might have kin—her, a professional assassin. If anyone had suggested the idea five years ago, she’d have scoffed.

It showed how life had changed.

Isabella turned her motorcycle into a private side alley between two stone buildings before reaching the center of the small town. She slowed, switched off the ignition and kicked the bike stand before swinging her leg over the saddle. After unlocking the shed, she wheeled the machine inside.

A quick glance showed no one loitering in the alley. As usual, things remained quiet with school in session and most people busy with work.

A sigh whispered past her parted lips. Time to get this show on the road. She closed the door to prying eyes and pictured a dark-haired chubby girl in her mind. Shorter. Younger. And very different to her current appearance. With seamless precision, her body transformed, her black leather outfit melting away, merging with her skin. The surrounding air shimmered in a soft green—the same color as Leo Mitchell’s gaze.

“Bloody hell,” she snapped when the glow of light faded and her new shape had solidified. “Keep your mind on the job and off Leo.” If she wasn’t careful, she’d lose her edge, the thing that made her a good assassin.

Isabella took a deep breath and let out a hiss of displeasure when her breasts didn’t so much as quiver. She scowled at the tight, pale blue T-shirt with Sex Kitten written in navy and silver on the front. She was coming to hate this disguise—a young sixteen-year-old. Where was the fun in that? Unfortunately, a necessary deception until she contained every threat against her adopted family. Then, she might attempt something resembling a normal life, start thinking of the future.

Isabella removed a bag of books from the rear of her bike and another soft bag containing clothes before leaving the safety of the alley. As always, she acted with caution, scanning the area first. An ingrained reaction, one that had saved her before. Leo Mitchell might offer a distraction, but she wasn’t stupid enough to let him shroud her mind enough to forget basic security.

She meandered down the footpath to the Storm in a Teacup, Emily’s café since Saber had purchased it for her. She nodded a respectful greeting at Sid Blackburn, a shifter elder, who exited the post office as she passed.

“Hello, lass,” Sid said. “I didn’t realize Felix had arrived back from his holiday. It’s good to see you again. How is he doing? And your darling mother?”

Isabella chatted despite her urge to hustle. In the past, she might’ve led with a terse brush-off, but this polite conversation was part of belonging, part of being family. Even though impatience simmered, she kind of liked the friendliness of chitchat. “Felix and Tom are still up in Auckland with Sylvie,” she said, sticking to the cover story they’d agreed for safety’s sake. “I’ve come back early for school. Exams this year,” she added, wrinkling her nose in typical teenage manner. “Tom didn’t want me to miss my schooling.”

“Aye, lass. Your parents have the right of it. Education is important in these times.” Sid’s forehead wrinkled with his thoughts. “Are you going to attend university in Dunedin once you finish high school? So many young people leave Middlemarch and never return.”

“I’m not sure.”

The elder sent her a hard, searching look before sighing. “You discuss it with Felix or Saber. They’ll put you on the right track.”

Or perhaps Leo. Isabella hoped he took a keen involvement in her future but confined her answer to a polite smile. She nodded and with a wave continued to the café. Anticipation lightened her step, and to her consternation, a hint of nerves lurched in her stomach. The unease scuttled like the ticklish steps of a praying mantis creeping around inside her tummy. A grin burst free—a natural one that hovered close to laugher. Her foster sister Sylvie’s descriptive prose and vivid imagination had rubbed off on her.

On reaching the café, she took a deep breath, pushed the door open and setting the doorbell into motion as she stepped inside. She dropped her bags on the floor with a loud thump to announce her arrival and inhaled the spicy cinnamon of baking muffins.

“Gina! You’re back.” Emily ducked around the counter and enveloped her in a hug before pushing her away to arm’s length to scrutinize her. “I believe you’ve lost weight.”

It wasn’t true, but Isabella grinned anyway. She liked Emily. In fact, she enjoyed all the Mitchell clan—those she’d met. They accepted her as part of the family since Tomasine had hooked up with Felix Mitchell. She’d always be grateful for the recognition because Tom wasn’t her blood relation.

Unconditional acceptance wasn’t something she knew. Fear, yes, but not love and friendship. She was a chameleon shifter, an assassin by trade.

Chameleons remained reclusive by nature, and on the rare occasions they mated, they produced a single offspring—if they bred with another chameleon. That was why she treasured the relationship she had with the Mitchells. They treated her as a member of the family, and a valuable one, although they might not return the sentiment if they learned the truth.

“It’s great to be here. I’ve missed Middlemarch and my friends.” Isabella glanced around the café, taking in the faces of the customers and classifying them for risk. Visitors—tourists—intent on walking or riding the rail trail. No danger lurking here. She allowed herself to relax. “I’m looking forward to going back to school and seeing the gang.”

Emily picked up a bag and drew Isabella behind the counter. “When does school start again?”

Isabella returned and grabbed her other bag before rejoining Emily. “Next week. I thought I might ring Suzie and the others and help you, if that’s okay.”

Emily patted her shoulder. “You don’t need to. You help me enough during term time. Spend the time with your friends.”

