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      Welcome to the darker, sexier side of Havenwood Falls that many residents never speak of publicly, but most likely enjoy in secret. Venture into the SIN MC, the VIP rooms of Silk nightclub, and behind other closed doors, where you’ll discover passion, unusual penchants, and just how far some will go for love. Hold on to your panties, because it’s time to ride . . .

      Stealing from a mafia boss is the dumbest thing Izzie Itzae has ever done. Getting lost in the mountains is a close second. But both events pale compared to meeting the one male she’s not ready for. As a nagual shifter waiting for her first transformation, Izzie’s anger and frustration grow every day—bonding with her soul mate is the last thing she needs.

      Hunter James knows bonding is exactly what Izzie needs, and he’s more than ready for her. He’s dreamed of her often, while his shaman grandfather’s had visions of the female who can break the family curse. Hunter doesn’t care that Izzie’s a late bloomer—in fact, he’s eager for the challenge. As long as Izzie can handle his brand of proclivities, he’s sure he can tame her inner beast.

      When they meet, the chemistry is instantaneous, no matter how much Izzie tries to deny it. But obstacles abound, including Hunter’s ex-girlfriend, who will do anything to get Hunter back in her bed, including stooping to dark magic.

      A threat to Izzie’s life is the ultimate test for her. To save herself and Hunter, she must choose—cling to her stubbornness or give in to her heart’s truth. But only one will tame her beast.
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          IZZIE

        

      

    

    
      It’s just my luck to end up in the middle of nowhere without a damn cell signal. For the last hour, I’ve been trying to make heads or tails of a map—how primitive. Leaning my palms against the SUV hood, I push my dark hair out of my face and think about how this was supposed to be an uncomplicated trip allowing me to check out the fall colors and escape.

      The plan seemed simple enough. Catch a flight out of New York, rent a car (now with an empty gas tank, although it was full an hour ago), and hide away in my best friend Senora’s cabin. In all fairness, she warned me the roads could be tricky, but I didn’t listen. Thought I could rely on my phone’s GPS. Staring down at the device, I realize my stupidity. I forgot mountains and signal strength don’t mix.

      I’m ready to pitch the damned thing when a distant rumbling grabs my attention. A huge pickup truck comes into sight. The shiny black vehicle stops inches from me, and a female jumps out of the cab. The tall redhead, dressed in jeans and a tank top, comes around the front of the truck.

      “Everything okay?” she asks with a wide smile. Her sparkling gray-blue eyes appear friendly, but my guard, as always, is up.

      “I’m good,” I blurt, not wanting her to get too close for both our sakes. “Just need to figure out where I’m going.”

      “Really?” The stranger points to the car. “You’re out of gas and lost.”

      “How the—” My words freeze when I notice the pendant around her neck—a green jade coyote. The familiar nagual pulse passes through me, and the tension rolls off my shoulders. She’s a kindred spirit. Most likely she took one look at the map and figured out my problem.

      “I’m sure you can take care of yourself, but it’ll be dark soon,” she offers. “Nights can be freezing, not to mention the other beasts roaming these parts.”

      Confrontations aren’t ideal for me. At least until my transformation happens. Then I’ll be able to go up against other creatures—even other naguals if needed. “I suppose I could use a ride.”

      “Where you headed?”

      “Grand Junction.”

      The female laughs. “Sorry. You are lost. That’s north of here and about two hours away. How about this? I’ll take you to town, where you can stay overnight. In the morning, I’ll point you in the right direction.”

      It’s tempting to say no, but fate speeds up time, sending the sun into a quick descent. The choice is made for me. I open the back door, drag out my suitcase, and roll it over to the truck.

      The redhead hops in and cranks the ignition. Over the interior noise, she introduces herself. “My name’s Cheresse.”

      “Izzie.”

      “What brings you to Colorado?”

      “Just a getaway.” It’s all I’m offering. Being on the run makes trust precarious.

      “I get it.” Cheresse gives me a sideways glance. “We all have secrets, but if you want to share . . . Just saying.” She slips into silence.

      After a few miles, Cheresse leaves the state highway and turns onto a two-lane county road lined on both sides by forest. The welcome sign for Havenwood Falls comes into sight. As the truck passes the layered stone and black metal lettering marker, my pendant—a jade quetzal—heats. The sensation startles me. Automatically, I touch my neck. Common sense would have been to tuck the totem beneath my shirt—avoiding the possibility of any knowledgeable nagual discovering I’m powerless—but I don’t always act with sagacity. I’m a would’ve-should’ve-could’ve type of female. Unfortunately, the gesture draws Cheresse’s attention.

