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      Blood flowed down her arm from the gash in her shoulder. The wound created by her opponent’s sword healed within seconds of the penetration. Lyssa Estevan extended her arm and the Rhabdos flew into her hand.

      She’d been blindsided by two of the creatures who attacked her and her bodyguards, causing the magical staff to fall from her grip. Whoever they were, they’d pay for attacking her.

      Even though she was a demigoddess, the slash hurt like hell before her body healed it. Her semi-divine body aged little over the years, but it could still feel the momentary agony an injury would produce. In those mere seconds, she never valued life more.

      A simple evening stroll to clear her head had turned into something unexpected and dangerous. Lyssa always believed she was safe in her compound in Austin, Texas. Once again, she’d been proven wrong. It was a good thing she had guards around her at all times.

      “They’re vampires,” Charlene Patrick shouted. The cougar shifter transformed into her other half and ripped out the throat of one of the monsters with her lethal bite. Her guard could be as deadly as she was beautiful. Lyssa learned long ago not to rely on first impressions until she witnessed a being in battle.

      Lyssa threw a magical energy blast in the direction of the vampire who had attacked her with his sword. Since her concentration focused on him, she didn’t sense the other vampire until he took her down. Her head bounced off the hard concrete of the community road.

      The vampire positioned himself above her, placing a blade against her throat. It was the largest damned knife she’d ever seen. Her heart nearly exploded in her chest.

      “Where is he?” the creature above her demanded. His foul breath caused her head to jerk. “I want my bounty, so tell me what I want to know.”

      The blade dug into her vulnerable neck. Did the vampire have a clue who he had attacked? He had managed to get her into a position where with a little more pressure, he could sever her head from her body. That action was one of several ways a near-immortal could be killed. Being a demigoddess, she was placed in that category.

      “I asked you a question, bitch,” the vampire growled.

      God, she hated being called that name. Lyssa figured he didn’t want her concentrating on any possible last thoughts rather than answering his damn question. She didn’t think of her family or anything she’d leave incomplete with her demise. There wasn’t a chance in hell she was going to die tonight.

      “I don’t know who you’re looking for,” she sneered. Lyssa returned his antagonistic attitude right back at him. Frustration also laced her delivery because she wasn’t lying. She didn’t have a clue who they were referring to, although she had her suspicions.

      She tightened her grip on the Rhabdos and an electrical charge traveled through her and straight into the vampire. The power energized her but would have a quite different impact on her opponent, one he wouldn’t survive.

      The knife dropped safely to the ground and the vampire above her became limp while smoking from being electrocuted. She’d fried the bastard’s internal organs. He’d never again refer to another woman using the word bitch. Lyssa pushed the dead weight off her.

      “Stake,” she uttered. The wooden weapon appeared in her free hand, generated from her magic.

      Rising to a sitting position, Lyssa threw the stake at a vampire who charged in her direction. Years of watching Buffy, The Vampire Slayer had perfected her technique. But unlike the vampires on that fictional television show, her opponent didn’t explode into dust after the stake pierced its heart.

      She got to her feet just in time to witness seven wolves tearing the last of the vampires apart. Six of her community’s shifters joined the battle, aiding Wyatt and Charlene in protecting her against the small army of the undead.

      “What did they want?” Char asked, once again in her human form. She wiped dried blood from the side of her mouth. When she transformed into her cat, the elemental magic healed any injuries she may have sustained during the battle.

      “The bastard who held a knife to my throat said they were looking for someone,” Lyssa replied. “This has to have something to do with Grigore. Char, rule number one for your future reference, don’t get involved with an assassin vampire.”

      Charlene laughed while shaking her head. “I may not be a demigoddess, but I figured that out a long time ago. It wasn’t my place to tell you what I thought about your boy toy.”

      Lyssa laughed at how her female bodyguard referred to her sexual partner. Others weren’t as generous in their description.

      Her son Basil and her second-in-command Rion had warned her from the beginning about the relationship she had with the vampire. Grigore gave her a physical release she badly needed without the emotional entanglements that came with a meaningful relationship. With him, it was just sex. Neither of them wanted anything more, which made them perfect for each other.

      “How the hell did they get past the magical shield protecting the compound?” Wyatt asked. The wolf shifter cracked his knuckles and neck. She shivered at the sound.

