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      Rissa Belgrande’s always known there was something different about her. Something that made her a damned good detective. Now she’s learning why. And it’s a doozy of a notion to wrap her head around the reasons behind her unique, not to mention strange, skills.

      

      Maze Turner is second in command of Skull Point security. He’s not meant to be a detective. Suddenly, he finds himself as an unofficial partner to a hot New Orleans detective.

      

      He’d quit, except that this mission could clear his friend Quick Alvarez. And the fact that he kinda likes this detective. A little. Maybe.

      Okay, maybe more than a little.
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      Rissa Belgrande hoped the woman coming out of the casino wasn’t the kind to pay attention to her surroundings. The woman’s name was Angelina, and not losing sight of her was of utmost importance to Rissa. And not just for professional reasons.

      There were a lot of cars and people in the parking lot, especially for early morning. The fact Rissa worried was a shout out to her training. But then again, ten years at the New Orleans Police Department could do that to a person.

      Angelina got into the back of a yellow cab and Rissa nosed her sedan out of its parking spot, ready to follow. The cab turned onto the street in front of the casino, then headed south. Surprising since only industrial warehousing and the waterfront were that way.

      Who knew what the rich did. Or why.

      Well, since Angelina was merely the girlfriend of the casino owner, she probably wasn’t rich. Rissa could see Angelina as a dancer or a waitress who’d caught the billionaire’s eye. Angelina could be booted out the door tomorrow.

      That’s what worried Rissa so much—how quickly things could change, and no one would be aware that anything had happened. And as far as that went, it was precisely what she was getting from the casino management—denial. The disappearance of Rissa’s best friend didn’t happen at their establishment. Couldn’t happen at their establishment. Or so they claimed. Even though that was the last place Keeva was seen.

      A couple weeks ago, Keeva texted Rissa from the casino that she’d won big at one of the slots and they’d go out and celebrate when Rissa got off work. That was the last time Rissa heard from her.

      As part of the New Orleans Police Department, Rissa had resources and options few others had access to. And what she found out about Jeffers Lupin and Frank Bonaparte, casino co-owners, set off her alarms. She had little doubt something was going on at the casino and she was just the one to figure it out.

      In front of Rissa, the cab slowed and pulled into a small marina. Odd, it was the same marina where a shooting happened not long ago. Rissa remembered that call vividly. When she had arrived on the scene, nobody was around. No one with a gun, no victim, no body, no nothing. Being here twice in as many weeks gave Rissa pause.

      Coincidence?

      She didn’t believe in coincidences.

      Rissa pulled into a spot in the lot where she could keep an eye on the boats and the dock area. She slunk down into her seat and watched.

      Angelina got out of the cab and hurried down to a boat called Enchantment.

      There, a man took her bag and tossed it on the seat then they walked up the pier toward the parking lot. Rissa eyed the man as they strolled up the asphalt toward the road. For all that was holy, this guy was gorgeous. Was Angelina two-timing her boyfriend casino owner?

      For the man’s sake, she hoped not. He probably wouldn’t be around much longer if that was the case. She wouldn’t be surprised if she got a call to check out a floater and it turned out to be the hunk’s body.

      Just then, suddenly, he turned and looked in her direction. Rissa scrunched down in her car seat.

      She wondered where they were going. Into public wasn’t the best idea if they were secret lovers.

      She rolled the window down a couple inches to see if she could hear what they were talking about. Her hearing had always been exceptional. When she was little, she heard everything the others said about her, even if her back was turned or if she was in the other room.

      The couple prattled on about some place. Nothing that seemed important. When the two reached the sidewalk along the street, Rissa stepped out of the car and watched them go into small café a couple doors down. Rissa knew that place had the best gumbo in existence.

      If they were going to sit and eat, then she’d have time to snoop around the boat. She hurried down the parking lot, onto the pier, and out to the vessel. Snooping was exactly what she planned to do.

      She took a deep breath before she jumped onboard. Boats. Water. She hated boats and water.

      The small ship was very clean and tidy. Well maintained. She opened cabinet doors and rooted through boxes. She found little that was helpful. Weren’t boat people supposed to keep certain information onboard? Sort of like cars had to have registration?

      She knew little about anything that had to do with water. She couldn’t even swim. Her mother had a childhood accident that left Rissa terrified of anything bigger than a puddle. Thus, Rissa’s summertime activities growing up were far from any beach or other water bodies.

      She pulled up the rear bench seat cushions and stared at life jackets and rope that hardly took up any space. Everything was neat and tidy. Not even a cobweb in the far corner. Damn. Snooping around this boat had been a bust.

      Footfalls on wooden pier snapped her head around. Angelina and the man were coming down the aisle. He held a plastic bag, which his nose was buried in. She was bound to get caught. Damn.

      The couple was close enough to surely see her climb out of the boat if she left the way she came aboard. She looked for a back exit. Other than diving into the water, no luck there. And that wasn’t happening.

