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      Near-immortals weren’t supposed to die, yet there was one face-down in the parking lot’s gutter before her. Per procedure, the body couldn’t be moved. Lyssa Estevan wasn’t able to see the grayer-than-gray discoloration of the blessed Atlantean’s face. This would be the third near-immortal from her compound she’d lost in the last six months.

      She could still remember the boy’s coming of age ceremony on Atlantis eons ago. Her mother, Circe, Goddess of Magic, held the Rhabdos in her hand and the magical staff blessed the boy. The Giver of Magic now called Lyssa its guardian.

      It was an unusually cold March night in Austin. Fortunately, it wasn’t cold enough to freeze the Stonewall, Texas peach blossoms just south of them. In several weeks, she’d long for the cooler nights.

      How Lyssa wished she could continue thinking about better days in another realm or the sweet peaches she’d be enjoying this summer. Instead, there was the carnage in front of her to face.

      “Any idea how he died?” she asked her wolf-shifter second-in-command. Rion had helped her find this settlement and similar ones over the decades. They moved every fifteen or so years when their slow aging became problematic. Humans could never learn the truth about what they were.

      Rion towered over her, which was unusual due to her six-foot stature. His black hair, graying at the temples, was newly trimmed. He was her best friend, the one person she felt comfortable confiding in. Due to the longevity of shifters, she wouldn’t lose him anytime soon from natural causes.

      With near-immortals, same as a demigoddess, there were only a handful of ways Lyssa could die. It felt like she added another means to perish every month to her mental list. She brought her attention back to the latest violence to plague her compound. Rion’s ashen eyes moved from the corpse to her blue irises.

      “With the inability to move the body, I don’t have a clue how he died,” Rion said. “He didn’t bleed out, that’s for sure. There’s no evidence of the corpse being dumped here either. We’re under a light in the rear of the civic center’s parking lot, surveillance cameras would have caught it.” He pointed to the lamp above their heads.

      She squatted beside the body examining what she could. There wasn’t an arrow protruding from his body. Doc would have to examine him and render a report. In the meantime, she’d have to break the terrible news to the victim’s family.

      Tobias Parks, there, she thought the name rather than referring to him in other impersonal ways. Stating his name made this death all too real.

      Lyssa tucked wayward strands of blond hair behind her ear that had escaped her signature ponytail. It had been a long day and she expected the evening would feel endless. She’d miss another meal with her family. Once again, there would be an empty chair at the dinner table.

      “I should visit Tobias’s widow and trace his last few days,” Lyssa informed Rion. “If I learn anything, I’ll contact you tonight. Otherwise, I’ll see you in the morning. Head home and help your wife with your beautiful new baby girls.”

      Rion wanted at least one in the new litter to be a female. He’d gotten his wish with triplets who were gorgeous and he was already strategizing on how to curtail their interactions with male wolves. No one in their right mind would want to tangle with an enraged alpha over his daughters.

      She headed for the car where her bodyguards waited for her. Instead of being in close proximity to each other, Charlene Patrick and Wyatt Williams were on opposite sides of the car glaring at each other. Their relationship had visually soured over the last several months to the point Char requested a change in partners. This would be their last shift together.

      Although Charlene was the closest thing she had to a girlfriend, the cougar shifter didn’t confide in her about what had occurred between her and Wyatt. Lyssa always believed they belonged together even though Char was a feline shifter and he was a member of Rion’s pack.

      Such a pairing she hoped would bring harmony to the cats and wolves in her community. They lived together, yet separately, rarely interacting socially except for neighborhood functions.

      “Lyssa, you look exhausted,” Char commented. “Why don’t you sit in the front passenger seat, it’s more comfortable.”

      Before she had an opportunity to reply, Charlene slid into the backseat. If looks could kill, Wyatt would’ve been the second murder victim of the evening.

      “It must be difficult to notify the loved ones of a death,” Wyatt said.

      His comment had broken through the icy environment within the car. She was almost tempted to put a sweater on, although that would’ve been more her imagination than an actual dropping of the temperature within the vehicle.

