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Introduction


Wrap the gift in love…
When Isabella found her forever mate in shifter Leo Mitchell, she shoved aside memories of her feckless parents and her past. Her inability to have children was more challenging, but she stashed those emotions, too. That’s until someone leaves a kid in a basket, right on their doorstep…
Leo adores his strong, bad-ass woman, and when the mystery behind their Christmas keepsake creates danger for the small town of Middlemarch, he isn’t about to fail his mate. Together, they’ll fight this hidden threat while adjusting to life with an active child. The boy might bring them even closer—if they survive the experience.

Reader advisory: this stand-alone series romance features oodles of shapeshifters, seasonal festivities and rituals, family life in a small rural town, an adorable kitten keen on Christmas tree baubles, and a puppy. Oh, and sweet, steamy loving between mates. What’s not to like?






Chapter 1
Premonition


Since childhood, Isabella Mitchell had survived by her instincts. Now happily married to Leo, those days were far behind her, but her sixth sense remained. Right now, intuition screamed at her to check her incoming messages—the ones relating to her assassin-for-hire past.
She sat up in bed, issuing a hard sigh of displeasure.
Leo rolled over, his black hair delightfully tousled and his green eyes sleepy. “What’s wrong?”
“I need to visit the lockup.” Shorthand code for the place where she stored her old life’s remnants. Leo understood and accepted the past might leap from the shadows. Not that his tolerance made the truth more straightforward. Isabella hated that she might attract trouble for her beloved mate, his brothers, and their friends.
Leo shot upright, his features marred by a slight frown. The cream covers puddled to his lap, baring his muscular chest. “What’s the problem?”
It was her turn to scowl. “I don’t know. My gut is telling me to check my messages.”
Leo gave a decisive nod. “Right. I’ll make coffee while you shower.” He climbed from the bed, unconcerned with his nudity in the way of most shifters.
Isabella’s unease cleared as she admired his packed muscle and his fluid strides across the thick heather-gray carpet. Her husband was a black leopard shifter, and it showed in his prowling gait and alertness, his ability to act with decisiveness. “We have time for toast,” she called as he disappeared.
“You make the toast while I shower,” he shot back.
“Deal,” she replied, humor filling the single word.
Their fourth anniversary wasn’t far away, and she loved Leo more with each passing day. Thanks to Leo, his siblings, and their wives, she’d found a secure home, a family, and she’d never been happier. The only blight was her inability to have children since chameleon shifters only conceived with their kind. She’d told Leo she was a chameleon shifter once they’d started falling in love and confessed she’d never bear a child with him.  He’d assured her this wasn’t important.
It’d been her he’d wanted.
Isabella padded into the en suite, the cream tiles cool beneath her bare feet. She gathered her long blonde hair into a knot and stepped under the warm water an instant after she turned the mixer tap in the walk-in shower. Soon, an orange scent wafted around her, and the heat of the water eased the tension in her shoulders.
By the time she entered the kitchen, dressed and more alert, the aroma of coffee filled the air, and a jaunty Christmas carol poured from the Bluetooth speaker, the volume on low. She accepted the mug Leo handed her and plopped onto a barstool at the breakfast bar to take the first sip.
For an instant, she gave silent thanks, as she always did. From the moment she, Tomasine, and Sylvie had arrived in Middlemarch, their lives had changed. Instead of weapons, fighting, and dangerous adventure, Isabella—in her teen guise—had gone to school, made friends, and learned ordinary things. Domestic things. Activities such as sewing and knitting and cooking. Once she’d taken her true Isabella form and become Leo’s mate, she’d thrown herself into community events and used her self-defense and fitness skills to teach others. Her organizational abilities had aided her new friends. She’d helped herself.
Isabella surveyed the white-speckled countertops and the silver-and-bronze toaster and kettle, the gleaming glass cooktop, the stainless steel fridge, the sleek blinds at the kitchen windows and smiled with satisfaction. Contentment. Right now, bursts of tasteful decorations in red, green, and white and a miniature Christmas tree on the counter added to the festive spirit.
The shower turned off in the bedroom, jolting Isabella from her thoughts. Toast. Right. The marriage thing. Isabella retrieved the loaf of three-grain bread from the fridge, the butter, the jam, and Leo’s favorite—vegemite—and set them out. Hurriedly, she popped four slices of bread into the toaster and sat to drink more of her coffee.
The truth.
