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        Vivianne Devereaux’s a witch. Of the W variety, not the B variety. She’s also a Devereaux, a fact which seems to spell death for her.

        On the run from a creepy, d-bag ex, who happens to be a warlock, she finds out she’s inherited an island.

      

        

      
        Sort of.

      

        

      
        It’s sort of an island and she’s sort of inherited it.

        Vivienne has to do some work to keep that island, and naturally, the work is of the magic kind. And she’s sworn off magic.

      

        

      
        Quick Alvarez is more than head of security for Skull Point Cay. He’s the adopted son of the last island owner. By all rights, he should be the heir to the island. After all, he’s invested in seeing his adopted mother’s dreams come true. But he’s not the magic type. No, Quick’s a wolf shifter. And the island can’t be inherited by anyone who doesn’t do magic. And by damn, Quick has no magic skills.

      

        

      
        Now he’s got to protect the island from Vivianne Devereaux, while at the same time protect Vivianne from the forces that seem hellbent on killing her. The fact that he likes her, that’s not a bonus. At all.
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          Vivienne

        

      

    

    
      “Bitch, I know you’re here.”

      Vivienne held her breath as Ricardo paced within feet of her hiding spot. She prayed he couldn’t hear her heart beating so it seemed like a locomotive blowing its horn. Pounding so hard in her ears, she could barely hear him in her bedroom.

      In the absolute darkness, under her make-do platform bed, Vivienne propped up the footboard, hoping her ex-boyfriend wouldn’t test-kick the bed’s bottom support.

      If he did, he’d quickly discover her hidden there.

      She hoped it appeared too low to the ground for a body to squeeze under.

      So far, so good.

      Sirens blared in the distance. Cops.

      Hurry, hurry please. She sent up a quick prayer, thankful someone had called them.

      Ricardo should have known he couldn’t break down a door without neighbors calling the police. After his voice faded down the exterior hallway, she finally sucked some much-needed oxygen into her lungs.

      Ricardo. Ex-boyfriend. Wizard. Jerk.

      She never should have hooked up with him.

      What was I thinking? Hindsight’s 20/20.

      She hunkered down, again barely breathing, listening for him.

      Even though he seemed to have left, Vivienne didn’t move.

      No. She’d made that mistake once.

      She’d almost been caught that time, slipping out of her hiding place only to have Ricardo waiting there for her, arms crossed, a knowing smirk on his face.

      Why doesn’t he just leave me the hell alone?

      The sounds of sirens shut off in front of the slum apartment building she lived in, and vehicle doors slammed.

      Finally, safety was within reach.

      She exhaled slowly. Almost there, almost safe. Ricardo wouldn’t stick around once the cops started toward her apartment.

      “I will hunt you ‘til the day you die.” His hissed words weren’t much more than a menacing whisper, but scary, nonetheless.

      Footsteps stomped away.

      Hopefully, he really was leaving—not merely faking. But she couldn’t afford to wait any longer, whether he was bluffing or not.

      Police would make their way up soon.

      She had to be out before they reached her one-room hole in the wall. She needed to be gone as much as he did. She didn’t need cop trouble.

      After pushing out the fake rail of her bed, she scooted out, grabbed her mini getaway backpack from the hook on the wall and her makeshift getaway costume—a shawl and a scarf to cover her hair. If all else failed, hopefully, she could pass as an old woman.

      I’ve resorted to this. Me, Vivienne Devereaux, the descendant of witch royalty of New Orleans.

      She scoffed at her pathetic predicament—living in the armpit of New York, nearly broke, unable to access any of her savings, and unable to use magic to get away from her powerful wizard ex-boyfriend.

      She stopped at the front door—the damned thing now hung on one hinge thanks to the jerk ex—and peeked into the hallway. The neighbors had the same thing in mind it seemed. Heads were sticking out of partially opened doors, tenants were fleeing, nervous the law would put a stop to any illicit activities.

      Vivienne, reject of the former ruling coven of New Orleans secured her hair beneath a scarf and pulled the little backpack over the front of her, wearing it like a baby sling. Flinging the shawl over her body and grabbing the cane, she stepped into the hallway, slumping and shuffling toward the elevator, putting on her best “little ol’ lady act.”

      Gone was the glory of being a daughter of the powerful. Gone was the life of being Esperance’s daughter. Esperance, greatest empath on the continent. Ever since Vivienne had been a young girl, her dream had been to be as powerful an empath as her mother. That dream crumbled just like the rest of her life had when she was only sixteen.

      Vivienne shoved those thoughts away, pointless to reminisce about things that would never be. In front of the elevator, she jabbed the 1 button for the first floor as a few men in NYPD uniforms hurried out, nearly knocking her down.

      In the roach-infested lobby downstairs, people griped about how the police never arrived on time, while other residents stared at the blue uniforms going in and out of the door.

      Good grief.

      What do they think they’re doing? So many cops for one little domestic disturbance?

      She wondered if there wasn’t a raid of some sort going on.

      Oh, well, not my business. My business is to get the hell out of here as fast as I can.

      Vivienne fast-shuffled through the group. A redhead near Vivienne’s age stepped in front of her, headed in the same direction.

      “Please hold the door,” Vivienne called out, putting on her best old-woman voice.

      The redhead looked over her shoulder and smiled. “Sure. Be careful of the step.” She held out her arm for Vivienne to hold.

      Perfect. This way anyone who saw them would assume they were granddaughter and grandmother. Hopefully, that anyone would be Ricardo and his henchmen.

      Vivienne reached out a shaking hand, no pretending there; she was scared as hell. She hooked her fingers around the redhead’s arm, careful to touch her sleeve and definitely not her bare flesh.