      “I’d like to join you, Lyssa,” Charlene said. “I may be in your position one day and will have to give a pride member the bad news.”

      Both women knew that eventually Charlene would be the alpha of the cougar pride. Quentin, their current alpha, had been blessed by the Rhabdos. Although he could still shift, it was only a matter of time before the elemental magic within him would be redirected. The cougar alpha believed Char was the only one within the pride strong enough to replace him.

      Her comment about the death notification was the first time Charlene broached the topic about her becoming a female alpha. With Wyatt in the car, she didn’t feel comfortable continuing the discussion about Char’s future role.

      “I’d appreciate the company,” Lyssa replied. “Even if it’s just for moral support. Notifications are one of the worst parts about running a community. It’s one responsibility that can’t be delegated. Such an action would erode people’s confidence in their leader.”

      She had to tell too many of the near-immortal families the terrible news after battles. Those individuals died in wars, Tobias’s death made no sense to her.

      When they arrived at their destination, Wyatt stayed in the car and didn’t utter a word. It appeared whatever had occurred between the two shifters wouldn’t be cured with the passage of time.

      Lyssa couldn’t remain silent. “What’s going on between you two?”

      “Nothing,” Char growled. “Before you say another word, please have enough respect for our friendship and working relationship to leave it at that.”

      Based on Char’s words, Lyssa had to respect her privacy. At no point had the worsening of their partnership impacted either of their job performances. Lyssa couldn’t solve all the wrongs in the world regardless of how much she wanted to. She’d have to let this one go.

      She took a deep breath when they reached the front door and she pressed the doorbell’s button. The car parked in the driveway and the lights within the home indicated someone was there.

      Alice Parks opened the door. Her initial smile in greeting was quickly replaced with a look of confusion.

      “What are you doing here, Lyssa?” Alice inquired.

      “Can we come inside?” she asked. “Is your son home?”

      The Parks had a teenager who had been blessed by the Rhabdos on his thirteenth birthday. Their son just received early admission to Princeton University. Lyssa had rarely seen prouder parents. The teen had already decided he wanted to be a lawyer and return to the community to aid them in navigating the ever-changing legal environment.

      “Where are my manners?” Alice said. “Please come in. George is out with his father. I expect him and Tobias to be home any time now.”

      Charlene excused herself, pulling out her phone in the process. The female cougar shifter would immediately contact Rion with the news they had a missing teenager to find.

      Time was essential in their finding the boy. Lyssa didn’t have the luxury of being delicate. “Alice, we found Tobias dead in the civic center parking lot. There’s no sign of George.”

      The widow paled. “No,” she cried. “There has to be some kind of mistake.”

      “Where were Tobias and George going this evening?”

      Alice wiped tears from her cheeks. “Matthias brought a girl from his compound to meet George. I stayed behind out of protest. Our son is too young to marry. He has such big plans for his life. George needs to finish high school, college, and then law school. A wife would only distract him. You have to find my Georgie!”

      Lyssa planned to find the boy and then strangle Matthias in the process. He had no right to solicit anyone in her compound for breeding purposes. The fellow demigod who ran a similar compound in Santa Fe knew her feelings on the subject. She never supported forced matings. It was true the blessed Atlantean population wasn’t growing as they’d hoped, but enslaving a woman in an unwanted marriage wasn’t the answer.

      “Where was the meeting to take place?” Lyssa asked.

      “At Matthias’s hotel,” Alice replied. “The girl and my son were originally going to spend the afternoon at the pool while Tobias and Matthias worked out a contract. I’m not sure what they ended up doing because it was too cold, even with a heated outdoor pool.”

      Char entered the house with Rion by her side. Alice flew into his arms, sobbing. The wolf alpha was respected by everyone in the community, even the near-immortals.

      Lyssa moved beside Char. “Take Wyatt to Matthias’s usual hotel and see if he and George Parks are there. I want to know if the Parks arrived and how Tobias ended up dead in our compound if Matthias and George are still at the resort.”