      “That’s an excellent question,” Lyssa replied. “I guess we should’ve left one of them alive to interrogate.”

      A black SUV rolled up across the street and Rion Black, her wolf shifter second-in-command got out. He glanced at the vampires’ bodies as he made his way to her side. The danger no longer existed, but having Rion nearby provided an additional level of security in her mind.

      “Vampires.” Rion spit after he said the word.

      “We need to get Grigore here and ask him some questions,” she said. “I didn’t realize my relationship with him was common knowledge. These creatures found a way through our protection shield and none of them are alive to explain how.”

      She used Rhabdos’s magic to create a barrier around the community that kept out uninvited beings. Security patrolled the streets monitoring delivery vans, lawn service employees, and all visitors cleared through the front gate. No vendors were allowed to enter the compound after dark.

      There had been too many breaches related to her compound over the last several weeks. Mutilated corpses had been left within the perimeter and the compound had just been attacked by winged wolves and mercenary shifters. Too bad there wasn’t a diagnostic tool to determine what was wrong with her magical staff.

      Rion pulled a dried leaf from Lyssa’s long platinum blond strands. She’d have to triple wash her hair this evening. God only knew what else made its way into her tresses as her head rested in the street gutter. Just the thought gave her the chills.

      “I believed your relationship with the vampire was over,” Rion said. “Bringing him into the community would only endanger yourself and those you love.”

      Lyssa had promised her son she’d stop seeing the vampire if he minded his doctor’s instructions after suffering a mild heart attack. She couldn’t care less that she’d also promised the manipulating demigod Matthias that her relationship with the vampire had ceased.

      “Grigore has aided us over the years to keep our home safe,” she pointed out. She felt an obligation to stand up for her former lover. “If he’s in trouble, I feel compelled to help him.”

      Her second-in-command’s nostrils flared. “That assassin has been well compensated for whatever aid he provided. Our community is still recovering from the last attack. I don’t see any reason to bring that creature within the confines of our home.”

      She agreed with everything Rion said, but Lyssa needed to see Grigore to discover what trouble he’d gotten himself into. However, that burden rested alone on her shoulders. Whatever she did to aid her former lover, it wouldn’t adversely impact her community.
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      When she entered her house, Lyssa wasn’t surprised to see her son Basil sitting in his favorite chair eating unsalted peanuts. She would’ve been concerned if he wasn’t camped out waiting for her to return home.

      His eyes narrowed under his visual inspection of her. “What the hell happened to you?”

      “A dozen or so vampires,” she reported. “They were fledglings, easy to deal with. I believe someone is looking for Grigore. Security around the house has been doubled.”

      “I—” her son opened his mouth and got one syllable out before she interrupted him.

      “Don’t you dare tell me you told me so,” she growled. “I’m the parent here and I won’t be lectured to by my son. It’s irrelevant you look older than me. You may be sixty-five Earth years old, but I’ve been alive for over three thousand years.”

      She didn’t know why she unloaded on her son. The shield powered by Rhabdos’s magic had failed again and she was frustrated beyond reason. Unfortunately, Basil was in the line of fire.

      “I’m sorry,” she said before she embraced her son. Lyssa felt terrible about unloading on him. “Is everyone in the media room watching television?”

      “They’re watching a program on PBS,” Basil replied. “Why don’t you clean up and I’ll open a bottle of red wine so it can breathe before we enjoy a glass. It appears we both could use a drink.”

      With two children in the house, her granddaughter Diana demanded that half the programming they viewed be educational. Her ward Thalia was new to their dimension and an important part of her socialization was from watching television. The fourteen-year-old now spoke in contractions and used slang she’d picked up.

      When Lyssa entered her bedroom, her cats, Rudie and Stefano, woke from their naps. She was always amazed at how many hours house cats slept. Fortunately, the cougar shifters in her community didn’t share that characteristic with the domesticated feline.

      “Speak,” she said. Lyssa had enough magic stored within her to cast the simple spell. She loved conversing with her cats.

      “What happened to you, Lyssa?” Rudie asked. “You smell terrible.” The tabby had the nerve to hiss at her.

      She imagined Rudie caught the scent of the vampire and whatever she’d had fallen into. Besides showering, she decided to disinfect herself with magic. If she hadn’t verbally attacked Basil, he may too have commented on her offensive odor.