      Touching the redhead’s skin was the last thing Vivienne needed at this moment. The sensory overflow of reading this woman’s life through touch could mess with Vivienne’s mind at a time like this. Hell, it could mess with Vivienne on a good day.

      She and the redhead stepped out of the building Vivienne would never call home again, now that her cover was busted—once more.

      Would she ever escape Ricardo permanently?

      The redhead turned left after they exited the building. “I’m going to the bus stop.”

      “I am, too.” She figured she might as well. There was no other place to go, except away.

      “Any idea what’s going on now?” The woman pointed behind them, toward their building. “All those police officers…”

      “Who knows.” Vivienne discreetly glanced around in her hunched-over position.

      Across the street, Ricardo and his flunkies watched the front door. Seemed as though they had overlooked her, probably thought the young redhead next to her was her granddaughter—exactly what she wanted them to think.

      Vivienne sent a silent thanks to the powers that be for watching over her.

      Close call.

      As luck would have it, the city bus arrived a few seconds later. Vivienne took a seat on it, finally able to breathe freely. The young woman took another spot at the front of the bus.

      Vivienne wiped sweaty palms on the shawl, ready to get rid of it, but reluctant to do so. What if they showed up again?

      Long ago, before she figured out what a dirtbag Ricardo was, the bastard had cast a spell on her so he could track her use of magic. The enchantment he cast on her would send up the equivalent of a flare each time she performed magic. Not that her skills for casting were anything to write home about. She’d left training too early to learn much of anything.

      Some witch I turned out to be.

      Vivienne sat back and sighed. Her blood pressure and stress slowly ebbed. A shudder rolled through her.

      How she wished she could go back in time and undo the moment she’d met Ricardo. To think, she’d believed she’d found love.

      Some love, she smirked.

      She laid her forehead against the window and closed her eyes. Looking back wouldn’t help her future. She didn’t know if anything could help her. Life was so tiresome. Running, constantly looking over her shoulder, wondering where she would eat and sleep next. And not even completely sure why he pursued her so vehemently. It’s not like he loved her, that she knew for sure, now.

      A tear rolled down her cheek. Her fingers whisked it away. She needed to get it together. This sniveling crap would get her nowhere. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she straightened, then immediately slumped, remembering once more that she was supposed to be in disguise. Not that it mattered now. She should be safe.

      She reached into her backpack, looking for a tissue. She needed to wipe her runny nose before she became a mess. That was when her fingers encountered something that didn’t belong in the bag.

      Paper? Stiff paper?

      She pulled it out. An envelope with her name in beautiful flowing script. She stared at it. How did it get there? Her eyes darted to the other riders on the bus. No one looked suspicious or even slightly interested in her. Nor would they have had a chance, she speculated.

      Magic. That was the only explanation she could come up with. Someone had used magic to put that in there.

      Unless they did it wen I wasn’t home.

      But this was her getaway backpack. She always kept it packed with a few necessities in case she had to bolt suddenly. She hardly ever went into it. She’d learned the hard way to have a getaway bag packed. So how did the envelope get in there?

      Vivienne slid a finger under the back flap and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. The script was as elegant as the one used for her name on the front.

      

      Miss Devereaux,

      You are hereby summoned to Wits & Wiz Attorneys in New Orleans, Louisiana, on the behalf of the estate of Adriana Devereaux, at your earliest convenience.

      Regards,

      Wits & Wiz Attorneys

      

      What the—

      New Orleans?

      Earliest convenience?

      Yeah, try never.
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          Vivienne

        

      

    

    
      Why never?

      Because Vivienne didn’t particularly feel safe in the town she’d been born in. Plus, she’d never heard of anyone named Adriana Devereaux. Just because her surname was the same as Vivienne’s didn’t mean they were related. Who knew if there even really was someone called Adriana Devereaux? Vivienne had been aware for a long time that all her family was gone. No parents, aunts, uncles, siblings, or cousins. And as if that wasn’t enough—New Orleans? Even if she wanted to go back to that forsaken town, how could she possibly travel more than a thousand miles on her last fifty-five dollars?

      Fifty-five. Pitiful.

      She couldn’t access any of her funds. Not that she was rich. But what she did have, she couldn’t touch now, thanks to the dirtbag. Ricardo had her bank account and credit cards tracked. The ones he didn’t have closed down, anyway. She’d had to find jobs where she could get paid cash under the table. Ones that didn’t involve addresses and social security numbers and real names.

      Vivienne sighed and switched city buses, chewing her lip raw while she tried to decide what the hell she was going to do.

      I can’t keep riding bus after bus until I don’t have a red cent left.

      Well, yeah, she could, but what good would that do? She needed a plan.

      So why did the words on that letter keep coming to mind?

      Wits & Wiz Attorneys.

      Attorneys? Was she in trouble? With the law? Or could these be paranormal attorneys? Had she broken any witch laws? There were too many, and some seemed so obscure and outdated that who the hell knew; she could have broken several of them.

      It wasn’t as though Vivienne congregated with witches. She lived a lonely life, avoiding all witchy types. She had to. After her mother and her father were killed in New Orleans, she was taken out of the prestigious Graylands Academy for Witches in Philadelphia and taken back to New Orleans.

      More like kicked out, she harrumphed.

      She didn’t last long in New Orleans. Seemed the same ones that wanted her parents dead wished the same for her. With no family she knew of, she was on her own at sixteen. Flying solo didn’t seem that daunting, but finding the same witches who had assassinated her parents and wanted her dead made matters perilous in New Orleans.

      There was no going back there. Not if she liked breathing.

      Why did they want her dead?