“If you’re sure.” Isabella had counted on Emily’s good nature. Now all she needed to do was manage things so she could head to Queenstown for the weekend. If luck were with her, Leo would visit the tourist town too.

* * * * *

Leo wandered through the doors of the Queenstown casino, every sense alert for his mate. Even though he had no idea of her identity, he suspected it was the mystery blonde woman who had helped Sylvie—Felix and Tomasine’s daughter—during her first unexpected change to feline. Sylvie had taken everyone unaware when she’d shifted for the first time at age five instead of the normal age of sixteen. It was lucky the unidentified blonde had been around to help the confused youngster.

After sifting through the jingle of the slots and loud chatter, plus the layered scents of perfume, cologne and pure excitement at the casino, Leo headed for the bar.

He’d arrived the previous evening and prowled the surrounds of Queenstown without luck, chafing at the denser population. He hadn’t caught the faintest whiff of his mystery woman, and that made him yearn to shift to black leopard and run free across the hills to relieve his frustration.

It wasn’t as if he could grab the nearest willing female and fuck the disappointment away, not when the female he desired was his mate. Damn woman. She’d mucked up his sex life but good. Leo snarled under his breath, cursing the fates and the heat prickling across his skin.

Without warning, Leo caught an elusive scent. A familiar one, it bore a hint of spiciness, reminding him of the wildflowers and grasses that bloomed around the salt lake in spring. He halted and almost caused a pileup of eager punters behind.

“Sorry,” he said, stepping aside to allow the impatient patrons to pass and head for their gambling game of choice. He sniffed the air again. A mixture of strong perfumes and colognes. A whiff of body odor and musk and a hint of wildflowers.

It was his mate.

She was here.

Leo’s heart squeezed out an exuberant pump, and he strode between the roulette tables, following the trail, his mood improving with his discovery. With no clear idea of her appearance, he scanned faces of women—both young and old. Up ahead, he saw a slim form dressed in a black halter dress. The line of her naked back drew his attention, as did the gentle sway of her hips. Her fragrance.

His.

Leo quickened his pace until he stood right behind her. She had brown hair with reddish strands, not the blonde he’d seen or others had mentioned. A frown creased his brow. Maybe she wore wigs. Tonight her hair piled on top of her head in a complicated twist, the type that made a man hesitate and wonder if it were safe to touch. In the past, he’d made the wrong decision and suffered the consequences.

The woman ignored his presence, continuing her elegant and sexy sway while she progressed through the crowded room.

Damn. This mating business was tricky. More convoluted than he’d envisioned. Show his face. Attraction. One becomes two—a couple. Huh! Witnessing Saber’s courtship of Emily and Felix’s adventures with Tomasine should’ve alerted him to potential pitfalls. Like a fool, he’d relied on his natural charm and looks to ease him through without mishap. Not working.

The woman sashayed toward the bar, his original destination, so Leo followed while deciding how to approach her. Did he use a corny pick-up line, or did he bowl up to her and say, “You’re my mate. Let’s fuck and get acquainted?”

He snorted. Yeah, brashness would snag her interest all right—if she didn’t run screaming for the cops first.

A man appeared in front of his woman. He spoke to her. Leo gaped in consternation when the tall male kissed her. And it wasn’t a peck either. Tongue came into play.

Hell.

What did he do now?

His hands curled to fists, and he had to restrain his urge to choke the living daylights out of the male groping his woman.

She pulled away and laughed. Low and husky, the chortle twisted his gut and brought a wave of envy. Could a female mate with two different men? Leo sifted through the mating facts as relayed by Saber. There weren’t that many and nothing he’d learned had prepared him for this dilemma. His younger twin brothers were both chasing Maggie, but they were a law unto themselves. They didn’t report in often so their experiences were no help.

Leo forced himself to walk past to the bar. He slid onto a vacant barstool and ordered a dark beer. Meanwhile the couple entered the adjoining restaurant. A hostess directed them to a table in Leo’s range of sight—if he craned his neck. They settled and accepted a wine list from the waitress. After handing over a twenty-dollar note and receiving his change, Leo shifted his barstool along the bar for a better view, sipped his drink and watched them with a mixture of irritation and pique.

The woman glanced up as if sensing his observation. Leo didn’t look away but held her gaze, letting instinct guide him. Instead of glaring at him or glancing away, she returned his interest. A small smile played around her full lips. Her friend tapped her on the shoulder but she didn’t return her attention to him straightaway. She winked at Leo before turning away to accept the menu.

Leo let out a breath, even more confused. He didn’t know what to think or how to act. His logical mind anyhow. His unruly body had this bit memorized, and he shifted on the barstool to ease into a more comfortable position.

Leo continued to watch the couple. After consulting the wine list, they turned their attention to the menu. The woman scanned the dishes on offer and set her menu on the table. The male read it through, asked his companion questions and appeared to dither.

Score one point against him, Leo thought with disgruntlement. The stranger was good-looking with sandy-colored hair, or at least Leo had glimpsed other female diners checking him out and exchanging whispers. He was taller than the mystery woman and possessed hulking shoulders, although the suit jacket might hide a paunch.