Her past bothered her, specifically when it intruded on her present. She’d willingly turned her back on her profession and embraced a safer life with family and friends.
Now that she cared for Leo, enemies emerging from the muck possessed a lever to destroy her. Leo was her world. She’d never realized she could feel this deeply about another person. Marriage to Leo had completed her, strengthened her, but made her vulnerable too.
The toast popped up seconds after Leo entered the kitchen. Isabella started to rise, but he stilled her by placing his hands on her hips.
“I’ll get the toast while you tell me what’s on your mind and why I’m seeing that furrow between your pretty violet eyes.” He smoothed aside her hair and kissed the tender skin of her neck before stalking to the toaster.
“This might be an overreaction.” She fell silent.
Leo placed a plate in front of her. “Isabella, you’re usually right. Your instincts are always spot on.”
“I’m worried you or one of your brothers or sisters-in-law will get hurt, and it will be my fault,” Isabella blurted.
Leo took the barstool beside her and reached for the soft butter and the jar of vegemite. “Isabella, none of us would even think that let alone accuse you of carelessness with security. We’re a community of black leopard shifters with a few lions, tigers, and wolves sprinkled into the mix. Danger is a common thread in our town, but we have excellent systems in place for every contingency.”
“But it’s almost Christmas. It’s my favorite time of the year. I don’t want it spoiled with trouble.” She risked a glance at her husband. “Stop laughing at me.”
Leo crunched on a triangle of toast and sipped his coffee. “Let’s finish our snack and head to your lockup. We’ll face this trouble head-on and kick it in the butt.”
[image: image-placeholder]Leo pulled on his helmet and climbed onto the bike behind Isabella. Usually, he loved whizzing through the countryside with his mate, but this morning he’d needed to work extra hard to conceal his worry. When Isabella’s instincts kicked in, he’d learned to marshal the troops. Her gut was seldom wrong.
The throaty roar of the bike had two birds lifting from a pine tree branch with indignant squawks. By the time they’d finished their scolding, Leo and Isabella had whizzed beneath and were halfway down the gravel road. The wind whistled past Leo’s ears, the freshness of it holding the promise of a long, hot summer. Idly, he cataloged the various scents: the dried stalks in the neighboring paddock, the summer flowers, the sunburned soil. Meanwhile, the closer they came to Isabella’s lockup, the greater the ball of apprehension swirling in his stomach grew.
Isabella guided the bike along a hidden lane near a hay shed and stopped beside a sturdy brick shed. The shiny padlock on the door of the windowless building glinted in the dawn light. Isabella coasted to a standstill, and Leo climbed off the back of the bike. An instant later, silence. Leo sensed the tension emanating from his wife.
Maybe she’d find nothing amiss, and they could move on with their Christmas preparations. Both he and Isabella had volunteered to design a float for the town Christmas parade next week.
They could focus on Christmas festivities and shove this false alarm behind them.
Not an ounce of his trepidation dissipated.
Silently, he waited for Isabella to check her security protocols and unlock the shed. The building was tucked away in a valley, behind a stand of soldier-straight white pine, and most Middlemarch residents didn’t know of its presence.
Apparently satisfied, Isabella switched on two portable lamps to illuminate the dark interior. Leo waited in the doorway and watched his wife scan everything with her usual thoroughness.
“Okay?” he asked finally.
“Everything is how I left it.”
Leo relaxed, but a glance showed Isabella was still on edge.
“I’ll check for messages. Perhaps someone hasn’t heard of my retirement and has requested me to do a job.”
Leo bit back his instinctive retort because right now, his input wouldn’t be helpful. Isabella honestly didn’t wish to return to her old occupation.
Isabella plugged her computer into a portable power bank and waited for it to boot up. Leo leaned against the nearest wall while Isabella’s fingers flew over the keyboard. She muttered under her breath before jerking upright.
Leo straightened. “What is it? A job?”
“No.” Isabella turned toward him, her features expressionless, although he sensed her inner turmoil. “Jaycee Howard has sent me a message. I worked a few jobs with her, and we became friends.” She shrugged, her curl of lips sharp with irony. “As close as assassins can become. Trust never sits easy when you make your money killing others.”
“What does this Jaycee want?”
“She wants to meet. To catch up, according to this.” This time, Isabella let her unhappiness show. “She must’ve done her research because she knows I live in Middlemarch.”
“How?” Leo asked, his voice sharp because the implications were clear. If one person had found Isabella, others might follow. “Do you think it’s a trap?”