      That was an easy one to answer, but she’d found out the hard way. Because if a Devereaux were alive, there could be no other leader for the Southern Tier Coven. This was ordained. Therefore, as a Devereaux, Vivienne had to be removed. She’d managed to lead an uneventful life once she’d escaped New Orleans and avoided witches and drama.

      Until that night.

      Enter Ricardo, enter drama.

      The city bus Vivienne was on pulled into its last destination, a block from the Greyhound station. Still holding the letter, Vivienne tore it and the envelope into small pieces and deposited them in the first trash can she came to. She wondered if she could get somewhere far away on fifty-five bucks, like maybe California. Too bad Canada wasn’t an option—no passport.

      Her stomach rumbled. She could get a single patty hamburger and small fries for under five bucks. That would still leave fifty for traveling.

      She didn’t have any idea where to go—at least, not yet—so she trudged the block, gripping the cane for safety.

      A large sign on the other side of the street gave her an idea.

      Greyhound Lines.

      Might as well see what kind of options Greyhound had. At the ticket window, she pulled out her money, sucked back tears of despair, and looked at the prices on the board.

      I’m so screwed.

      The agent—hair in a bouffant that went out of style thirty years ago, with the wrong shade of red lipstick that should never have been allowed to be in style—gave Vivienne an insincere smile. A red smear garnished her front teeth. Vivienne fought the urge to wipe her own teeth in order to let the woman know about the lipstick on hers.

      And still, the woman hadn’t said a word.

      Customer service at its best.

      The loneliness of Vivienne’s predicament hit her hard. She turned away from the unfriendly woman and studied the board more.

      No options, really.

      Surely there had to be a sale on something. Some last minute discounted ticket?

      She turned back to the woman. “Do you have anything under fifty dollars?”

      Except the woman was gone.

      Vivienne frowned. How the hell did she slip away so quietly?

      Instead, a man with pale skin and dark eyes watched Vivienne from behind the booth’s glass. He glanced down at a list on the counter, beneath her view, then looked back up. “As a matter of fact, we sure do.”

      “Really?” She jerked her head up with surprise. “Where and when?”

      “Fifteen minutes. New Orleans. Would you like a ticket?”

      Vivienne opened her mouth, and nothing came out. What the hell was going on? New Orleans? For less than fifty bucks? That wasn’t possible. “That’s it? Only New Orleans?”

      “That’s it.”

      Some kind of sale.

      Either stay in New York with Ricardo close to capturing her or go to New Orleans where they wanted her dead. Some choice. Maybe if she went there and stayed hidden, no one would know she was in town. She’d get a job and save up money to go to Texas and get lost in the Wild West. The thought almost made her laugh. Almost.

      “Uh, yes, I would like to buy a ticket.” She slid over two twenties and a ten, and he slid back a penny and the ticket.

      “Your bus is boarding now,” the man said, pointing.

      She turned to the exit then spun back to thank him.

      He was gone.

      Bouffant woman strode to the counter.

      “Excuse me, where did the man go who was just here?”

      The woman drew down her brows. “Do you want to buy a ticket?”

      Vivienne squeezed the one in her hand. “No, thank you. I’m good.” She hurried to the door marked Exit and stepped out, looking for the bus going her way.

      A way she’d never wanted to go. A way she knew she shouldn’t go.

      She shrugged.
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      A day and a half later, Vivienne stepped off the bus and stretched her arms and legs. The trip from New York hadn’t been as bad as she thought it would be, but sitting for hours on end made her knees hurt.

      Question now was—where to go?

      She needed to find a source of income. A job that would pay cash. Thus far she’d found dishwashing was easiest. No uniforms needed, and restaurants were always hiring dishwashers.

      And New Orleans had restaurants galore.

      She just needed to get the lay of the land. And she knew exactly where to go. She eyed the bus station’s waiting area. The sign on a door sent her a hint and her bladder reminded her with a twinge.

      She picked up a few pamphlets that had maps of the area and places that could possibly need cheap labor. Sliding the leaflets into her backpack, she made her way to the facilities. Best to use the them when she had a chance, that slight twinge could become insistent in a short time. Who knew when the next opportunity would present itself.

      The line wasn’t too long; a stall became available within a few minutes. She slung her pack from her shoulder, slid into the space, closed and locked the swinging door.

      The stall’s door was peppered with advertisements.

      Her eye caught on one.

      
        
        Wits & Wiz Attorneys

      

      

      How freaking odd. She quelled a shiver at the idea that she should check it out.

      It couldn’t be a coincidence she was here, could it?

      The ticket, this sign on the door.

      She didn’t know if she should run away or do some surveillance. Could this be one of Ricardo’s machinations? This wasn’t Ricardo’s style, he was more the brute force type than the kind to send out subtle messages and hints—like tickets, flyers, and invitations.

      She eyed the address on the flyer while she used the toilet.

      With a sigh, she finished her business, took down the flyer with the contact information, washed her hands, and headed for the main exit.

      She’d check out these attorneys’ office on the sly from a distance. See who came and went.

      Make that her first order of business, just to be sure there weren’t any hostiles hanging around, waiting, wishing her harm.

      A short while later, she was counting street numbers—almost there—when a delicious scent of spice and meat met her nose. She knew that scent. Knew it too well.

      Gumbo.

      Her stomach growled at the thought of a bowl of gumbo. Her grandmother made the meanest gumbo ever.

      Back when her grandmother was alive.

      Back when Vivienne was a kid that happily lived in New Orleans.

      Back when her parents were still alive.

      Her heart felt as empty as her stomach.

      A few paces later, a woman leaned out a door and motioned with a wave for Vivienne to hurry up.