Leo grunted. Mate or not?

Uncertainty made him reach for his drink. Damn. Empty. He signaled to the bartender and received another beer. After a third drink, Leo decided he was both sad and mistaken. This woman couldn’t be his mate. He drained the last mouthful from his glass and stood. With a final glance, he turned and walked away.

Outside the casino, night had fallen despite the long summer evenings. A soft breeze ruffled his hair, bringing with it a whiff of exotic spices and Chinese food. Leo strode toward the lake, deciding if he couldn’t shift and run, at least he could walk. When he passed restaurants lining the road, he heard flirtation, laughter, saw couples everywhere, their seats shoved close, heads together. Soft whispers.

Acute loneliness assailed him, joining the edgy anger and irritation bubbling inside. Poetic justice, according to his brothers, because women had fallen at his feet since he’d gone through the change as a teenager. His pretty face, everyone said.

Just as well he was here on his own, not with his brothers. Leo gave a wry grin before sobering. He could imagine the ribbing they’d give him. Nope. This was one of the times when solitary was good even if he reeled in confusion.

As he neared the edge of Lake Wakatipu, a tourist boat pulled up at the jetty. Passengers drifted off the boat in pairs. Leo’s throat tightened, and he shifted his attention to the dark surface of the lake instead. Around the shore, lights twinkled while darkness shrouded the Remarkable mountain range that bordered the large expanse of water. Leo kept walking until the sounds of high spirits faded. Now and then, a vehicle passed, or he caught the drift of chatter and music from an open window. More couples. Queenstown—a regular Noah’s ark.

Despondent, he continued to walk until he left the main center behind. Usually, the countryside soothed, relaxed him, but not tonight. He’d come out here to think, but nothing could get past the fact that the woman he wanted was with another man. Without being bigheaded, he knew he could woo and win another one, except his heart…his heart might break accepting second best.

Still out of sorts, Leo threw stones into the lake, the dull plop when the stone sank beneath the water echoing in his mind. He sat on the cool ground and studied the horizon with its myriad twinkling lights. After setting off from Middlemarch with such hopes, he’d plummeted to rock bottom.

“Hell, any minute I’m gonna break out with the country music.” In disgust, Leo leapt to his feet to walk back to central Queenstown and his hotel. He’d paid for the room so might as well use it. Instead of staying for the entire weekend, he’d check out tomorrow morning and return to Middlemarch. He needed advice, and he figured he’d find someone at home. Emily, since she specialized in sympathy instead of teasing.

Twenty minutes later, Leo walked into the foyer of his boutique hotel. It was exclusive and overlooked the water. He liked staying in the Wallace because the staff was friendly and efficient, the owner a fellow shifter, a widow whose husband had died in a car accident. Erin was older than him. Gorgeous and sexy, he wished she’d been the one instead of the mystery woman. They’d considered a fling, but with no spark between them, they’d left it at close friends.

“Hi, Leo,” the night receptionist chirped.

He lifted a hand in greeting but kept walking. Instead of using the lifts, he climbed the stairs to his third-floor room. He plucked his keycard from his pocket and entered.

The faint scent of lemon polish and shifter combined with a foreign one—a hint of delicate flowers and a touch of spicy greenery. The maid had turned down his bed and placed a chocolate mint on his pillow. She’d forgotten to leave on the bedside lamp, which was a no-no in Erin’s rules. The hotel proprietress liked to get the small details right.

Leo shut the door, pausing a moment to let his eyes adjust to the pitch-black. The faint rustle coming from the bed made him pause. He peered through the darkness, picked out the shape of a person and cursed under his breath. He didn’t have the wrong room. The maid was going beyond the call of duty.

“Whoever you are, get out of my room. If you leave now, I won’t report you to Erin.” Leo sounded testy, but it had been that sort of day. He didn’t have the energy to dredge up smooth, urbane and charming.

“I’ll go if you want,” a husky voice said. “But don’t you want to see what you’re rejecting first?”

The woman had the music of Europe in her speech. French or Italian. Something continental and familiar.

“Turn on the light.” Leo held his breath, distrusting his senses.

The crisp cotton sheets rustled. Leo’s heart raced. This was his mate, and she was waiting in his bed. His lungs expanded while he tried to exert control on his body. Not a single thought of cold showers or icky situations worked on his eager dick. It felt as if every drop of blood had sunk to his groin while he waited for illumination.

After a soft descriptive curse that raised a grin in Leo, she found the light. It flicked on, spotlighting the bed. Leo gaped. The female in his bed wasn’t wearing anything except a come-hither smile.

It was her—the mystery woman.


Chapter Two

Leo didn’t move, not even to cover his painful erection. He stared at her, uncertain of where to start, what to say. Finally, he swallowed and cleared his throat. “What are you doing here?”

A delicate brow arched, and a smile formed on her luscious pink lips. She tossed her head, her brown hair brushing the tops of her shoulders now that it was loose instead of piled on top of her head. “Isn’t it obvious?”