“Jaycee has a gift for tracking. I don’t know how she does it, but her skill is unsurpassed.”
“Is she a paranormal?”
“She acts and behaves like a regular human, apart from this uncanny tracking gift of hers. I always wondered if she has fae in her bloodline.”
“Is this an unusual request? When did she send her message?” Leo asked.
“No, we’ve met in the past.” Isabella turned back to the message on the private forum. “She has sent three messages. The first last month while the third arrived this morning.”
“How do you want to handle this?” Leo glimpsed a diffidence in his wife. Unusual for a woman who never hesitated in her decision-making. Seldom did she agonize over her choices. She acted in the moment, stepping forward with confidence.
“Is there something else you’re not telling me?” Leo asked, keeping his tone even.
“Yes!” The word exploded from her seconds before she began pacing.
She did one compact circle of her lockup interior and started on another before Leo grasped her arm to drag her to a halt.
Leo turned her to face him and placed his hands on her shoulders. Her gaze—more violet than blue today—lifted to his, and his heart twisted. God, he loved his woman so much. “Isabella, you’re worrying me. Please talk.”
“What if I bring trouble to Middlemarch? People I care about might get hurt in the crossfire.”
Emotion and concern shaded Isabella’s features, and everything in Leo softened.
“Sweetheart, remember you’re not alone. You have my family, and I’m honored to stand by your side. Right, what will happen if you ignore the message?”
“Jaycee is an expert tracker. She’ll find me.”
The certainty in Isabella’s voice told Leo she’d considered ignoring this message and had rejected the idea, but one thing gave him heart. He’d jerked his unflappable wife from her brief panic.
“All right. If Jaycee wants to visit, send her a message and get her to meet you in a public place. How about the café? Suggest a meeting at Storm in a Teacup. We can get Saber to have morning tea or lunch at another table. I’ll sit with him, and we’ll listen to the conversation. Emily will reserve a table if you ask.”
Isabella nodded, but her forehead still furrowed. “I’m not sure. Jaycee is a professional and naturally wary. And what if Saber disagrees? He might be your brother, but he’s part of the Feline Council.”




Chapter 2
The Meet


Isabella sat at a table with a view of the garden and outdoor seating. She’d chosen a chair that placed her back to the wall and with visibility of the front entrance.
The café shrieked Christmas with a real pine tree in the corner, its decorations handmade by the local kids during an early December craft class. Christmas music poured from concealed speakers, an oldie but a goodie about holly and ivy playing at present. Each table bore a Christmas-inspired centerpiece, and several potted poinsettias decorated the cabinets.
Leo had claimed a nearby table with Saber, his older brother. Saber resembled Leo with his Mitchell black hair and grass-green eyes and was a fraction taller. Isabella didn’t glance at them, nor did they pay any attention to her. Isabella was just glad Saber had agreed to her proposal. She expected Jaycee had already checked out the café and would watch the comings and goings and assess safety before entering.
A glance at her watch brought a scowl. Jaycee was officially late, which was unusual for her. How long should she wait before moving to the next step in her plan, which was hunting down her friend and demanding answers?
Footsteps sounded outside, and a tall, thin woman hobbled into the café. She paused on the threshold to scan the customers. Her gaze settled on Isabella, and she wove through the tables and customers. Shock kicked Isabella in the gut, stealing her breath for an instant. She kept her expression impassive, apart from the welcoming smile pinned to her lips.
“Jaycee,” she said when her friend pulled out the chair opposite and sat. Shock hit her anew since Jaycee had aged, her face lined and haggard and, even worse, she’d taken a seat with no visibility of the café entrance.
“Isabella,” Jaycee replied, her brown gaze slicing and dicing. “You’re looking well.”
Isabella opened her mouth and closed it again because she couldn’t say the same of her friend. Strands of silver interspersed with black in the jaw length cut. Deep blue shadows beneath her eyes told of sleepless nights, and she’d lost her bountiful curves and upright posture.
Aware of the growing silence, Isabella forced a smile. “Why don’t we order? I eat here often, and everything is delicious.” She picked up the menu and studied it even though she knew the contents by heart.
“Just tea for me. I ate a late breakfast.” Jaycee ignored the menu.
Isabella got the sense she was lying, and it raised her warning antenna. “We need to order at the counter. Is English breakfast tea okay for you?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
Isabella jumped to her feet. With her thoughts racing, she strode to the counter where Emily waited to serve her. They’d decided Jaycee might recognize Tomasine, so she’d stay in the kitchen during the visit instead of working the front.