      Vivienne looked around to see if anyone else was paying attention or if the woman meant her. With all the craziness of the last day or so, and envelopes and flyers and such, she’d almost believe the woman was waving to her, a complete stranger walking down the street.

      “Miss,” the lady called out, “how about a sample of gumbo? Come on.”

      Sample? Be still my beating heart. A sample was better than an empty stomach.

      Vivienne quickened her step at the promise of food.

      At the door, the brunette said, “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Sarah, owner of this here humble little café, Sochaux’s.”

      Spicy seasonings, the ones that used to permeate her grandmother’s kitchen floated in the air. It almost seemed like home.

      Vivienne had so few memories of her parents and grandparents anymore.

      Sarah stuck out her hand for Vivienne to shake.

      Vivienne hesitated, holding her breath. She didn’t want to. Couldn’t. Just couldn’t put herself through the mental chore of it.

      She could not touch bare skin.

      No. Goodness, no.

      She couldn’t deal with the bare skin thing. She was so tired, and the flashes that contact with others’ skin created inevitably ate through her energy, depleting her mana, and draining her.

      Then again, I’m such a heel. She’s offering me a free sample of gumbo.

      Vivienne eyed the table.

      That was way more than a sample!

      It was a huge bowl. The least she could do was shake the woman’s hand as a thank you.

      Vivienne gingerly put out her hand, trying to touch as little flesh as possible, as quickly as possible, she let her fingers glide against the back of the woman’s hands. In a flash, parcels of the woman’s life coursed through Vivienne.

      She recoiled from the images as well as the surge of energy that tore through her. She assessed what she’d felt from Sarah—power. A lot of power.

      Vivienne wondered what another empath witch would see if she touched Vivienne’s hand.

      A sucky life, that’s what.

      As an empath witch, Vivienne learned long ago that touching her skin to another’s let her read the person’s emotions and state of mind. Unless that other person was blocking, like Ricardo had done for so long.

      There was a solution. Vivienne knew if she’d been able to stay long enough at Graylands Academy, she’d have been taught to block this skill of hers, how to control the depths to which it traveled into people. To control the turmoil it could inflict on Vivienne herself.

      One day, I’ll find out how. One day. And then I won’t have to read people. I won’t see their pain, their failures, triumphs, private thoughts, nothing.

      “Help yourself.” Sarah smiled.

      “You don’t know how much I appreciate this. Truly.”

      She wanted to offer to pay, but with only five dollars, and no job options in sight, it seemed frivolous to offer. Maybe she could work it off.

      “Do you need help? I’ll wash dishes or something.”

      Sarah shrugged, gave her a curious look.

      “You know, for the gumbo.”

      “Nope, no need. Dig in.”

      Sarah went about her business, tallying tickets at the register while Vivienne ate.

      The phone rang.

      Sarah headed toward the ringing nuisance while Vivienne scarfed down the gumbo.

      “Sochaux’s Café,” Sarah said, then paused. “No.” She laughed softly. “Wits & Wiz are next door.” Another pause, then, “You’re welcome.”

      She hung up the phone and went back to her tickets and ten-key calculator.

      That caught Vivienne’s attention.

      Wits & Wiz?

      Next door?

      She didn’t think she’d come that close.

      Had she?
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      The waves in the Gulf of Mexico were low, making the boat ride from the island, Skull Point Cay, to New Orleans smooth and enjoyable. The hazy fog-like portal that allowed the boat to glide from the island to the gulf had begun to fade.

      Soon the portal that Adriana had created would need to be replaced by another’s. Hopefully, that new person was going to be ready to get to work, Quick thought, with a grimace.

      Guess I’ll find out soon enough.

      He didn’t have high hopes. But as long as the designated heir Adriana had put in place would stay out of Quick’s hair and let him run the island, everything would be fine.

      Adriana’s heir would have some mighty large shoes to fill.

      As far as Quick was concerned, no one could do what Adriana had done, or as well as she did it.

      Quick breathed deeply and let it out. He reluctantly admitted he tended to get intense, occasionally. During those times, Adriana would laugh and remind him this was all a little bump in the road of life. Some things weren’t worth the toxin and bad stuff the body produced under stress.

      God, he missed her.

      The damned lump in his throat returned. Her death was particularly hard on him, knowing he’d been the reason she was dead.

      After docking and tying the boat securely, Quick headed to the marina’s parking lot to get the company’s Suburban.

      Usually, guests of the island were picked up from the airport in the unmarked, black vehicle and driven to the docks to load onto the boat.

      Today, it’d be chauffeuring the new owner—the heir—who would probably bitch and complain about everything.

      Man, he really needed to cut the negative vibes. He hadn’t been this adverse since Adriana found him with a one-way ticket to prison for the rest of his life.

      If she hadn’t taken him under her wing, he had no doubt he’d been dead from a fight in prison or stabbed to death in his cell.

      He owed everything he was to Adriana, and he’d never forget that.

      How many times had Adriana told him that she wished he could be her heir? To take her place, to love and care for the people and island as much as she did.

      If only he were a magic wielder—a warlock or wizard, or whatever—instead of a shifter.

      If only.
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      Vivienne put the spoon down with shaky fingers.

      “What’s the address here? I didn’t think this was next door to the attorneys’ offices.”

      Ugh. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Not at all.

      Sarah glanced up from the tickets. “Well, they are connected to us via a back hallway, but there are a few storefronts between us when you look at it from the street. Why do you ask? Are you one a client?”

      Vivienne was beginning to think she’d stepped into a fox’s den and she was just a little bantam chicken.

      Or maybe this was the Twilight Zone.

      “You know the attorneys?” she asked.