“No.” His gaze drifted across the creamy skin of her shoulders and the shadowed curves of her breasts before raising his eyes to scan her face. She wore a soft smile that showed straight white teeth. Her bold features, softened by the smile and the gleam in eyes neither blue nor violet but a shade somewhere between, held amusement.

“No? Should I be even more forward?”

Her foreign accent—Italian, he decided—sizzled along his nerve endings in a seductive manner. Leo wanted to ask her questions so he could hear her musical tone yet again.

“I can do brazen with the best,” she murmured, and with that, she swept aside the white cotton sheet covering her body.

Leo’s breath caught. He couldn’t have looked away if he tried. The woman was sleek muscles and curves with generous breasts. His fingers itched with the desire to touch. His befuddled mind took in the fact she was not a blonde. The color of the hair on her head was natural. Leo took one step closer to the king-size bed and halted. “Why are you here?”

She tipped her head to the side and regarded him with a patient smile—the kind a parent gives a child. “I’m disappointed with your intelligence, but your looks make up for the lack.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my IQ,” Leo snapped. But it was true his brain had turned sluggish. A man had his pride when it came to a potential mate. He refused to settle for a one-night thing, and he sure as hell wasn’t taking any man’s leavings.

“Should I take charge of the seduction?”

Leo folded his arms across his chest and concentrated on her face. He didn’t trust himself to look at her breasts for an instant longer. “I want answers,” he said in a hard voice, “and if I don’t get them soon, I’m calling security.”

“I’d like to see you try,” the woman retorted. “You’ll look stupid, no matter what you tell them.”

Erin’s involvement would also suck. “Who are you? What’s your name? What are you doing in my room?” Leo fired questions, desperately wanting answers before she wriggled past his control and he succumbed. He was a hairsbreadth from turning caveman and jumping her. Not a bad idea except damn if he intended to steal a woman off another man, or mate with a woman short on morals.

“My name is Isabella Black. I saw your interest in the casino.” She lowered her voice to a seductive purr. “I liked what I saw and decided to extend an invitation.”

“An invitation to what?”

“Time’s ticking. This was a one-time-only offer.” The woman stood and turned away to retrieve her clothes from a chair where she’d left them neatly folded. Although she covered it well, he sensed her disappointment.

“Wait!” Hell, nothing was running to expectation. He’d had visions of a romantic dinner, a getting-to-know-his-mate meal, letting the awareness between them simmer, the heat rising until it boiled into passion.

“Wait for what? A cup of tea?” She toyed with her clothes but didn’t start dressing. Her arse was world class, and she had a sexy green dragon tattooed in the small of her back.

“I can make tea.” Leo worked at keeping his voice even. He’d love to inspect the dragon at closer quarters, drag his tongue across the green body, nibble a bit. Taste.

“But I don’t want tea,” she whispered, turning to face him. “I want sex. Hot, sweaty, no-holds-barred sex.” Her lips pursed and when she saw she’d caught his attention, her tongue darted out to moisten her lips. One sweep and they glistened.

Leo scowled. “You’re a stranger.”

The woman—Isabella—laughed, but the sound held not a shred of amusement. “You’re a disappointment, Leo Mitchell. I’d heard you’re a charming daredevil up for any challenge. Don’t you want me?” She sashayed across the carpeted floor, stopping mere inches from him, close enough so he felt the heat coming off her body. “Can I tempt you?” Her breath puffed across his lips, tickling and seductive. He glimpsed her tongue poking between her lips and the vise around his chest tightened a notch.

He retreated a step. He couldn’t think with her enticing body so close and her delicate scent teasing him, seducing him. Could she tempt him? Hell, yeah. But that didn’t mean he was going ahead. A man had to have some scruples. Leo Mitchell didn’t steal another man’s woman.

“Who was the man?”

“A friend.” She didn’t pretend to misunderstand, and that scored points with him.

“Do you play tonsil hockey with all your friends?”

Isabella shrugged, hard enough he couldn’t fail to notice the jiggle of her breasts. “Mika has a warped sense of humor. It was a joke. We were lovers, but now we’re friends with good memories.”

Leo wanted to believe her. Toss his scruples. Okay for women to act the aggressor.

Yet, somewhere along the line, his mind refuted the fact.

His alpha feline genes snapping to attention.

“What were you doing in Middlemarch? How did you know my name?”

“Where? I overheard the maids gossiping. That’s how I learned your name.” Her cool reply contained just the right amount of surprise, but Leo knew better. The woman held her secrets close. Understandable.

But he didn’t make mistakes. He recognized her scent. It bloody haunted him.

“How did you get in here?” Okay, he’d ignore the Middlemarch thing for now. He’d caught a fleeting glimpse and thought she was Sylvie’s mystery helper, even though the hair color was different. He’d ferret out the truth later. “Do you have a key or did you bribe a maid to let you inside?”

Isabella grinned and reached out to brush her hand over his cheek. He jerked away. Damn, he’d felt her touch clear to his toes. Leo retreated farther, uneasy with her taking charge of this meeting.

It was his room.

She was the intruder, not him.

Her grin widened, and it pissed him off. He glowered but her sassiness remained intact.