“We’ll have a pot of English breakfast tea, two cheese scones, and a black coffee,” Isabella said.
“I’ll bring them over for you.” Emily’s grin turned cheeky, her brown eyes twinkling. After her recent haircut and golden highlights, she was a picture of health and a massive contrast to Jaycee.
“Thanks.” Isabella didn’t argue with her sister-in-law. Emily’s features blazed with curiosity, and it was obvious she intended to scrutinize Jaycee at close quarters, even though Saber had ordered his mate to keep her distance.
Isabella returned to her seat. “It seems ages since I’ve seen you. How long has it been?”
Jaycee managed a faint smile, but Isabella didn’t miss the beads of sweat on her forehead. “At least five, maybe six years since I saw you last. It was at the tiny village in Jordan where we arranged a meet. The food was crap, but the mint tea was excellent.”
Memories of that day jumped to prominence, and Isabella grinned even though she badly wanted to demand why Jaycee had sought her out. “That was so long ago. I’m retired, and my life is different now.”
“What made you pick this town? It’s at the bottom of the world.” Jaycee’s lips curled in disdain.
Isabella recalled Jaycee had liked to party, and her social life was hectic. “I enjoy living here. The people are nice.”
“You’re married.” Jaycee’s gaze drifted to her left hand and her wedding band.
“I am.”
Jaycee lowered her voice. “You’re never returning to assassin work?”
“No,” Isabella said. “Although if trouble ever walks into this town, I won’t ignore it.”
Jaycee inclined her head, and there might’ve been approval in her expression. “I haven’t worked much recently. Took a break after a tough assignment.”
Isabella hesitated before deciding she needed to acquire information. “Are you retiring too?”
“No. I’ve been sick. A tropical bug I caught in Africa that knocked me.” She met Isabella’s gaze, her smile wry. “You don’t realize how much you take your health and fitness for granted until your body fails you.”
“But you’re better now.” Isabella experienced an urge to edge away in case whatever Jaycee had was contagious. She had to focus hard not to betray her instincts.
“I am,” Jaycee said. “The doctor assured me I’m well past the contagious stage. I completed an easy tracking job last week, and not one of my fellow contractors caught anything from me.”
Isabella brushed a strand of hair off her cheek, unhappy Jaycee had picked up on her internal reaction so easily. All this happiness and finding friends in Middlemarch had turned her soft.
Luckily, Emily arrived with their tea and coffee and the cheese scones. Her friend scanned Jaycee’s face, her smile faltering before she switched on her sunny attitude again. Jaycee didn’t even glance at her, reaching instead for the milk jug. Isabella inhaled and relished the savory, cheesy goodness of her snack. Emily made the best scones.
Once Emily left, Isabella asked, “Don’t you prefer to work in the Northern hemisphere?”
“This job was a favor to a friend.” Jaycee’s tone had hardened, and Isabella shot her a sharp glance, her gut uneasy again.
“Do I know this friend?”
“No, I met him after you left Africa,” Jaycee said without hesitation. “We worked together and hit it off.”
Isabella’s frayed distrust smoothed over since truth rang in Jaycee. This visit wasn’t about Isabella or someone hunting Tomasine again. It wasn’t about betrayal. “Do you have another job, or will you relax until you regain full strength?”
“I might go home for Christmas since I don’t have another job until early January, but since I was down this way figured I’d say hello. Don’t know when I’ll get down here again.”
“You’re heading back to Syria?” Isabella asked, startled by the answer. Syria wasn’t the safest place these days, with civil war causing havoc in the country.
“No, not Syria. Most of my family is in Santorini in Greece.”
“Ah, sunshine and excellent food,” Isabella said, racking her brain. Had Jaycee mentioned Greece before? “I have fond memories of Crete. Remember the week layover we had there?”
Jaycee chortled at the shared memory of muscular Greek males, ouzo, and sunny beaches. “Well, I intend to lie out in the sun and let my grandmother ply me with delicious food. I don’t even care if she tries to matchmake while I’m there. The chance to rest and relax is worth the aggravation.”
“Winter sunshine,” Isabella mused.
“Exactly.”
Jaycee drank her tea but refused the scone Isabella offered to share with her.
“Where are you heading after here? And how did you find me? Was I that easy to track down?”
Jaycee laughed, the sound rich with amusement. “I am an excellent tracker. The best.”
Isabella released a snort. “With a large ego.”