      “Don’t worry. That’s normal. My totem heats up every time I enter town, too. It’s just the magic here.”

      “Magic?” Whoa. A town with magic? So the tales I heard growing up were true. Although I grew up with shapeshifters and shamans, I had no experience with the mystical arts. I thought the stories of a magical town were as wacky as the “tobacco” the elders smoked.

      “Havenwood Falls is a safe place for supernaturals. You’ll need a visitor’s tattoo to remain in town.”

      “Why? I don’t do ink. Nothing against those who do. It’s just not my thing.”

      “Whether it’s your thing or not isn’t the point. The tattoos let the leaders know who’s in town. For some of us, there’s an extra benefit to having one.”

      Somehow I seriously doubt if some ink is going to help my situation, but I’ll play along. “Like?”

      “Take the vampires, for instance. It allows them to go out in the sun.” Cheresse looks over at me. “Before you ask, it won’t help you.”

      My defenses immediately go up. This female nagual can’t possibly know anything about me.

      “I can’t read your thoughts, but I sense your immaturity. If you don’t mind my saying, you seem a little old not to have transformed yet. You’re what, twenty-two? Twenty-three?” Cheresse’s tone isn’t condescending, just annoying.

      “Almost twenty-five,” I mutter, strumming my fuchsia-colored nails against the door.

      Transformation usually happens for nagual females at twenty-one. So, yeah, I’m a little late. Before my grandmother died, she told me it wasn’t unusual to mature later in life. I’m not worried. Just pissed. All the damned time. It’s an unfortunate trait of an immature nagual—intense anger as my beast struggles to emerge. Mine has been trying for three years. Anger doesn’t adequately describe my fury.

      Nothing eradicates the intense negative feelings crawling beneath my skin. Mom also warned me, before she died, that there would be days like this. The closer the age of metamorphosis gets—puberty for naguals—the more erratic my emotions. Maybe my birthday, in a week, will end this constant roller coaster of emotions.

      I bite my tongue and hang on to the comments I’d like to throw at Cheresse.

      Sadly, she doesn’t know how to keep her mouth shut. “Hey, I’m sorry. Some of us are late bloomers. I had mine three years ago.”

      Good for you.

      Chatty females like Cheresse is why I’m best friends with an empusa. The creature of the night is more likely to chat up a male victim than spend time conversing with me. Senora and I tolerate each other, giving space when it’s needed. My eyes slide toward the clock on the truck dashboard—nine o’clock. Mental note: call Senora when I get settled.

      The darkening landscape changes as we crest the ridge up ahead. Inky black mountains—replacing the riot of oranges, reds, and browns—surround the town like an ominous silhouette. Cheresse drives past a housing development decorated with eerie orange lights and ornaments. Lots of jack-o’-lanterns, cut-out ghosts, spider webs, and even a few animatronic figures adorn the yards. In my haste to leave New York, I nearly forgot about Halloween.

      Cheresse takes the right fork in the road, and I get a glimpse of what the small town has to offer—a townhouse-and-villa complex, a three-story high school, a shopping center, and an apartment complex. Every structure, including the closed shops in the town square, is decked out for the holiest of holidays for supes.

      The car comes to a stop in front of a large Victorian manor with its own creepy, very realistic looking cemetery in the yard. Cheresse laughs. “It’s just decoration. In Havenwood Falls, we take the holiday seriously.”

      Instead of her words imparting comfort, they piss me off further. I don’t appreciate anyone finding humor in my discomfort. My fists clench, and I give a low growl.

      Cheresse pays no attention to my anger—supes rarely do. Once another supernatural discovers that I’m an immature nagual, they disregard my fury, treating me like a petulant child.

      “This is Whisper Falls Inn,” she points out. “You should be able to get a room for the night. Michaela Petran is the owner. She’s okay, if you don’t mind vamps.”

      “I don’t.” Hey, my friend is a lot worse than a vampire.

      Cheresse opens the door and freezes. “Shit.”

      “Problem?”

      “My ex . . . my boyfriend is here. That’s his bike.”

      “Oh,” I say, exiting the cab.