“Anyone would think I frightened you.”

And they’d be right. She was his future. “I’m not frightened of you.”

“Then why are you running?”

“You’re a stranger.” Leo shoved his hands in his pockets. “You’re stark naked and you broke into my room.” One distraction required, something to quash his desire to stroke her sleek muscles and explore her body with fingers and mouth.

He wanted to win her on his terms, dammit.

He wanted the thrill of the chase.


Chapter Three

Isabella stared at Leo, trying to hide the fact the male nonplussed her. Yet again, he displayed the integrity common to every Mitchell of her acquaintance. Heck, she’d offered herself on a plate.

“I want you,” she fired back after taking several rapid breaths. They did little to disperse her irritation or the embarrassment crawling through her veins. With his refusal, he’d made her small—a two-inch-high bimbo.

Rejected yet again.

Memories of Gregory, an ex, assailed her, but she pushed them away. Determined, Isabella took one more calming breath and forced her features into an amused smile. “I thought that was what you wanted.”

“I prefer to do my own hunting.” Leo’s flat tone told her she’d messed up big time. But he’d wanted her in the casino. She’d sensed his attraction, so what did she need to do to prod him to action?

Why did the man’s straight and honest streak have to show up now? Isabella wanted to screech her frustration but refrained since a fuss would attract security, and besides, assassins didn’t resort to feminine hysterics, no matter what the stress factors. Ill-discipline led to an early death. No, assassins remained calm and cool under fire. She should look upon this as an unexpected curve ball in her latest assignment. A challenge.

“You should dress. We don’t want you to catch cold.”

Isabella’s mouth dropped open. Before she could react further or throw herself into his arms, Leo strode into the bathroom and returned with a navy-blue robe. He held it up, ready for her to don, a silent demand.

Ooh, alpha male with excellent manners. A shot of heat suffused her body, gathering low and coalescing into a needy ache. It wasn’t often a man treated her as a lady, and it was heady stuff. After meeting his steady gaze for an instant longer, Isabella accepted his determination. With a testy sigh to make her feelings known, she acquiesced to his wishes but accepted the robe with ill grace. She thrust her arms into the sleeves. Dammit, she’d been patient. Her serenity and willpower had scrubbed away, leaving simmering impulsiveness in its place. Frustrated hormones filled every inch of her body. Just call her horny.

There was nothing wrong in going after what she wanted. Nothing.

Too bad if Leo Mitchell was slow on the uptake. He was a doomed man in the sights of an assassin. He didn’t stand a chance.

Isabella peeked at him from between lowered lashes, taking in his stubborn expression and tight jaw, the tense set of his broad shoulders. It didn’t look as if he’d change his mind tonight, but then tenacious was her middle name. Some people might call her single-minded or worse, a hard-ass. Guilty on both counts.

Her breath eased out with longing while her gaze caressed him. Tummy-tingling and striking in his black dress trousers, cream linen shirt and black leather jacket. Tasty. She loved the way he smiled and his lazy good humor, laced with more than a hint of charming rake. With his dark hair, intense green eyes and strong nose, a jaw shaded with shadow, he looked good enough to eat. For so long she’d fantasized about the body beneath the clothes with the occasional glimpse to keep her hopes alive and hormones hopping. Time to unwrap the parcel, to take a step or two in a new direction. She tightened the belt of the robe around her waist.

“That’s better,” he said with relief.

Isabella’s eyes narrowed on the slow-witted male, her self-confidence taking a momentary dive. Wait. This was her man. He just didn’t know it yet. Yeah, she’d lull him with cooperation and jump him later, taking advantage of his low defenses.

“I’ll take that tea now.” Hot tea. Huh! A poor sexual substitute. Dammit, this wasn’t fair. She glared at him. “Are the rumors I’ve heard exaggerated?”

Leo paused his search through the tea bags provided by the hotel. He glanced over his shoulder, keeping his gaze on her face and away from the creamy cleavage she’d carelessly displayed for his benefit. “What rumors?”

“I heard you were an excellent lover.” Isabella suppressed a shudder of pure need, her nipples drawing tight against the nubby fabric of the robe. Leo knew how to satisfy a woman. The bad-boy twinkle in his eyes spelled it out for any woman to discern. The male was being plain mean, making her wait and suffer. She sat on the bed, ignored the irritated slitting of his eyes and regarded him with a façade of calmness. “Were they wrong? Do you need little blue pills?”

“Blue… I don’t need to defend myself to you. But for the record, I prefer to do the asking. I’m old-fashioned that way.”

“It’s not wrong to strive for what I want.” Isabella watched him for the slightest reaction. Difficulties ahead. Easy to see. A relationship with Leo would not be easy, not with the lies and half-truths between them. And his stubbornness was an added difficulty. Too bad. Time to make a move. She’d noticed his edginess, how restless he’d become and how often he’d traveled to Queenstown. She hated him being with other women. He was ready to mate, and lucky for him, she was his other half.

He just didn’t know it yet.