“True, but few can match my skills. You’re safe enough here in your tiny town,” she added and glanced around, the seasonal decorations catching her attention. “Do they go all out for Christmas?”
“Yes, and for other holidays, too. We’re having a Christmas parade later this week, and Santa is coming for the children. The week after, we have a children’s Christmas party, and I have to help Emily, the lady who owns this café, make a hundred cupcakes.”
“I didn’t realize you were so domesticated.” Jaycee sipped her tea. “Do you have children?”
Isabella shook her head. “I can’t have children.”
“Oh.” Jaycee’s expression turned serious. “Is that a problem for you or your husband?”
“Leo knew before we married. We’ve discussed adoption, but if we feel the need for children, we hang out with nieces or nephews.”
Jaycee cocked her head, a trace of curiosity digging into her features. “But you wanted children?”
Annoyed with her friend’s prying, she smiled but suspected it appeared strained. “I’ve always known I couldn’t have children, so it’s a moot point.”
Jaycee drank more of her tea, appearing to take the hint and back off. “Do you regret retiring? The lack of excitement? High danger work is addictive. After taking time off, I long for the adrenaline burst of a challenging job.”
“I don’t miss people shooting at me or the atrocities I witnessed. In the past, I always thought I’d die doing the job. Meeting my husband changed everything. I find joy in everyday things. Christmas parades and decorations for the children’s Christmas party. Wrapping presents and trimming trees. Putting up lights and making Christmas cookies.” Isabella popped a piece of cheese scone into her mouth. “The town’s residents are decent and caring. Friendly.”
Jaycee wrinkled her nose. “Middlemarch is in the middle of nowhere. I couldn’t live here. Give me a cityscape any time. This place is way too isolated.”
The exact reason Isabella and Leo loved it so much, as did their friends and family. The remote land allowed them privacy in which to shift and run, to indulge their animal natures.
Middlemarch was perfect.
“What else do you do? I can’t see you slipping into the role of housewife.”
“Lots of different things. I run fitness and self-defense classes. Sometimes, I help in this café, and I have another friend who works at a sheep station. She loves to sew, and I sell her garments at the local markets. Our town council is active, and they organize different functions that require volunteers.”
“Like what?” Jaycee leaned forward a fraction, and her eagerness surprised Isabella.
“We had a haunted house for Halloween, which was heaps of fun. I dressed as a ghost and jumped out at people to scare them. Last month, I held a self-defense class for teens. We’ve had a zombie run in the past, and we still hold our annual Singles ball. Emily ran a cupcake-making course a few weeks ago, and I helped with that.”
“You’re a terrible cook,” Jaycee said with a chortle.
“Emily is an excellent teacher. My skills have improved one hundred percent.”
Jaycee continued to grin, showing a shadow of her former impishness. “I’ll take your word for it.”
“It’s a pity this is a fleeting visit. I’d prove it to you and make you eat your words along with a meal I prepared.”
Jaycee issued a sigh. “Maybe another time. I should get going. My flight leaves Dunedin this evening, and I want to go shopping before I head offshore. Are you doing anything special this afternoon? I know it’s nosy, but I’ve never coupled you with domesticity before.” She laughed, and her brown eyes held an inkling of humor before her smile faded.
“I offered to help Emily make cookies and frost them, and this afternoon, Leo and I are getting our Christmas tree. We’ll decorate it after dinner.”
Jaycee’s expression was almost wistful. “You know, I don’t recall the last time I helped to decorate a tree. It must’ve been when I was a child. I used to help my grandma wrap her presents. She’d make jars of jam and preserves, and we’d decorate the jars and distribute them to neighbors and friends.”
“In Greece?” Isabella asked.
“No, my mother’s mother. She was English.”
“I didn’t know that,” Isabella said, surprised by the revelation. “Did you spend time in England?”
“My father was in the army, so we moved a lot.”
Isabella hadn’t known that of Jaycee, but then life as an assassin reminded her of an iceberg. Most of the truth lay far beneath the surface. It wasn’t a profession where you made friends because trust was hard. It was the nature of the beast, with assassins playing on different sides from one week to the next.
That was one part of the business she’d hated and the main reason she’d started working alone. A betrayal had scarred her, and she had decided that one mistake was all she’d allow herself.
Working alone had been the best decision she’d ever made. She’d run across Tomasine and Sylvie and helped them survive Tomasine’s nutcase husband and his family. Yep, the best decision since, through Tomasine, she’d met the Mitchell family. Leo.