      “Yeah. One’s my uncle. See?” Sarah left the counter and strode toward a door that Vivienne hadn’t paid much attention to.

      She opened it wide.

      Inside, several people were congregated at a table.

      Three, to be precise. Two men and a woman.

      They looked up from the table where they were seated.

      Recognition flashed across their faces, as though they knew Vivienne.

      Vivienne didn’t need to be hit with an oversized mallet to know those three were not your average, regular humans.

      Nope, far from it.

      She rose, ready to bolt.

      “No. Don’t go,” said one of them, the man with a full head of hair said.

      The woman smiled. “We mean you no harm. You look just like your mother, you know.”

      That brought a burn to the bridge of Vivienne’s nose, the burn of unshed tears. Kindness topped with a mention of her mother—that pretty much shoved her into the cry-zone.

      Why was she feeling this sensation of trust from them?

      Were her empath instincts to be trusted? Could they be trusted or were these beings ill-doers?

      There was one way to find out.

      Shake their hands.

      What if she was in a locked room with them? Then what? These were clearly magic types.

      But they aren’t Ricardo.

      That counted for something.

      And it’s not likely they’re the ones who killed my parents and want me dead.

      True, or she’d already be dead. So, what did they want?

      “Come, please. We’ve looked and looked for you. Sent signs for you. And sent others, as well, to find you.”

      Giving her bowl a last, longing look, she stepped into the small conference room.

      What a waste of food, and who knew the next time she’d get a meal.

      She turned her attention to those waiting for her. Professionally dressed, but wizards. And a witch.

      The witch, elegantly attired in a black pencil skirt and an ivory button down, waved her to a chair. “We’ve been hoping you’d make it.”

      Vivienne raised her brow. “So I gathered.”

      Sarah closed the door.

      Vivienne plopped into a chair, dropping her cane and small backpack with all her possessions beside her. She remained half perched on the edge of the chair, just in case she needed to bolt.

      The man who’d originally spoken cleared his throat. “Miss Devereaux, may we call you Vivienne?”

      She relaxed a bit with the attorney’s gentle smile. “That’s fine.”

      I can’t remember the last time I used my own name.

      Life on the run. First from her own kind in New Orleans, then from Ricardo.

      “This is Anne Withers,” he pointed to the woman, then indicated the other man, “Tom Witmore,” then placed his hand on his own chest, “and I’m Gerald Wizen. I’m sure you’re curious as to the reason you’ve been called here.”

      No doubt. She gave him a nod.

      “I wish it would’ve been under better circumstances, but that isn’t the case.”

      What’s that supposed to mean?

      “You see, Vivienne, your great-aunt Adriana has passed away.”

      Who?

      She didn’t have a great-aunt.

      “Sorry, Mr. Wizen, but I don’t have any family. And haven’t for a while.”

      Wizen sighed. “Yes, unfortunately, that is what you’ve been told.”

      Suddenly, she was angry. The kind of fury that starts cold and burns hot.

      At sixteen, she was left to her own devices, removed from Graylands, kicked to the curb, fending for herself, becoming prey to Ricardo, and all this wizard could say is unfortunately?

      Yeah, my misfortune.

      She was so pissed, she was surprised steam wasn’t rising from her ears.

      “So, who is this aunt? Great-aunt,” she corrected herself.

      Miss Withers smiled. “Your family has a special gift, or power, that many would like to have control over. It has been essential over the years for certain members of your family to disappear, as such.”

      “The last one to disappear,” Wizen added, “was your great-aunt Adriana.”

      “Wait a minute. If that’s so…”

      She was going to ask if her mother had disappeared. If her father had disappeared. If they were still alive, living somewhere else. But that wasn’t possible. Her parents would never have let her live the life she had, if they’d been alive.

      “What’s the name of this aunt?”

      “Adriana.”

      “Adriana,” she repeated, enunciating every syllable, stalling while she searched her memory for that name, for anything associated to it.

      That name brought to mind an image of one of the many visits Vivienne had with her grandmother, sitting on a sofa, looking through a photo album. She remembered the name Adriana being one of the names Grams had mentioned. She also recalled Grams saying one of her sisters moved away and they wouldn’t see her again for a long time.

      Was that Adriana?

      Vivienne fought the urge to puke. Did disappear mean being killed or sacrificed? Is that what they planned for her? Some sort of sacrifice ritual?

      She pushed away the visual of herself on a slab of stone with a dude holding a ceremonial knife to her throat.

      She studied the faces before her. They didn’t look like the underhanded types.

      Only one way to know.

      She abruptly stood. “Sir.” She held her hand out, waiting for him to shake it.

      Wizen looked at her, a dubious expression on his face. “I hope this isn’t goodbye.” He put his hand out.

      She shook it. The goodness of his soul, the acts of kindness he’d been involved in, all this flashed through her.

      He pulled his hand from hers. “Did you get what you need? Or do you need to test my fellow attorneys?”

      Busted.

      Of course, he knew she was an empath. That wouldn’t have been a secret, not when her mother was renown for her empath skills.

      Confusion swirled in her mind. Whom could she trust? Whom should she avoid? “I need to go.”

      She headed toward the door. The group of three called after her, but she didn’t slow when she reached the door.

      She jerked it open.

      Oh, hell, that wasn’t the door to the café; it opened to a long corridor.

      Unwilling to go back through the room she’d been in with those three, she headed down the hallway at a run.

      She was halfway down the thirty-yard length when she was brought up short by a force holding her back.

      Except there was no one touching her.

      At the end of the corridor, standing next to the attorneys—if they even were attorneys—was Sarah, arms raised, palms out, releasing a stream of energy that left a blue aura behind.