      Despite the animosity between her and Matthias related to their broken engagement, their communities were at peace. While they were contracted to each other, he didn’t object when Lyssa granted sanctuary to several unbound blessed Atlantean females from his compound who didn’t want a forced mating.

      Rion had calmed Alice and presently questioned her about Tobias and George’s plans for the day. She moved within earshot without disturbing the fragile relationship he’d developed with the widow.

      It would be some time before Char and Wyatt arrived at the hotel and provided an update. If they didn’t find George, they wouldn’t have a choice but to contact the Austin Police Department and the Travis County Sheriff’s Office.

      Doc had state-certified coroner credentials, so they wouldn’t have to turn over Tobias’s body if they had to contact the local authorities. They would just have to explain the delay in contacting them about the missing teen.

      Her second-in-command would’ve also initiated a community headcount. They needed to make sure everyone was accounted for. She prayed Tobias’s body would be the only casualty in whatever occurred this evening.

      With all bases covered, Lyssa took the opportunity to contact her own family. Whenever something happened in their community, the guards around her home were doubled. She stepped outside so as to not distract Rion and Alice.

      It took several rings before someone picked up the phone. “Hello,” a young female voice said.

      “Hi, Thalia,” she said to her fourteen-year-old ward. “I’m sorry I missed dinner. Is Diana available?”

      “Oh, we’re used to you missing dinner,” the girl said. Lyssa winced at her honesty. “Adrian had one of his soccer teammates over for dinner, so we had a full table after all. Barry lives down the street and he’s awful cute.”

      Lyssa sighed with relief. Her family was all accounted for, plus Adrian’s best friend for the moment. The kid continually reprioritized his life and hung out with whomever supported his current passion. It was currently soccer.

      “Hi, Mom,” her granddaughter said. Lyssa had raised Diana after her mother’s untimely death. “Is there anything I should be concerned about?”

      “We found Tobias Parks’s body and George is missing,” she reported. “They were meeting with Matthias. That’s all I know for now. Contact Barry’s mother and have him stay the night. I don’t want anyone leaving their homes for the time being.”

      There was silence on the other end.

      “Diana?”

      “I knew Matthias was back in town,” her granddaughter admitted. “Dad’s having lunch with him tomorrow. I would’ve mentioned it at dinner tonight had you made it home.”

      She couldn’t fault Diana for not letting her know Lyssa’s former fiancé was back in town. Such news normally soured her mood.

      “It’s doubtful I’ll be home anytime soon,” Lyssa said. “I didn’t want you to worry.”

      Diana laughed. “That’s easier said than done. Call me when George is found, regardless of the time. When this is over, you should escape to Padre Island and spend the week on the beach unwinding.”

      Nothing sounded better at that moment and she’d consider making such a trip, but not until after her great-grandson’s blessing ceremony was behind them. Adrian’s thirteenth birthday was a mere week away.

      After Rion completed interviewing Alice, a neighbor came over to keep the widow company. The rest of them would return to the civic center and run a command center from their third-floor conference room. They had a teenager to find.
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      Quentin, the cougar alpha, was on the phone when they entered the conference room. He gave them a thumbs up. George must have been found. Nothing else would cause Quentin to give them the positive gesture.

      “Char found the boy in Matthias’s suite watching a movie with a girl and eating pizza,” Quentin reported. “She’s bringing the kids here. Wyatt contacted another unit to bring the girl’s mother here from Santa Fe. George isn’t aware his father is dead. Char figured we’d want to talk with him before someone broke the news to him.”

      The female cougar shifter was right. In all likelihood, once the boy found out about his father, he’d shut down. It would also be helpful to the teen to have his mother present.

      “What about Matthias?” she asked.

      “George believes his father is with the visiting demigod,” Quentin replied. “Char didn’t want to question the boy further, it would’ve led to questions she didn’t want to answer. They’re on their way and should be here in about fifteen minutes.”