A pity he’d chosen the same weekend as Mika. Isabella had seen Leo’s expression when he’d noticed her with the assassin, the flash of temper and the possessive stamp on his features when the other man had touched her shoulder. In the past, Isabella might have scoffed at the mention of a fated mate—a bond between male and female so strong there could be no other. That was before she’d met the Mitchell family. Isabella chuckled at the thought. Who’d have thought? A mate…

“What’s so funny?” Leo placed a steaming cup of black tea on the bedside unit. He plucked several sachets of sugar and two small plastic milk containers from on top of the minibar and set them alongside the tea.

“Nothing.” She studied the familiar angles of his face and her heart pitter-pattered. Dark brows slashed above his eyes, and he hadn’t had his hair cut for a while. It fell in natural curls. Thick lashes surrounded his green eyes while his lips were firm. Sensual. She couldn’t wait to take a taste. For so long, she’d fantasized about making love with Leo, touching him intimately. She eyed her tea, trying to remember the last time a man had waited on her without expecting sex in return. Her heart went pitter-patter all over again.

“You remind me of someone,” he said, making her aware he’d scrutinized her as intently while she’d cataloged his sexy features. She shifted her weight and thrust out her breasts, taking pleasure in the way he followed her subtle move.

“A lover?”

“No,” he said with a hint of bite. “You shouldn’t listen to rumors. Despite the maids’ gossip, I don’t bed every woman who crosses my path.” His face darkened with indignation and a touch of impatience. “You still haven’t told me how you entered my room. I should call hotel security.”

“But you won’t do that to little old me. Will you?” She wasn’t stupid enough to confess regarding her special skills—not right now at any rate. She required more time to prepare the way. Acceptance of a lover who appeared permanently green and ugly in their natural state took bravery and trust. Green might work for an animated cartoon character, but in real life the color scared people. Yep, best she made sure he was enamored and loved her unconditionally before she spilled her secrets.

She glanced at him again, making sure her face remained impassive and displayed none of the yearning coursing through her veins. The inability to bear children to anyone but another chameleon might prove an obstacle too. Men like Leo wanted sons and daughters. She’d watched him with Sylvie and knew how cool he was when he interacted with Gina in her awkward, chubby, sixteen-year-old guise. Isabella swallowed a sudden attack of doubt. Was she wrong to take this step? Once taken, she couldn’t retreat. Everything would change. She couldn’t reverse her actions.

It was all or nothing.

She reached for the cup and sipped the steaming tea, ignoring both milk and sugar. Isabella Black didn’t take milk or sugar while Gina did. Different characteristics for each persona. Part of being an excellent assassin—attention to detail and the ability to blend. “What would make you change your mind?”

“About taking you into my bed?”

Impatience bubbled free. “Your questioning mode is tedious.”

Leo regarded her with a control rivaling her own. “Answer my questions and we can move on.”

Yes, please. Dammit, she’d love to step into a new future. It was the reason for this confrontation. Time to change tactics. Despite the easygoing manner he portrayed, tonight had shown him as staunchly conservative. She’d made a mistake by trying seduction.

Leo Mitchell needed finessing.

“I timed my arrival with the room maid and spun her a story about meeting my fiancé here to surprise him.” She read people to survive—another one of her assassin skills—but she wasn’t doing such a sterling job tonight.

At home, interacting with the family, he always acted so carefree with the same underlying confidence and integrity all the Mitchell brothers exhibited.

A sigh escaped, and in that moment, she decided to risk everything. “I’m sorry I’ve made you uncomfortable.” She reached over, intending to set her tea on the side cabinet. The neckline of the robe gaped, but she ignored it. “I’ll leave.”

Leo dropped onto the navy easy chair sitting near the curtained window and studied her in a pensive manner.

“Your tea is getting cold. You’re the one who wanted it.” His scrutiny brought agitation to the surface, but she couldn’t look away. Need throbbed inside, the plain edginess simmering between them, sensitizing her body.

Humor lurked in his eyes, as if he knew how unsettled he’d made her, before fading to intense and curious. She tightened her grip on her cup and focused on the low-level heat emanating through the china as a means of distraction. The need to jump him flowed through her like a fast-acting drug, but she resisted. Isabella never made the same mistake twice.

Leo rose to pace the length of the hotel room, his footsteps muffled by the thick woolen carpet. She admired the familiar fluidness of his moves, his tight ass, and her desire ratcheted up a notch. Her mouth dried, and she swallowed, attempting to moisten it while willing herself to remain seated, keep her hands to herself.

Good things came to those who waited. She reminded herself of the fact even though the cliché lacked comfort. Leo prowled toward her and stopped in front of the bed where she sat.

“Come out with me tomorrow on a picnic.” Leo’s voice held confidence, dammit, and it aggravated her. He snapped his fingers and expected her to jump?

Isabella sipped her tea, concentrating hard on keeping her mouth shut. Now he thought she was easy. Part of her wanted to say no, but childishness would be counterproductive to her plan. She’d arranged to meet Mika early tomorrow morning because her fellow assassin intended to follow up a lead in Auckland. “What time?”

