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      Lyssa Estevan followed the stench to find her second-in-command standing over a mutilated body. What she saw wasn’t a simple kill. The perpetrator had left a message.

      “Is this the only victim?” she asked. Each body would provide additional clues to the killer’s identity. She wanted the butcher found.

      The star-filled sky provided just enough illumination of the area to highlight the killer’s handiwork. Whoever left the body found an opening in the thicket of trees large enough for his purpose. Thank goodness she’d eaten a light dinner and skipped dessert.

      Rion Black, her Eurasian wolf shifter lieutenant, kneeled beside the body. “There aren’t any others. I don’t think he’s a victim of murder but a sick show of force. The body was dumped here, not a hundred yards from the compound’s entrance. Doc can validate if my assessment is correct.”

      He got to his feet, towering over her six-foot stature. Rion’s shoulder-length gray hair shimmered against the black strands in the moonlight. His gray eyes glowing with excitement.

      “Do you think this is Matthias’s handiwork?” she asked.

      Her lieutenant shook his head. “Matthias doesn’t have a subtle bone in his body. When he acts, he puts his signature on the chaos he creates. I think this is a warning. Someone has declared war on us.”

      “The stink is overwhelming,” she commented, covering her nostrils with her fisted hand. “Did you pick up a scent that’s identifiable that can be used to track him down?”

      “Not even my impeccable sense of smell can work here,” Rion said. “That was deliberate. He knows what type of beings he’s dealing with.”

      Lyssa leaned on the Rhabdos, the staff that channeled her mother Circe’s magic. The goddess bequeathed the staff to her upon retirement. Circe relocated to Mount Olympus after her sanctuaries were no longer cared for over the centuries.

      “Matthias wants to build an empire in this dimension,” Lyssa said. “We all built lives here and other worlds after we escaped Atlantis. He can’t look forward, only backward. I’ve been waiting for him to emerge from whatever rock he’d crawled under.”

      Rion put his hand on her shoulder. “He’s not the only one who lives in the past. Your human lover has been gone six decades. You have your son and his family to consider. Not to mention all the beings you have opened your community to. I’ll have this body removed and we’ll double our patrols around the compound.”

      She walked along the private road that separated her community from one of Austin’s suburban streets. Their former compounds had been in mountainous terrains in the past, but she’d fallen in love with the Texas Hill Country. The rolling hills provided incredible vistas and a degree of privacy for their citizens.

      Members who lived in the compound were active in the community including herself. But the vast majority of them weren’t human. They were targets on so many different levels.

      A magical barrier protected their perimeter. She stood in the gateway and pounded her staff into the ground. The words she chanted reinforced the shield that someone had tried to breach.

      “Rion, I take your warning seriously.” She imagined there would be countless sleepless nights in her future. “I want Grigore here tomorrow night.”

      She got the response from him she expected, a growl generated within her lieutenant’s chest. There was no love lost between her second-in-command and the assassin. Grigore did the assignments Rion didn’t have the stomach to do.

      “We don’t need his kind,” Rion snarled. “My pack can protect us.”

      “Look at that damned corpse.” She could barely contain her anger. “The culprit may have mutilated a dead body, but his meaning is clear. I won’t be breaking bread with him. A swift resolution is called for. You have a conscience that suffers over what your wolf does, that vampire doesn’t.”

      “That bastard will do anything for money,” Rion countered.

      “Exactly, that’s why we need an assassin.”

      The killer for hire she had in mind also shared her bed. There were no emotions other than respect between the two of them. They brought each other pleasure and nothing more.

      Rion muttered to himself as he entered the gateway and walked into the compound. He would complain to himself all the way to his office, but he’d follow her orders without hesitation.

      She took a moment to enjoy the October night. It had finally started to cool in Austin. In the distance, she heard the call of a coyote. Any sightings of large cats or wolves would be shifters, not their animal counterparts who didn’t call this part of Texas home.