      There would be no hope of talking to the boy while he was still ignorant about his father’s death. She feared George’s mother would break the news to her son as soon as they were reunited.

      It didn’t surprise her when Alice was led to the conference room. Her eyes were bloodshot from the tears she’d shed for her late husband. Lyssa had been in the same condition after the death of Dylan, the human love of her life. She still had the single wish Zeus had granted her and daily held back from asking the god to bring her love back to her.

      “Thank you for finding my son so quickly,” Alice said as she wiped wayward tears from her eyes.

      Within minutes of the widow’s arrival, Doc stuck his head into the conference room. “Are you ready for me?”

      Lyssa rose. “Let’s meet in my office.”

      Alice grabbed her arm. “No, I want to hear what Oliver has to say. Tobias was my husband and I have the right to know what killed him. We’re near immortals. Neither of us were prepared to lose the other.”

      She’d watched Tobias grow up in the Atlantis dimension and he’d evacuated with her when a meteorite was set to destroy their world. He’d resided in every community she’d established. When Tobias was ready to marry, he traveled from settlement to settlement in this realm and others until he found Alice.

      He wanted a near-immortal bride since he’d never have to suffer a mortal wife’s death. Tobias returned to the compound she had established in Austin with his wife and son in tow. George was just short of thirteen and they prepared for the blessing ceremony together. She still remembered the huge party Tobias threw to celebrate his son being blessed by the Rhabdos.

      Alice attended many of the community functions over the years, but Lyssa didn’t know her well. She liked the backbone Alice just displayed when she tried to dismiss the other woman to talk to Oliver.

      “What did you find out, Doc?” Lyssa asked.

      Dr. Oliver Hatfield took off his glasses and cleaned the lenses with his white coat. He’d just started wearing them the last several weeks. Oliver had found a pair that went perfectly with his graying tawny colored hair. Eyesight even failed with shifters when they reached a certain advanced age.

      “Absolutely nothing,” Doc said. “There are no puncture wounds on the body, and the initial blood tests I performed didn’t show any of the three poisons we know can kill a near-immortal. His stomach contents were free of any toxins I know of. I’m running other tests, but they’ll take longer.”

      Lyssa knew he also would’ve examined every organ but held off sharing any negative tests performed on them because the widow was present.

      A confused George was led into the conference room by Char and Wyatt. He bore a strong resemblance to his deceased father. They both shared dark-brown wavy hair and green eyes. The boy already was taller than his petite mother.

      George was immediately embraced by Alice and the girl from Matthias’s compound was seated beside Char. The teenager reminded her of Penelope with her shoulder-length black hair, but her eyes were blue.

      The kids appeared clueless, not terrified. It was clear they hadn’t witnessed anything occurring to either the missing Matthias or the deceased Tobias. The girl’s eyes were glued to George.

      “Where did your father say he was going after he left you?” Alice asked. Lyssa was surprised she didn’t immediately inform her son of his father’s death. The widow must have realized the importance of getting information from her son before he learned the terrible news.

      “After the pizza was delivered, Dad and Matthias took off,” George said.

      “They told us we weren’t to open the door to anyone,” the girl said. “Char got a pass key to enter the room since we wouldn’t open the door to her.”

      Charlene smiled and patted the girl’s back. “Harriet follows rules very well.”

      The girl returned Char’s brilliant smile. “My father told me it was important I was on my best behavior. I don’t understand why mom cried when I left with Matthias. Where is he?”

      It was clear Harriet’s mother wasn’t supportive of Matthias’s plan either. Anger brewed within her at the forced mating that had been attempted. She had to do something to correct the wrong.

      “You’re all my witnesses,” Lyssa said. “Harriet, I offer you and your mother sanctuary in my compound. You don’t have to be forced into a marriage at your age or any age for that matter.”

      Alice frowned, not understanding what Lyssa referred to. Obviously, no one had told the girl the reason why she and Matthias had ventured to Austin.