“Say around eleven. I’ll arrange a packed lunch.” He stopped by the phone and scooped up the small notepad and pen provided by the hotel. “What’s your address? Where will I pick you up?”

Isabella suppressed a smile. He sure liked his questions. “Room 314, Wallace Hotel.”

Leo gaped at her, his green eyes flashing surprise. “That’s the room next to me.”

“That’s right,” Isabella said, knowing he’d be wondering why he hadn’t sensed her presence. Mentally, she snapped her fingers at him in a cheeky manner. Simple, for a chameleon.

“But—”

Isabella stood and gathered her clothes. “I’ll return your robe in the morning.” She sauntered to the door, the weight of his bemused stare on her back the entire way. Surely, Leo Mitchell hadn’t thought he’d have everything his own way?

* * * * *

Leo woke after a few fitful hours’ sleep. The bloody woman was staying right next door, and he hadn’t had a clue. Whenever he saw her, his senses roared she was his mate, so why had he missed her presence?

And the hair color—why had she worn a wig? Leo grinned. He couldn’t wait to discover but on his terms. Not hers. He snorted when he remembered her brazenness. Women had tried to get their hooks into him before but he’d evaded with no regrets. This time felt different. Just looking at her did things to his libido, pushing him into a cycle of lust and a yearning to mark her as his property.

Hell, hark at him.

A chattel.

Emily and Tomasine would geld him if he verbalized the thought. Isabella might help. Truth was, despite the mating heat, he refused to act the Neanderthal. There were better ways of taming a woman.

“Isabella.” Leo tried her name for size, rolling the syllables as if they were a delectable mouthful of chocolate. “Hell, man. You’ve lost it,” he muttered, but he grinned all the same.

After glancing at the radio clock on the bedside table, he reached for the phone and rang the kitchen to order a lunch basket for two. The chef made a few suggestions, and Leo hung up with a sense of satisfaction.

He relaxed against the white pillows in a casual sprawl. On their Uncle Herbert’s recommendation, his older brother Saber had purchased land outside Queenstown. Grape vines covered part of the land with wine tasting and a restaurant on premises. Their award-winning Pinot Noir wines were both popular and profitable. He’d take Isabella Black, mystery woman, to picnic on their private land, a place free of interruptions.

Today, he’d gain the upper hand. Yeah, he’d find a special way to make her purr.

Leo pondered her and shook his head in amusement. Maybe not. The mystery woman had her own agenda. Impulsive. Unpredictable. The uncertainty involved brought anticipation and eagerness of the sort he hadn’t experienced for ages.

Last night had thrown him. He hadn’t liked her thrusting him into the role of pursued. A smirk formed on his mouth. No getting away from it—he was feline through and through and loved the chase, the stalking. The final victory of capture.

Compliance.

Today, Isabella Black would have her hands full. He’d make sure of it.

Knuckles rapped on his door. Leo leapt from bed and yanked on a pair of jeans before answering the summons.

It was Isabella. Her brown hair tumbled in a sexy curtain around her face and shoulders, a fringe framing her eyes. Bluer this morning than violet, they shimmered with silent laughter. “Good morning.”

Leo wanted to kiss her but made do with a smile. She was trying to direct things again. While he wanted her to stop, part of him wanted to learn the lengths she’d go to in order to gain his attention. “Morning.”

“Would you have breakfast with me in the restaurant?”

“I’ll meet you there in half an hour.” Leo shut the door in her face. His sharp hearing picked up the huff of annoyance and he smirked. He looked forward to an interesting day.

Exactly half an hour later, Leo walked down the stairs to the ground-floor restaurant. Erin was on duty, directing guests and diners to their tables.

He brushed a casual kiss over her cheek. “Morning, sweetheart.”

“You don’t normally have breakfast,” Erin said in surprise.

“I have a date.” Leo scanned the restaurant and saw Isabella sitting at a table overlooking the lake. “She’s over there. Talk to you later.” Ignoring Erin’s raised eyebrows, Leo strode to the table where Isabella waited.

“Good morning again.” God, she looked gorgeous with the sun hitting her hair and gilding the red strands with fire.

He gave in to temptation, leaning closer to cup her face in his hands and taste her mouth. He’d planned an easy exploration, just a quick sample, but his good intentions fled the instant she responded. The slow slide of her tongue into his mouth shot urgent hunger straight to his groin, and he went with it, deepening the kiss and yanking it into carnal territory. Their tongues flirted, explored. Sipped. She moaned and damn if he didn’t want to moan his own pleasure aloud too.

“That’s enough of that,” a familiar voice said.

Shocked, Leo jerked away from Isabella and whirled to face Erin. “I—”

“Sit. Stop making a spectacle of yourself.” Although her voice sounded stern, Erin had a twinkle in her eyes.

Flummoxed, he dropped onto the chair opposite Isabella. From zero to ready for action in seconds flat. A first. Through narrowed eyes, he studied Isabella, who looked as cool as an icy beer on a hot Otago day.

Erin’s mouth kicked up in amusement. He’d face questions and teasing later once she cornered him in privacy. “You can order off the menu or partake in the buffet breakfast.”