      “See what I have to put up with when she doesn’t like how I smell,” Stefano commented. “It’s not that bad. Are you injured? I can lick it and make you feel better.”

      The usual talkative Rudie left the bedroom before she could reverse the spell. The little runt would give her great-grandson or her ward Thalia an ear full.

      Lyssa picked up Stefano and kissed him. “I’ll sneak treats to you without Rudie getting any.”

      “I love when you show I’m your favorite,” Stefano commented. “Rudie will never know I got extra treats.”

      “Because I’m a mess, I’m going to take an extra-long shower,” she informed Stefano. “You can come into the stall afterward and lick up the droplets that remain.”

      The cat purred in her arms. Over the years, she’d had a variety of pets. There was something to be said about the unconditional love they provided.

      She removed her clothing and used a spell to put the ensemble into the washer. The black jeans and jersey were among her favorite outfits. Too bad they hadn’t kept any of the vampires alive. There wouldn’t be anyone to torture if the fabric had been ripped.

      Jets of hot water massaged her body. She’d spent a fortune on the shower and it had been worth every penny, especially on a day like today. As planned, she washed her hair three times before applying conditioner. Rather than smelling of the sewer, her hair would now carry a light lavender scent.

      Lyssa wrapped herself in a robe and crawled into bed with Stefano. He passed up licking the shower’s surface to cuddle with her. Rudie was missing out.

      Her mind reasoned out possible locations Grigore would hide if he were being hunted. In his line of work, he made a lot of enemies.

      The phone vibrated on the nightstand. She reached for it and checked out the display to find out who was calling. It was an unknown number. Under normal circumstances, she’d let the call roll over to voicemail. But after what happened this evening, Lyssa accepted the call.

      “Are you alone?” a deep male voice asked. She’d recognize Grigore’s slight Romanian accent.

      “Yes,” she replied. “Who is after you?”

      There was silence on the other end of the call. He must have realized something had happened by the question she’d asked.

      “Bounty hunters are the scum of this realm,” Grigore said. “I’m so sorry, Lyssa. Are you all right? Was anyone harmed? You should never have been involved in this mess.”

      “What have you gotten me into?” Lyssa asked. “No one was injured, thank goodness. I deserve to know what’s going on.”

      They’d been lucky the vampires that had been sent after her were newly made and only possessed a fraction of the strength a full-fledged vampire could muster. Their numbers had given the vampires a slight advantage in the beginning of the battle.

      “There was a job I put a bid on and used you as a reference,” he admitted. “It was a huge mistake on my part.”

      She stared at the phone, not believing what she’d heard. Over the years, she’d taken steps to make sure her presence and that of her community didn’t appear to be anything more than an affluent neighborhood with security. Their children went to private schools outside the compound. She even attended school board meetings and teacher-parent conferences for Diana and Warren.

      “You need to fix this,” she sneered.

      “I will, with time,” Grigore replied. “But in the meantime, I need your help. Can you meet me tonight?”

      Her former lover asked too much.

      “Are you insane?” she asked. “Why would I endanger my people any further by meeting with you?”

      Grigore was someone she’d always trusted. He did the dirty work she didn’t want Rion to deal with. If a supernatural being presented a risk to her people, Grigore eliminated that risk. He knew where all the bodies were buried, so to speak. Now she didn’t know if she trusted the vampire she brought into her bed.

      “I took a job and things went terribly wrong,” Grigore informed her. “My employer lied to me and I ended the life of a powerful being with strong ties within the fae community. They want to capture me and let the sun turn me to dust. I need your help. My employer is eliminating loose ends. I’m as loose as they come.”

      That explained the goons who had attacked her and her guards. Maybe the danger he brought down on the compound was manageable if handled quickly.

      “Fine,” she said. “Where do you want to meet?”

      “Under the bridge where Phoenix found the body of the werewolf,” he replied. “Meet me there at midnight.”

      She didn’t have a clue how he knew what Phoenix had shared with her and Rion. But now wasn’t the time to ask.

      “I’ll have to sneak out,” she said. “My guards aren’t going to be put at risk because of your carelessness any longer.”

      After she ended the call, she closed her eyes. What she wouldn’t give for several days without any entanglements.

      “You shouldn’t have given in to him,” Stefano commented.