      The force jerked Vivienne backward, almost knocking her down. She steadied herself and held the wall for support.

      “Vivienne,” Wizen said, speed-walking her way, then stopping in front of her, “I’m sorry if we frightened you. There’s been a miscommunication, obviously. There is nothing to worry about. In fact, it’s just the opposite. You’re the new owner of Skull Point Cay.”
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      Thankfully, the drive to Wits & Wiz was short.

      Quick had been there a few times with Adriana.

      First, for her to gain legal guardianship over him until he became of age.

      The second time was to create her will and get the estate settled in case something happened to her.

      The third was to watch her die.

      Quick parked the SUV in the dark alley a block down from Wits & Wiz. He smelled the normal puke, piss, and people.

      He hated the city smells, and right about now, they made him miss Skull Point more than ever.

      He hurried along the sidewalk, head down, and slipped inside.
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      As if I know what Skull Point… whatever… is.

      Vivienne stared at the lawyer—warlock, wizard, whatever he was.

      “Skull Point Cay,” he repeated as if Vivienne were stupid, saying the words slowly. “It’s an island. A cay is an island.”

      Skull Point Cay? Island? Owner?

      She didn’t know shit about islands. Hell, she even hated the open water. And anyway, who owned an island except for movie stars or kings? Maybe billionaires.

      None of which am I.

      “Would you please come back inside?” Wizen asked.

      After a sigh, Vivienne turned and headed back. “I need this explained in regular English. No lawyer talk, okay?”

      They nodded.

      “And no fancy witchery talk. I walked away from the witch thing a long time ago—about the time my own kind dumped me in the street and tried to kill me.”

      “We’re sorry about that. We…” the other wizard guy, the one with the name that started with Wit, stammered about, as if looking for words.

      As if any words could make up for what she went through.

      Vivienne crossed her arms over her chest and glared at them. “At sixteen, I was alone in this world. I went from having a family and a coven to having nothing.” She fumed. “Do you know who I lived with? Fae. That’s right. That’s who gave me a home. Freaking fae.”

      Witches scorned fae as an inferior supernatural breed. Tears threatened again and now she was pissed that she’d gotten angry enough to have tears.

      “All the stuff I was supposed to learn from Graylands about being a witch, about casting spells, guess what!” She waited, casting toxic stares their way. She looked from one to the other. “What? No guesses?”

      They shook their heads, as if ashamed.

      They should be.

      “The fae tried to teach me how to cast. Can you imagine that?” Her voice raised a few levels. “Fae!” She fought to gain control of her emotions. “I have the casting skills of a toddler. Anything I try to do, I can’t do right. And I don’t know how to control my empath reading skills. I don’t know how to turn them off.” Her voice broke at last, anger getting the best of her.

      “Please.” Wizen held the door open. “Come back in.”

      She entered the room, not touching any of them, not wanting to see what they were about.

      Witmore reached into a briefcase and handed her a large envelope full of papers. “The details are inside this packet. It’s from your great-aunt. Directions, instructions, information.”

      “Wait a minute. I don’t know the first thing about owning an island. I don’t have funds or means to get there, even.” Nor do I particularly want to be on open water.

      “Ah, yes,” Wizen said. “Thank you for the reminder.” He reached into his own briefcase and placed stacks of bills on the table in front of her.

      Dumbfounded, she stared at the cash. “Is it real?” Couldn’t be. No one except criminals had piles of money like this. “What’s this for?”

      “Yes. It’s for you, from the trust fund.” His perfect smile was overly bright.

      “I have a trust fund?” At first, she was thrilled, and then it hit her, she’d only have a trust fund until Ricardo found out. Then she’d be back where she was now. Unless… “Can I sell the island?”

      “It’s the island’s trust fund, not your personal—”

      His response was interrupted by a sound. A noise that came from behind her.

      Was that a gasp?

      She spun around.

      Holy hell.

      The most gorgeous man she’d ever seen stood there.

      Glaring at her.

      Clearly, he hated her with every fiber of his being.
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      Quick Alvarez, wolf shifter and the head of Skull Point Cay security, clenched his fists and locked his jaw tightly to keep from releasing a stream of obscenities at the dusky-skinned woman before him.

      It didn’t matter that she was stunning. Nope, that didn’t matter. Not one bit.

      His wolf howled, but Quick wasn’t having it.

      Not a chance.

      His wolf could like her all he wanted.

      Quick wasn’t so easy to win over.

      And since when are you easy to win over, he asked his wolf.

      Sell the island?

      Part of Quick wanted to throw her into the murky waters of the Lake Pontchartrain and let her drown. Then the gators could get their fill of her.

      The other part of him wanted to be professional and get her on the island so he could get her to fulfill the role that Adriana clearly wanted for her.

      He scowled at the woman in front of him. Her full lips were set in a thin line and he wanted to ask her why she was frowning. It’s not like she just heard the new owner wanted to sell her home.

      If this so-called heir was worth anything, she would’ve been on the island training with Adriana and ready to take over when Adriana was gone.

      But Adriana shouldn’t be gone. She shouldn’t have been taken from life this early.

      He studied the brunette before him.

      Dark circles ringed her eyes, as though she hadn’t slept. Probably a party girl who enjoyed spending the money Adriana had designated for the island.

      Yeah, well, screw this new heir.

      Quick would do what he could to protect Adriana’s legacy.

      “Quick.” It was one of Adriana’s attorneys. The tall one.

      He couldn’t remember their names. Wit-something, Wit-something, and… yeah, he completely forgot the final one. Completely.

      Pft. Who cares?

      After they finished the formalities with the heir, he’d be on his way, taking her to the island to teach her the ropes as best as he could.