      Headed in our direction is a handsome, slightly muscular male with wavy black hair and penetrating turquoise eyes. The sexy scent of sandalwood tickles my nose. Our eyes meet, and his lips curl up. Then he notices Cheresse, and a frown crosses his face.

      She plasters on an obviously fake smile and says, “Hi, Hunter.”

      He keeps a considerable distance from the ginger-haired female. Odd if they’re supposed to be a couple. In a low voice, he says, “Cheresse.”

      The palpable tension between them is thick, but it’s none of my business. Instead, I grab my suitcase and try to ignore the warmth rising out of my totem. As I get closer to him, however, a sudden flash catches my eye. Hunter’s pendant—a jade puma—glows. Cheresse’s totem remains solid while mine scorches my skin.

      Not good.

      There’s only one reason for totems to react like this.

      My gut tells me to run for the hills, but I’m here now, and Hunter’s blocking the path to the inn. Cheresse slips past me and grabs his hand, but he doesn’t try to hold hers. His focus is on me.

      “I don’t think we’ve met,” he says to me.

      “No. We haven’t.” I leave it at that. The name stitched on his jacket—Trapper—is ironic. Getting tangled up with him would indeed have me trapped.

      Might be nice.

      “Silly me,” Cheresse chimes in. “Isis, this is my boyfriend Hunter. Hunter, this is my friend Isis.”

      If we’re friends, the bimbo would know my name. “Actually, it’s Izzie.”

      “I’m just dropping her off,” Cheresse continues. “And then I’ll head home and make dinner for us.”

      Hunter shakes his head. “Cheresse, that’s not happening. You know we’re not . . .”

      Things just got interesting. I let my hand slip off the luggage handle.

      Cheresse’s voice trembles a bit. “Never mind him. We had a nasty fight, but that’s over.” Cheresse slips her hands around Hunter’s arm and tries to pull him closer, but he doesn’t budge. “Let me make it up to you, sweetheart.”

      Hunter gives me a don’t believe it stare.

      The clueless female persists. “Okay. We’ll meet up later. I’ll prepare something for Izzie and me instead. Give us a chance to get caught up.”

      Marijuana may be legal here, but I think this female is smoking something a lot more potent. We have nothing to catch up on.

      “That’s enough, Cheresse.” Hunter steps away from her before touching my forearm. “It was nice to meet you, Izzie. Don’t be a stranger.”

      He saunters toward his bike, and I notice his jacket insignia—the words “Swords of the Infernal Night” with a picture of a sword sticking through a skull. A biker. Why did I have to attract his attention? Motorcycle clubs are notorious for treating women poorly. The males are players, and I don’t have time for those games.

      “Hunter!” Cheresse calls behind him. “Don’t forget our agreement.”

      Hunter whirls around. His hooded gaze bounces from Cheresse to me and back again. “Consider it void.”

      He straddles his bike, cranks it up, and drives off.

      I start to ask what he meant, but think better of it. “Thanks for the lift.”

      Cheresse loses her polite demeanor. Looking down her nose, she says, “Don’t even think about it. He’s mine.”

      Cutting my dark eyes at the statuesque female, I’m ready to deliver my own warning. Unnecessary. My plans don’t include the shit unfolding between the couple. Emotions, however, churn like a storm brewing beneath my skin. I don’t possess powers, but I still want to beat the crap out of Cheresse. Instead of ripping into the stupid female, I roll my suitcase toward the building.

      The inn’s interior is an enchanting marriage of the past and the present. I’m appreciative of the modern fixtures and the centuries old architecture. Behind the desk is an attractive female with brown hair and odd gray-green eyes. Moroi. Vampire.

      “Can I help you?” she says.

      “You must be Michaela. I was told I could get a room.”

      “Great.” She reaches for a large book. “How long are you staying?”

      Before I can speak, my phone buzzes with a message.

      “Excuse me.” I remove the device from my back pocket and peer at the screen.

      Senora Graves: Izzie, you need to stay away. Chekhov was here looking for you. He said if he ever sees you again, you’re dead.

      I’m tempted to send Senora a reply, but I can’t. Kazimir Chekhov undoubtedly has his goons out, tracking my whereabouts. The man has three million reasons to find me. Senora is powerful, but I won’t knowingly compromise her.

      Tomorrow, I’ll purchase a burner phone. For now, I need to find
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