      Maybe she could pretend to be marina security and say she was searching his boat for… drugs, stolen goods? But then Angelina would see her face and her cover at the casinos would be blown. No way was she jeopardizing her mission on finding her best friend.

      Could she hide somewhere? The seat cushion for the bench was still up. She looked at the storage space. It was wide and long enough for her to lie in. But where were they going? It had to be someone’s house along the shoreline, since there was nowhere else they could go. Right?

      She needed to decide; the two were almost to the boat.

      Decision made, she climbed into the storage bin and pulled the seat cushion down. When they got to where they were going, she’d sneak out and Uber her way back to the city. What a pain in the ass situation she’d gotten herself into now.
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      Maze pulled the boat into the mainland harbor and tied up. He wanted to get here a bit earlier to have a bowl of gumbo from Sarah’s café before Angelina showed to go to the island, but that never seemed to work out. He didn’t get many chances to come to the mainland, but when he did, he stopped by the little café.

      After setting the side bumpers, the sound of crunching gravel told him someone was driving down to the pier. He looked up to see a cab making its way down the drive and a sedan heading toward the far corner.

      Angelina popped out of the cab and hurried toward the boat. Crud. Maybe she’d be okay with accompanying him to the diner to get a to-go bowl of ambrosia.

      “Hi, Maze,” she waved and called out. The breeze blowing in his face brought her heavy perfume. How she could stand that, day in and day out, baffled him. Especially as she was also a shifter. His nose would go dead within an hour. Maybe that’s what happened when living in the city.

      All the people, traffic, and trash were too much for him. He preferred the island environment where the forest was fresh and the beach air clean. No cars or buses to choke your breath with pollution and no human waste floating in gutters. A chill raced down his back in disgust. He didn’t know how Angelina could stand living here, amongst all this humanity.

      “Hey, Angelina. Good to see you again.” Maze took her bag.

      “Yeah. I can’t wait to see the fam,” she said. “It’s been a while.”

      He set the bag in the boat then turned to her. “Would you mind going to the café with me to order some gumbo before we left? I have to get it when I can.”

      “I wouldn’t mind at all. Sarah has the best Cajun food in town. Jeff has her deliver to the club for meetings all the time.”

      Maze sneered.

      Jeff, her boyfriend, co-owner of the busiest casino around. He’d never met the man, but if he had his say, he wouldn’t let Angelina date the man. But her business was none of his own. She wasn’t his family.

      But if the man ever stepped out of line with Angelina, then as a security shifter for the island, he had a right to get involved to take care of his people. Whether they were on the island or mainland.

      Maze climbed from the boat to the pier and they headed up the dock toward the street.

      Angelina asked, “How’s the island doing without Mrs. Devereaux?” Tears choked her words. “I’m still not over losing the wonderful woman. How could anyone want to kill her?”

      Maze put an arm around her shoulders as they walked. “The police are working on finding the killers. We just have to be patient and let them do their job.” He hoped she didn’t smell his flat-out lie. With the blowing breeze and her strong perfume, how could she smell anything?

      Why did he lie? Because Quick made the decision to keep Adriana’s killing quiet until he had a chance to investigate. They both knew Adriana hadn’t been the target. Quick had been. She just got in the way and saved his life.

      Maze was fortunate it was only Quick was being hunted. As Quick’s best friend when they were younger, Maze was there when Quick tried to stop his father from killing his mom in a blind rage of anger.

      Quick was unsuccessful at stopping the bastard in time from killing Quick’s mother. Then the prick died from the wounds Quick inflicted to stop him from beating his mom. Now he was a fugitive from shifter law, even after the truth came out.

      That was the reason Maze usually drove the boat to the mainland when the tripped needed to be made. He didn’t have a price on his head like Quick did. And from what he last heard, that amount was incredibly steep. Around $2 million. No wonder everyone was after the shifter.

      A tickle to the back of his neck brought him from his thoughts. He turned to see the sedan that had pulled in behind the cab still sitting in the distance. He couldn’t remember if anyone had gotten out of the car. He turned back. Not his concern what other crazies did.

      When they walked into the restaurant, familiar faces greeted them. Adriana’s attorneys were seated at a table.

      “Ah, Mr. Turner, Miss Hinkle,” one of the stately gentlemen said, standing to shake hands, “how are you this lovely evening?” The man gestured to the others at the table. “You remember Anne Withers, Tom Witmore, and of course, I’m Gerald Wizen.”

      Feeling out of place, Maze smiled and slightly bowed his head toward each with a ‘good to see you’ comment.

      Mr. Wizen continued. “I wish to pass along our deepest sympathies of Mrs. Devereaux’s passing. We loved her more than a client. She was family to us.”

      “Thank you,” Maze said.

      “Please let us know if you need anything,” the woman sitting at the table added. “We’re here to help.” Again, Maze said thank you.

      Sarah’s voice pulled him away from the group. “Maze, darlin’, got your gumbo ready to go.”