      He was a shifter, by damn, not a magician. Some of the stuff that she needed to learn, a witch or a wizard should’ve been the one teaching her.

      “Yeah.” Jeez, he even sounded surly to his own ears. He tried to soften it with a smile and hope he didn’t look like he was snarling. “Am I too early?”

      Judging from what he heard about her wanting to sell the island, he might be too late.

      He worked on the smile, trying to turn it into a friendly grin. “So, what’s this about selling the island?”

      “Oh,” the shorter Wit-something said. “It can’t be sold yet. There’s a provision in the will.” He turned to the heir. “I’m sorry we should have told you about that.”

      She crossed her arms, managing to look pretty surly herself. “What’s the provision?”

      “You have to live on the island for a year before you can dispose of it.”

      Dispose.

      Quick winced at the use of that word.

      Then again, he didn’t say sell… that was a good thing, wasn’t it?

      “What?” the heir screeched.

      Heiress, he corrected himself. Damned attorneys called her an heir for so long that he’d not even realized it was a woman anyway.

      “So,” the heiress lowered her voice, brushing back dark hair, rubbing her temples.

      Hungover probably.

      She continued, “I have to live there...”

      She began to pace the room, and to Quick’s amazement, was muttering beneath her breath.

      Had she lost it?

      His shifter hearing picked up a couple of words. Something about nowhere else to go.

      Well now, that didn’t exactly make him feel very reassured. So, she was out of options? Probably spent all of Mommy and Daddy’s money, the spoiled princess brat.

      Then again, with that ragtag backpack, and a scuffed-up cane, he wondered how well off her parents could actually be. She looked damned near homeless. That cane had to be hers, it was next to her, but, she was walking around and pacing just fine.

      What the hell’s she got a cane for?

      He wondered if it was a magic cane, then shrugged inwardly. Who the hell knew with these magic types.

      “So, princess,” Quick said.

      She snapped her head in his direction, eyes glowing with anger.

      Ah, shit, he cursed himself, way to start this working relationship with her.

      She was his boss, after all. Would be. And it wasn’t like he could just up and leave the island. He’d promised Adriana that he wouldn’t.

      Man, I need to learn how to shut it, sometimes.

      “Don’t call me that,” she snapped.

      “Do you prefer heiress?” Damn. He’d gone and done it again.

      Adriana always warned him his mouth would get him in trouble. And invariably, it always seemed to.

      Her eyes were hard. “No. Do you prefer d-bag?”

      A smile snuck to his lips, barely curling them before he snatched it back and made his expression unreadable.

      He liked that sass. This was something he could understand and relate to completely.

      A little bit of street in her.

      Yeah, he could work with that. At least she wasn’t going to be some sniveling princess diva.

      He hoped.
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      “Excuse me. Can we please start this meeting over?” Wizen asked, indicating for Vivienne to grab a seat.

      Vivienne did so, and was proud of herself for not grumbling.

      Witmore came around the conference table and shook the jerk’s hand. “Quick, good to see you again. Better circumstances this time, I must say.”

      The guy nodded, not taking his glaring gaze from Vivienne’s face.

      Witmore practically pulled him into the room and shoved him into a chair.

      The man gave him a dirty look.

      “Quick, this is Vivienne Devereaux, Adriana’s heir.”

      His chin lifted, and he grunted.

      Nice.

      Who is this Neanderthal? Vivienne turned away from his burning eyes.

      “Vivienne.” Witmore was practically begging her with his eyes, reminding her of a puppy dog pleading for treats.

      What did he want?

      She stared at him, remaining silent.

      Witmore continued, “This is Quick Alvarez.”

      As if that means something to me.

      Wizen cleared his throat. “Vivienne, about selling, why don’t you visit the island first? Make decisions later.”

      Vivienne didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know she had zero choices at this stage of her life. And she didn’t know what she was getting into exactly, but the idea of being able to live on an island, and not be found, that was very appealing at this moment.

      The thing that wasn’t appealing?

      The man called Quick.

      Who the hell was he? Why did he hate her? Why did he care if she sold the island? Would she have to deal with him after today?

      The man was hotter than hot, but that temper, those flare-ups; he was a volcano waiting to erupt.

      And as of right now, it looked like all his firepower would be directed at her when he blew up.

      “Excuse me,” she said to Volcano Quick, then turned to the attorneys—her attorneys—if she were to believe them.

      Not that she needed to excuse herself to him. She didn’t even know who the hell he was and what skin he had in this game.

      She leaned closer to the attorneys. “Who is this guy? What’s he doing here?”

      Anne Withers, who’d been relatively quiet thus far, flashed a brilliant smile at Quick, then turned to Vivienne. “He’s Quick Alvarez. The head of your security. Adriana’s—” She seemed to fumble for words.

      She waited, patiently, trying not to jump to conclusions.

      Wizen cleared his throat. “What Anne is trying to say, Quick is Adriana’s informally adopted son.”

      “Yes, that’s it.” Anne nodded.

      “What do you mean informally adopted?” Vivienne was curious about the particular phrasing he seemed to have chosen.

      “He can’t be her heir. Witch laws prevent that. He can’t inherit.”

      Vivienne cocked her head. “Why not?”

      “He’s a—” Anne said.

      “Hello?” Quick cleared his throat. “I’m right here in the room with you. And I can hear you.”

      Vivienne gave him a stiff smile. “Would you like to excuse yourself?”

      His nostrils flared. “Would you like to f—”

      “Quick!” Wizen rolled his eyes, as if to say, here we go again.

      Anne stepped around the table and put her hand on Quick’s arm. “Let’s get you some gumbo.” She herded him out of the room.