      Lyssa kissed the cat’s head and reversed the spell. The last thing she needed was for Stefano to inform Basil or another member of her family what she had planned for later tonight.

      What could she possibly do to help Grigore out of the mess he’d created? She didn’t like the idea of meeting him in an isolated area alone, but she wouldn’t endanger another life. Whatever he’d gotten himself into, she’d have to deal with his issues alone.
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      In a lifetime of decisions she’d made, this had to be the worst one. What had she been thinking? Meeting Grigore alone was the definition of insanity. She could control things from her end with magic, but her lover’s ability to prevent himself from being tailed was another story.

      She pulled a coat from the back of her closet and put it on. Austin’s temperatures were going to drop into the lower forties this evening, unusually cold for early November. As things stood, she was going to freeze her ass off.

      “This is a bad idea.”

      Stefano didn’t say the words. She’d lifted the speak spell. The communication had been sent with a look. Her brain was now putting words into her cat’s head that she had imagined.

      Lyssa kissed him again and tossed the cat out of her bedroom. Her family was well trained not to enter the room when the door was closed. They would never know she left the house and met the vampire assassin.

      At the stroke of midnight, she pounded the Rhabdos into the carpet and used its magic to transport herself to the area underneath the bridge crossing Barton Creek. Grigore was present as planned. She didn’t sense any unwanted company nearby. He would’ve called her off if he placed her in additional danger.

      “Thanks for coming,” Grigore said.

      He moved to embrace her, but Lyssa extended her arm to stop him. Their physical relationship wasn’t to play into whatever this meeting was about. She needed to know what Grigore had gotten himself into and how much danger her compound had been exposed to as a result.

      “Can whatever mess you’ve found yourself in be resolved?” she asked. Lyssa wouldn’t have an issue being a mediator if it got her lover out of trouble. She’d make sure the proceedings would be fair and equitable.

      Grigore shook his head. “Two weeks ago, I made the biggest blunder of my life. The fae community is out for blood and my former client views me as a continued risk since I can tie him to the murder. I’m being hunted on both fronts. What I need now is a safe place to hide until things settle down.”

      Truths were impossible to hide when there was a money trail to be followed. Grigore had particular requirements when it came to payment for services rendered. He received his fee half upfront and the remainder upon the completion of the job. If the fae knew what they were doing with their forensic accounting, it wouldn’t be long before they cornered the vampire.

      It would emotionally kill her to deny Grigore’s request, but she didn’t have an option. He couldn’t step foot in her compound. There had to be another way to assist him without endangering her community.

      “I swore an oath when I accepted the Rhabdos that I would put the lives of the Atlanteans under my care above everything,” Lyssa said. “Since my mother turned over her staff to me, I’ve lived up to that vow, even to the detriment of my own family. If I help you, it can’t impact my community. I can’t shelter you within the confines of my compound. We’ll have to find another way.”

      The vampire lowered his head in defeat. She wished there was something she could do. Her magic could be leveraged, but how?

      “If I can get you in to see the fae’s family on my behalf, will you go?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied without considering another answer. If she only endangered her own life, she wouldn’t be breaking the oath to her mother.

      “Return home and I’ll contact you after I arrange things,” Grigore said. “Maybe next time we can meet in more pleasant surroundings.”

      For the first time since her arrival, they embraced. She’d found so much joy in his arms over the years. There had to be a way to remedy the situation he’d found himself in. He’d been invaluable in the protection of her community. She couldn’t turn her back on him.

      Before she started to cry, she slammed Rhabdos’s end into the ground and transported herself to her bedroom. She let Stefano back in, craving his company. He jumped onto the bed, curled up, and went to sleep. If only she had that ability. Her mind continued to evaluate everything that had occurred that day.

      She picked up her phone and called Rion. Whatever she would do to assist Grigore, Lyssa had to advise her second-in-command. Regardless of whatever she did to protect her community, she indirectly endangered it.

      “You’re up late,” Rion pointed out after the call connected. “What’s up?”

      “Grigore’s latest contract went bad,” she said. “I’m going to try to help work things out for him. He won’t be entering the compound, but I think it would be prudent to double our security for the time being. There’s plenty of money in our account to pay any overtime.”

      Every transaction they did had to be weighed against the cost to the community. Grigore’s particular talents had saved lives. If the council denied the expenditure after their assassin was free of what encumbered him, she’d pay the cost out of her own account. It wasn’t as if she’d have to be concerned about saving for her old age.