      His questioning eyes met the café’s owner’s. How did she know he was coming in to order? She slipped a round container into a plastic bag and winked at him. When he took the bag, she whispered, “No worries, sugar. I got you covered.”

      He snatched the bag off the counter and smiled. There was no way he was going to piss-off a witch, especially one as strong as Sarah. If she saw future events, no telling what she could do to someone who crossed her.

      Maze grabbed Angelina’s hand and hurried toward the door. “Need to get back to the island. Great seeing you all again.” He looked at Sarah. “And thanks. You’re a goddess.”

      She laughed. “Don’t forget that.” S

      Maze tripped out the door with Angelina in tow.

      After a minute, Angelina shivered as they walked. “That was some kinda weird, huh?”

      Maze snorted. “You have no idea. What I’ve heard about that group is off the charts. Don’t mess with witches. Ever.”

      “Yeah,” she said, “but how did they know my name? I’ve never met them before.”

      “Like I said, be glad those witches and wizards are on our side.”

      They needed to hurry to the boat and get going. They had plenty of time to get to the island, but lunchtime was coming, and he had to walk Angelina to her family’s home before heading back to the office.

      The bag in his hand began to seep heat where the container sat. He untied the top and stuck his nose inside. With a deep breath, he sucked in a whole lot of goodness. Witch or not, the woman could cook.

      At the boat, he helped the woman with him in and followed her to the back. She sat and the first breeze that hit him doused him in her perfume’s scent. He put his nose back into the bag. Much better. Maybe he could hold it there until they were going, and the wind changed direction.
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      Rissa remained calm as footsteps clomped toward the back where she hid under the seat cushion. She had her gun, so she wasn’t really afraid of anything. She just didn’t want to blow the cover she’d spent time building around the casino.

      Not that it was really a “cover,” either. Her plan, approved by the chief, was to frequent the casino as a regular person playing slots or whatever happened to draw her attention. She’d only been in a couple times but felt certain the security cameras at the casino had her walking around and playing.

      The type of people she worried were involved with Keeva’s disappearance were able to sniff out a cop a mile away. She had no idea how they managed it. It was as if their senses could smell the difference between regular folks and law enforcement. God, she hoped it wasn’t that easy.

      Thinking of smells, a flowery scent tickled her nose—perfume. Then the delicious smell of gumbo wafted in. Just another trait she had that kids made fun of. God, she hated growing up. In her high school years, she’d learned how to hide her sharp perceptions and keep her mouth shut about things she shouldn’t have been able to see or smell or hear.

      Voices drifted into her hiding place. She easily heard the conversation even over the engine noise coming directly behind her.

      Angelina asked the guy about the new owner. Must be speaking of the owner of the place they were headed to. Were they headed to one of Lupin’s secret hangouts? The damn casino owner was so rich, he could afford to buy an entire island.

      If what he earned was legit, she’d be fine with it, but all the rumors, suspicions, and previous investigations had to have some basis.

      The boat slowed, and the engine quieted a bit. Rissa heard Angelina ask, “Does the portal still work like before? Adriana’s death hasn’t changed it?”

      Death? Who was Adriana? Was she murdered? Why was the boat gearing down? They hadn’t been on the water long enough to get anywhere. And portal? On the water? How many questions could one statement create?

      “It did change somehow,” the man said. “But Quick was able to get through to pick up the new owner. She was able to reinstate the passage, but not everything is back to normal yet.”

      “Like what?” Angelina asked. She almost sounded worried.

      “There’s nothing for you to worry about. I promise. We’ve got everything under control. You just enjoy yourself while you’re here. Now, get ready to go through.”

      Go through what? she wondered. Suddenly, her stomach cramped. It would’ve doubled her over had she been standing. Biting her lips, she was able to keep any sound from escaping.

      Her head felt dizzy and her fingers and toes tingled. What was happening? Her body felt light, defying gravity. She put a hand out to make sure she wasn’t floating away.

      In her next breath, she felt normal. Rissa took a deep lungful of air and held it before letting it trickle out quietly. The boat picked up speed and the engines kicked in.

      Not long after, the boat slowed again, but this time, there was activity on deck. She heard others not far away.

      They must have arrived. The engines shut off, startling Rissa with the sudden calmness after feeling like riding in the cargo compartment of a jumbo jet.

      After a minute of no voices or activity, Rissa lifted the cushion she hid under and peeked out. They were docked at a small pier along a beautiful stretch of land. The sun sparkled on the water like a million diamonds shining.

      Rissa caught the tail end of Angelina at the end of the dock. She and the guy were following a path that lead into the woods.

      She pushed the lid up and climbed out, her body not happy with the movements after lying in the cramped space. She saw no signs of the others she heard when they docked. It was as if everyone disappeared.

      Her rubber soled shoes let her move quickly as well as in stealth along the wood planks. At the end of the pier, she leaned against the pole and scoped the area. Still no one around. She took off down the path that lead into the trees.

      In the near distance, she
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