      “Vivienne,” Wizen shook his head, “you don’t have to commit to anything, not yet. Why don’t you give it a shot?”

      Then he said the line that put the hook in deep.

      “Unless you have something better going.”

      She didn’t.

      That was the truth of it.

      She had absolutely nothing better going.

      And she was homeless. She looked at the stack of money. She wasn’t penniless. Or was she? Would they take it away if she pulled out of this situation?

      No. She had nothing better going.

      “I’ll stick around.”
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      Quick got the woman—the heiress—on the boat, and a mile out into the gulf in record time. He was so relieved no one in the city had seen him this time.

      Or at least, hadn’t shot at him.

      Shit. What would he have done if they’d seen him again? And again, killed the person who was the island’s owner.

      He shook his head. That would be the lining on that cloud—a black cloud.

      Luckily, this time it hadn’t happened.

      As he captained Enchantment along the water, he overtly kept an eye on her.

      She had a cane, but didn’t use it on the way to the truck. And her skin, what little he could see, was flawless. Except for the greenish tinge she’d had for most of the ride.

      Said she didn’t do water very well.

      That was obvious.

      Ahead, the fog that allowed the magic to transport them to the island came into view. He cut the engines to a low idle.

      “Miss Devereaux, now’s the time for you to do your thing.”

      She looked up from her lap. “Do what thing?”

      He sighed and waved his hand in the air. “You know, your magic, your spell casting.”

      “Oh.” She looked back down at her papers. “Take us the long way or whatever. I don’t cast spells, enchantments, etcetera.”

      He stared at her. He couldn’t have heard correctly. “The spell is what gets us to the island. There is no long way. That’s what you’re here for. That’s why Adriana has an heir. Why she was an heir herself.”

      “Just drive to the island. It isn’t too far from shore according to the map.”

      “You don’t understand—”

      “Yes, I do. I’m not doing any magic. Keep driving.” Her attention went back to the envelope in her lap.

      He wiped a hand across his sweating face. After a second, he killed the engines.

      Her head popped up. “What are you doing? It’s just a bit of fog. It can’t be that bad to get through.”

      Frustration filled his chest. He wanted to strangle this woman. He let out a long sigh. Maybe a bit over dramatically. “I’m sure somewhere in that paperwork you’re holding there is a section which describes how the process of getting on and off the island works—”

      She flipped her hand in the air dismissively. “I read it.”

      “Then you understand that without you doing your thing, we don’t get to the island. Adriana’s portal is wearing off. She said if it wasn’t a strong portal, it could accidentally transport Enchantment—this boat we’re on—to a some other place. One we weren’t planning on going to. You see, Skull Point Cay is in another dimension, or something.”

      He never really understood how all that magic crap worked. He hadn’t had to. Adriana handled it.

      “The island doesn’t exist on this planet. It can only be seen if you make it so with your magic. That’s what Adriana said.”

      Her angry eyes met his. Glowing emerald, with their intensity.

      “Look, Quick. I have a reason I don’t want to use magic.” She paused and looked out over the water.

      He waited for her explanation.

      And waited.

      Finally, she spoke. “Is it really true that no one can get on the island unless I let them—do my thing, whatever—or are you just saying that?”

      His eyes narrowed.

      She carried a scent of nervousness. His shifter senses picked it up.  And was that fear he smelled coming off her?

      He needed to answer her question, or she’d think he was lying. “Yes, as far as I know. It’s not exactly something I’m well versed in.”

      “As far as you know?” Her brow raised in question.

      He nodded.

      “Fine, but we make it snappy. Like seconds. I don’t want to hold the spell long.”

      He wasn’t going to tell her that portals stuck around for a while after they’d gone through, but that not just anyone could see the portal.

      She flipped through pages and pulled out a sheet. She began the words he’d heard hundreds of times.

      The air changed, telling him to get in the fog now.

      Starting the engine, pushing the throttle as fast as he dared to, hopefully, to not throw her to the floor, he moved them into the fog.

      Would have served her right if he’d jerked into motion and pitched her to the ground, ass over heels.

      The twinge he always felt in his stomach when traveling through the fog twisted and he knew they were on the other side. Sunshine sparkled on the water, flashing like tiny diamonds. The island dock was straight ahead.

      He gave her a glance, as if to say, now what was so bad about that?

      She did fine.

      But what he was seeing right now worried him.

      Her face had paled, with beads of sweat on her forehead. The paper in her hand shook.

      His wolf heard her heart thumping in her chest, pulse screaming.

      She was deathly scared. Fear had taken over her system.

      He cut the engines again, then stepped to the side to check on her. He seized her arms to look into her eyes, to see if they were dilated, hopefully, to figure out what was going on with her.

      She thrashed and squeaked.

      Quick dropped into the seat, holding her tightly.

      She shivered, the force of it making her body shudder. She must’ve had a reason she didn’t cast spells, and he needed to know what that was. Not merely for security matters, but for his own sanity.

      Slowly, the boat rocked. Waves held them, swinging side to side in gentle comfort.

      Her breathing returned to normal, and her heart rate slowed.

      He released her from his hold and set her on the seat, then dashed toward the wheel to get the boat moving.

      Several of his men should be waiting to help with unloading. Relief coursed through him when he saw them on the dock.

      Quick was planning an immediate escape, secure in the knowledge Maze would make certain all ran smoothly in his absence.

      When the boat was settled, he jumped onto the dock and strode for the jungle.

      Over his shoulder he yelled, “Maze, take Miss Devereaux to—” he almost said Adriana’s, “—the owner’s place.”

      He had to get away from her. She messed with his emotions. In all the wrong ways.
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