“Coffee and the full-cooked breakfast, thanks,” Isabella said.

“I’ll take the same please, Erin.” Longer to spend with the mystery woman and learn what made her tick.

Erin nodded and accepted the menus back before heading off to deal with other hotel guests seeking breakfast.

“A lover?” Isabella asked, her brows drawing together in a frown.

“Not now.” Leo snared her hand, the urge to touch a compulsion. Her hand for now. But later…later, he’d expand his exploration zone. Scheduled to his plan of course.

“Are we going to become lovers today?”

Leo’s mouth dropped open, and he snapped it shut. Did she have any idea what her loaded questions did to him? The naughty twinkle in her eyes said hell, yes. The minx knew. “We’ll take the day as it comes. That way neither of us will suffer disappointment.”

“You want me.”

Persistent. Any other woman behaving in this manner would send him fleeing in the opposite direction, but something about Isabella fascinated him, so he suffered her outrageous comments.

Leo turned her hand over and lifted it to his mouth. He kissed the delicate skin at her inner wrist and let his tongue dart out for a quick taste. “I might,” he agreed, savoring her quick intake of breath. While her blunt questions might send him off balance, his touch upset her equilibrium. Good to know.

Isabella resisted the need to squirm. Leo made her hot so fast, but then he always had, ever since the first time she’d seen him with his brother Felix. Concealing her sexual yearning from him came in the difficult basket. A demanding challenge. Thank goodness she had because in her guise as a sixteen-year-old…fodder for scandal. She might cause gossip and outrage yet, if she didn’t handle Leo with care.

However, her job came first. Mika had to stop his hunt. If he refused, she’d take him out. It might well be the death of her because Mika was skilled at his job, her equal as an assassin.

“If you want me, what’s holding you back?” Isabella wanted to know.

The green of his eyes deepened to a jade. They glinted with amusement even though his mouth remained neutral. He knew of her desires. No doubt, the jump in her pulse when his rough tongue had slid over her skin and the rapid beat of her heart gave away her arousal. She’d need to take care, or she’d end up revealing her secrets.

He leaned back and regarded her with lazy charm. “No hurry. Plenty of good stuff between point A and B.”

The air hissed between her teeth in a heated rush. The wretch. Why hadn’t she discovered his stubborn streak earlier? She could have prepared her attack in a different manner. Oh heck. Who was she trying to fool?

There was no plan. She’d gone with instinct, relying on experience to tell her the right time to act.

She restrained a scowl, reaching deep for enigmatic. Assassin mode. At one hundred and fifty years old in human terms—a mere child as far as chameleons went, it was true—she was ready to retire from the assassin way of life. As soon as she took care of Mika and the associated loose ends to make sure Tomasine and Sylvie were safe, her retirement could become fact instead of a dream.

A normal life. Other assassins equated normal with boring. Isabella thought it sounded perfect.

“I’m used to fast. Instant gratification,” she muttered.

His dark brows rose and unable to maintain eye contact, she stared out the window. The untamed beauty of the vivid blue waters of Wakatipu and the soaring mountain peaks surrounding the narrow lake made her heart ache. She loved the harshness of the Otago landscape, the baking-hot summer days. Even the freezing winters full of snow and sleet held their charms despite the dangers of cold to her species.

It didn’t hurt that Leo Mitchell was part of the scenery. Part of her future, she hoped. Instant gratification. Ooy!

“Have you heard the song about a man with a slow hand?”

“Do you give all the girls this much trouble?” she demanded, hating the giveaway heat crawling through her cheeks. Isabella never blushed and found the aberration annoying. The man was a handful. He’d better be careful, or she’d shoot him. It was the way she fixed most of her problems. One bullet to the head and they faded away…

Isabella drew a deep breath and risked a glance at him. He smiled at the waitress who had arrived with a carafe of coffee. Isabella hadn’t even heard her and found the fact disconcerting.

What did Leo Mitchell do when he came to Queenstown? Who did he see? He kept his romantic involvements separate from life in Middlemarch.

She’d hated knowing he saw other women but hadn’t been in a position to stake a claim. Tomasine and Sylvie’s safety took priority. She owed Tomasine big time. Loyalty. That was something she understood.

“I’m not trouble.”

Isabella scowled, feeling the furrows form between her brows. Great. It was her he had an aversion to.

“Why are you frowning?” Leo asked.

His voice strummed over ruffled nerves, soothing and letting her confused mind focus. She’d start from the beginning, as if they were strangers.

“Nothing’s wrong,” Isabella said. “I need to contact a friend this morning. I almost forgot.” They belonged together. They had loads in common.

A mission. Pretending Leo was part of another mission would make things easier to manage. She inhaled and caught a hint of the hotel’s lilac soap and Leo. A shiver worked down her spine, and she grabbed her cup of coffee to avoid reaching for him. The man always smelled good. Just spending time with him smoothed away the stress churning in her belly. His enticing scent reinforced her decision to pursue. She glanced up from her coffee to find him studying her, a quizzical expression on his tanned face. She hurried into speech.

“Do you come to Queenstown often
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