      “What the hell have you agreed to do?” he asked.

      She could understand Rion’s anger. They were like family.

      “Nothing that endangers our people, I promise you that,” she said. “We’ve worked together for too long for me to keep secrets from you.”

      “Are you going to advise Quentin as well?” Rion asked.

      She had already worked through how she’d handle the cougar alpha. “Not unless he questions our increasing security. I figure with winged wolves recently attacking, he will ask why we hadn’t doubled security sooner. Besides, our newly blessed friend has a lot on his mind.”

      That was putting it mildly. Quentin had taken over the guardianship of her sixteen-year-old former ward who he believed to be his mate and his recent blessing had caused instability within his pride. The alpha had his hands full.

      “I’ll see you in the morning,” she told Rion before she ended the call.

      Lyssa had a full day ahead of her and needed to get some sleep. She ran a bath. Soaking in lavender salts would help her sleep. The calming scent already filled the room.

      Screams from within the house startled her. Lyssa turned off the water, grabbed the Rhabdos, and went to investigate the cries. Her ward was in her granddaughter’s arms when she arrived in the guest room.

      “What happened?” she asked Diana.

      “A nightmare,” Diana replied.

      They’d expected the girl’s troubled past would ultimately seep into her dreams and reveal secrets Thalia and her sister had been keeping since arriving in the Earth dimension. Pulling Penelope out of the household had consequences she hadn’t expected where Thalia was concerned.

      “You have to go to work in the morning,” Lyssa told Diana. “I’ll take care of things here.”

      Diana hesitated but ended up accepting her help. “All right. I’ll check on Adrian on the way back to my room.”

      Lyssa was surprised her great-grandson hadn’t gotten out of bed to investigate Thalia’s cries. The boy was naturally curious.

      Thalia continued to sob as she took the girl into her arms. Her body convulsed as tears ran down her cheeks.

      “Tell me about your dream,” Lyssa said. “It sometimes helps to talk about nightmares before you forget them. Once you face your fears, they aren’t as terrifying.”

      When she’d taken over the guardianship of Penelope and Thalia, the demigod council demanded she not cross-examine the girls. The teenagers had been through enough under the control of Zoltan Anders. Tonight, the council’s fears about the girl’s mental health became very real.

      The girl sniffled, no longer whimpering. “He killed my father because he wanted to leave Atlantis and take us with him.”

      “Who killed your father?” Lyssa asked.

      “Zoltan Anders,” Thalia replied.

      Because of the nightmare and Thalia’s confession, Lyssa believed she could ask questions about Zoltan Anders without going against the council’s wishes. If she was lucky, she’d be able to find out more about Zoltan, including where he could be hiding.
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      Possessing enemies wasn’t new to Lyssa. However, Zoltan Anders topped her list as the most dangerous. He had enlisted Ares, the Greek God of War, to support him in graduating to an armed confrontation where he had taken advantage of using a poison that would kill a near-immortal. Zoltan Anders had coveted her half of the Rhabdos.

      Since their enemy’s surrender, the demigod council hadn’t received any good information from the adult-blessed Atlanteans who had supported Zoltan. It was doubtful the girls knew anything more, but for their mental health, the council had ordered the children protected.

      Lyssa needed to understand how traumatized the girl was related to her father’s death. She told herself knowing the truth behind Thalia’s father’s demise would help her assess if she needed psychological help. Tonight had been the first time the girl had shown signs of trauma.

      “Did you witness your father dying?” she asked.

      The girl nodded. “Zoltan stabbed him and he died a slow, painful death. That’s what I dreamed about. I could hear his cries and see him struggle. They didn’t let Penelope and me see him, but I snuck inside the room where they cared for him.”

      In all likelihood, Thalia’s father had died from the poison the blade had been dipped in. A fatal stabbing wouldn’t have been slow. What the girl saw sounded like how Phoenix described the blessed mutant’s death after Zoltan Anders’s people attacked their village.

      “Where did your daddy want to go before Zoltan stabbed him?” she inquired. There was a possibility her enemy hid in that world. “Were you going back to your home dimension?”

      “He told us there was a lake where Penelope and I could learn to swim,” Thalia said. “There wasn’t one where we lived before. In Atlantis, they hauled water into
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