      “They’re welcome to stay with me,” Alice said. “Harriet, you’re under no obligation where George is concerned. My son will be attending Princeton a year from this fall. You can finish high school with the rest of our compound’s children and go to college if that’s your desire. Marry after you’ve fallen in love, but only then.”

      From Alice’s tone, Lyssa knew the mother had a new purpose. It was little consolation for a dead husband, but it would give her something to focus on other than herself and her grief.

      The widow took a hold of Lyssa’s hand and nodded. It was time to tell the boy their dreadful news.

      “George, I’m sorry to inform you that we found your father’s body,” Lyssa said. “Something killed him. We aren’t sure what as of yet, but we’ll discover the truth. Matthias is also missing. Harriet, you’ll stay with George and his mother, and there will be a small army posted outside the house to protect you.”

      Tears streamed down the boy’s face and Alice rose to place her arms around the seated boy’s shoulders.

      “Can you have someone fly up to Santa Fe to bring Harriet’s mother here?” Alice asked.

      Courtesy of Dedra, the dearg-due, they had a potion that would allow one of their shifter guards to travel through the portal. One of Rion’s people had already been assigned the task to retrieve the mother and bring her here.

      “I’ll see to it,” Lyssa said. “It’s generous to open your home to Harriet and her mother.”

      Alice shook her head. “I don’t understand why Tobias would even consider a forced mating. He traveled from world to world until he found me. He wooed me until I fell in love with him. It never dawned on me that he wouldn’t allow George the opportunity to find the woman he could fall in love with. The fact he supported this forced mating shocks me. It’s just wrong. Someone needs to stop Matthias.”

      It was as if a lightbulb went off in her mind. Dedra fed off men who wronged women. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that Tobias fell prey to their new dearg-due resident. Lyssa hoped she hadn’t jumped to the wrong conclusion.
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      The legend of the dearg-due would petrify most men. She was the equivalent of the boogieman to the male of a species who preyed on the physically weaker female.

      Lyssa had welcomed Dedra into her community in exchange for the elixir that allowed the non-blessed to travel through intra-dimensional portals. The dearg-due fought alongside members of her compound against the ogre who had targeted them.

      Since joining the community, the dearg-due had done everything right. She joined the security team, participated in neighborhood functions, and temporarily resided with fellow board member Quentin. Her presence alleviated the loneliness felt by the cougar alpha since his mate Penelope returned to live with Lyssa and her family.

      Lyssa and Quentin loitered outside his two-story house. She didn’t look forward to questioning the dearg-due about her involvement in Tobias’s death and Matthias’s disappearance. She was on the cusp of calling Dedra a friend.

      “She didn’t harm Tobias Parks,” Quentin claimed when Lyssa voiced her concern about Dedra. “Dearg-dues kill their victims by drinking their blood. There wasn’t a scratch on Tobias. You’re just going to upset her.”

      “Since when are you Dedra’s biggest fan?” Lyssa asked. “If I remember correctly, you only invited her to your home to make Penelope jealous.”

      Lyssa should never have turned her sixteen-year-old ward over to Quentin and felt relief when the girl returned to her home. She’d been under duress when Quentin first demanded his mate reside with him. Since Penelope wasn’t any ordinary teenager, Lyssa had allowed her to make the decision for herself.

      “That was before I got to know Dedra,” Quentin said. “She lives by a strict code. When we agreed to take her in, she made a promise not to feed on any of our people. Dedra wouldn’t break that promise. If she suspected anything about Tobias, she would’ve come to me with an accusation.”

      She prayed Quentin was right, but Lyssa still had to talk to the dearg-due. It wasn’t her style to back off when she needed information from a family member or a close friend. Fairness above all, allowed her to run the compound and be considered a strong leader who didn’t let relationships cloud her judgment.

      When they entered Quentin’s house, there was laughter coming from the living room. Lyssa was surprised to see Iris, the beautiful blond, petite near-immortal she’d recently elevated to a council position. The two women were enjoying a bottle of red wine.