Jaycee glanced at her expensive Cartier and rose. “I’d better go.”
Jaycee wrapped Isabella in a hug. Surprised by the physical display, Isabella hugged her back but tempered her strength because of her friend’s fragility. She was too thin, although Isabella bit back her concern.
When Jaycee stepped back, she smiled. “It was so nice seeing you. I might have teased you, but it’s obvious you’re thriving in your new life. I’m happy for you.”
“Don’t be a stranger.” Isabella meant it even though Jaycee’s sudden arrival had spooked her. “Contact me beforehand.”
Jaycee nodded, but something fleeting in her expression gave Isabella the impression she wouldn’t see her friend again.
“Stay safe. Stay happy,” Jaycee instructed and left the café.
Isabella watched her slide into a silver-gray rental car and drive away without a backward glance. Isabella joined Leo and Saber at their table. “She seemed genuine, but she looks terrible. You heard her tell me she has been sick and intends to join her family for Christmas.”
Saber regarded her with a steady gaze. Her brother-in-law was a more rugged version of Leo. “Do you think she means to cause trouble for you? For the community?”
Isabella considered this and relaxed. “I didn’t get that vibe from her.”
Saber rubbed his jaw. “We’ll keep a close eye on visitors to the area during the next week, just in case, but you’re right.”
“Well, on that note, I’d better help Emily in the kitchen. See you later,” she said with a wave and hustled off to find her sister-in-law.
While she worked on rolling cookie dough, Isabella’s mind kept darting to Jaycee. What she’d told Saber and Leo had been true. She had sensed nothing to alarm her during her chat with Jaycee. No danger. No ulterior motives on Jaycee’s part, yet something still nagged her. What sizzled through her wasn’t menace. It was something else, and damn if she could pinpoint the looming hazard.




Chapter 3
Festive Graffiti


Due to work commitments, Isabella and Leo had delayed getting their tree until the weekend. They set off early in the morning and stopped to pick up Tomasine and Sylvie.
“Uncle Leo!” Sylvie shouted when she slid into the rear of the farm vehicle. “I hope you have plenty of room for a gigantic tree.” She stood a head taller than her petite mother, her skin a rich honey color, and she wore her long, curly black hair in a knot atop her head in deference to the heat.
Leo chuckled. “I’ve talked to Felix. He gave me strict instructions not to let you pick the tree.”
“Mum will side with me,” Sylvie declared, tossing her head with a teenage attitude.
“Felix gave me guidelines too,” Tomasine said, her tone wry as she climbed into the rear with her daughter. “Nothing over six feet.”
“Then everyone agrees.” Isabella waved a tape measure. “We assess before we purchase.”
Tomasine pulled a face. “Boo hiss.”
Isabella turned to glare at her friend and caught the quiver of her pink lips. “You’re teasing me.”
“A little, but the tape measure is a brilliant idea. It’s easy to get confused when you see the trees together.”
“Ladies, you can choose whichever tree you want, but I have the last word,” Leo stated.
“Boo hiss,” Isabella said, smiling even as she poked a tongue at him.
“Can we have Christmas carols?” Sylvie asked.
“You can.” Leo reached forward to push a button. An instant later, the strains of ‘Silent Night’ flowed through the vehicle interior.
As always, Isabella enjoyed herself immensely. Leo approved the trees, and they loaded them on the back of the farm vehicle before driving back to Middlemarch. The dull morning had turned into a cloudless, sunny day. Isabella put the window down, getting a hit of pine plus the grassy fragrance coming from a hay paddock. The farmer was busy cutting the grass to make into silage for winter feed.
Once they dropped Tomasine, Sylvie, and their tree off and helped Felix to manhandle the pine inside, Isabella and Leo drove to their place.
That evening, she and Leo decorated the tree together. Leo had told her to pick whatever decorations she wanted, and she’d gone with a multi-colored tree. Tiny colored baubles dotted the tree, plus strings of lights. The colored lights flickered on and off while Christmas music played in the background. A pine scent filled their lounge, but it was a natural fragrance that she enjoyed and, combined with the fresh floral-tinted air coming through the open window, it was perfect.
“Dance with me,” Leo said once they’d finished, tidied away the mess, and the lounge was pristine once more.
Isabella grinned and slid closer, her heart light with happiness. She reached up to kiss him, and he responded in kind. Their steps slowed until they swayed and lost themselves in each other. Without warning, Leo scooped her off her feet and stalked
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