      She’d heard Dedra and Iris had become friends but hadn’t believed it. The near-immortal had almost been a recluse until recently, concentrating on her pottery. In the past, Iris had only left her home to work out with the other immortals but didn’t have a social life. Now, it was rumored she was dating John Masters. The woman had certainly come out of her shell.

      The living room was sparsely furnished. A sectional and coffee table were positioned before a mammoth television. She imagined Quentin had spent hours drinking beer and watching tons of sports when he wasn’t performing pride or community responsibilities. Penelope hadn’t made any attempt to add her personality to the room in the short time she had dwelled here.

      Several empty wine bottles littered the table before the women. They must have been drinking for hours. There is no way Dedra could’ve been responsible for the tragedy that occurred this evening.

      “Pull up a couple of chairs from the kitchen and join us,” Dedra said as soon as she noted her and Quentin’s presence. “I purchased a case of this excellent wine today while running errands. Such a human thing for me to do, you must admit. Quentin, why don’t you open another bottle.”

      Lyssa felt terrible she’d suspected Dedra of being guilty. The dearg-due had always been honest with her.

      “Tobias Parks is dead and Matthias is missing,” Lyssa said. “As council members, I wanted you to know what occurred.”

      Iris frowned. “How did you know I was here?”

      A simple phone call to each of the women would’ve worked. Coming to talk to the dearg-due was the primary reason they made a beeline to Quentin’s.

      “We didn’t,” the cougar alpha said. “I wanted to change shirts before we headed to your place, Iris. Your presence here has saved us a trip.”

      Quentin had prevented her from losing face before the two women. She’d have to find a way to reward him like she did with Rion with the expensive bourbon. Where the cougar alpha was concerned, she could award him time with Penelope. It wouldn’t cost her a dime and she imagined there wasn’t anything he wanted more.

      “Is there anything you want us to do?” Iris asked. “We’ve had a lot to drink, even for a near-immortal like myself.”

      The women couldn’t do anything their security force or Doc weren’t already doing.

      “No, continue to enjoy your evening,” Lyssa replied. “There’s no telling where this is going to lead. I may need you in fighting form with a moment’s notice. Both of you.”

      Dedra raised her glass and took a healthy gulp. She doubted the fae was as gullible as Iris was.

      “What is Matthias doing in town anyway?” the dearg-due asked.

      “He’s been working with Tobias setting up a forced mating between his son and a girl in Matthias’s compound.”

      The dearg-due ran her finger around her glass’s rim. “It’s a good thing I made you a promise. Under different circumstances, I would’ve prevented such a thing from happening.”

      “I thought you hunted males after they wronged a woman,” Iris said.

      “Sometimes it pays to be proactive,” Dedra replied. “Is the girl all right?”

      “I’ve granted her sanctuary and Alice has taken her in without any pressure where mating with George is concerned.” If the boy headed to Princeton early, it would be a win-win situation. “The children appear to genuinely like each other, but they’re too young and have bright futures ahead of them. Security officer Jennifer has been sent to Santa Fe to collect the mother who was against the forced mating. Alice will have something to focus on other than losing her husband.”

      “Do you think Matthias’s disappearance is related to Tobias’s death?” Dedra asked. “Things are never as simple as they appear to be.”

      Events as of late had been extremely complicated. Among the things she had to deal with were their compound being attacked, ogre’s blood she had to collect, and a leprechaun they couldn’t seem to get rid of.

      To top things off, the Rhabdos had blessed two unexpected individuals: John Masters and Quentin. Even her vampire lover had complicated matters by killing a dearg-due. Her head spun at all that had transpired in the last six months.

      “Do you think the girl’s mother followed them here and went psycho?” Iris asked.

      Lyssa had to chuckle at the question. “I doubt it. Oliver will figure out what killed Tobias. Either he or Matthias had gotten into trouble and the forced mating is just a coincidence. Until we find Matthias or have a cause of death, it’s all conjecture.”

      Iris nibbled on her thumbnail. “You don’t think that naughty leprechaun had anything to do with what happened tonight, do you?”
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