      A cleanup crew exited the compound to retrieve the body and deliver it to Dr. Oliver Hatfield. She’d give him a couple of hours to examine the victim and report his findings. In the meantime, she’d return home and pacify her family. They were always concerned when something pulled her from their home.

      As her son aged, he became more paranoid about her safety. It was odd because she was a near-immortal and her son hadn’t been blessed by Circe’s magic. In his sixty-fifth year, she braced herself for his inevitable death.

      Lyssa tightened her grip on the Rhabdos and appeared outside her front door. She needed an additional moment to prepare herself for their questions and the near-fictional answers she’d provide. At this point, there wasn’t a reason to upset or frighten those she loved.

      She walked through the front door to find her son Basil perched in a living room chair awaiting her return. Peanut shells littered the surrounding area.

      “Would it kill you to put the damned shells in a bowl?” she asked.

      “Then I’d need to dirty two bowls,” Basil reasoned. “One for the peanuts I haven’t eaten and one for the shells. Seems like a waste. A broom or your magic will clean things up. But this isn’t about the damned peanuts. What happened?”

      “I’ve got a long night ahead of me,” she replied. “Why don’t you just retire and I’ll give you a full debriefing in the morning.”

      Basil’s strong resemblance to his father gave her an idea of how Dylan would’ve aged had he lived past twenty-six. Dylan had been the only man she’d ever loved, and he’d been struck down without mercy. She’d mourned his death every day since.

      Both men had strong jawlines that gave their faces character. Basil always kept his hair short in order not to detract from his angular face. He was a constant reminder of what she’d lost. The tragedy of loving a mortal being.

      “Will Grigore be arriving tomorrow night? I don’t like the influence he has on Adrian.”

      Her son had always been able to read her like a book. She could lie about what happened tonight, but he’d still know that the compound had been threatened and that she’d called Grigore in.

      Basil had kept himself busy playing tennis and pickleball after he retired. Her son had worked for a bank for over thirty years. His active lifestyle made him appear as if he were in his fifties. They often partnered together and played mixed doubles.

      Laughter echoed from another room. The rest of her family were located in the media room watching television. She’d be able to see Adrian before he headed off to bed.

      “What are you still doing up?” she asked her great-grandson as she entered the room.

      Lyssa wet her fingers with her tongue and attempted to flatten Adrian’s cowlick. The few strands that refused to conform drove her crazy. He’d inherited his blond hair from his father, but his mother’s hazel eyes.

      “Mom said I could see the rest of the movie,” Adrian replied. “Are you coming to my game tomorrow afternoon?”

      She shuttled Adrian to multiple sporting events and classes when both of his parents had to work. To his teachers and everyone else, she was his Aunt Lyssa. Her hairstyles evolved over the last ten years to reflect changes as a woman aged, even though not a single additional wrinkle had made an appearance on her face.

      “I wouldn’t miss the soccer match for anything,” she said as she kissed her great-grandson on the crown of his head.

      The giant marshmallow man had made an appearance; Ghostbusters was drawing to an end. Nothing made her happier than listening to Adrian’s laughter. She filed the sound in her mind to bring forward when she needed something to get her through the day.

      Her granddaughter Diana gazed up at her. “Do you have to go out again tonight? Dad’s doing the peanut thing.”

      Both her son and granddaughter had inherited Dylan’s eyes. The hazel color continually changed based on the color each wore. Diana’s green sweater brought out the flecks of that color in her irises.

      “I’m afraid so,” she replied. “Don’t worry about your father. There are more destructive ways he could deal with his stress. I’m going to head back to the office. At this point, I’m not sure what time I’ll be back.”

      She hated leaving her family, but a threat had been made and she needed to check on Rion’s progress. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her lieutenant, but she needed to soothe her own anal mind. Another perspective never hurt.

      It was a beautiful night to take a walk and clear her head. Overhead, the stars twinkled like little diamonds. The image of the desecrated body still clung to her mind. They needed to find the monster responsible.

      A rustling to her right caught her attention. There were sounds that occurred naturally and those produced by an outside force. This was the latter.

      Her hand tightened around the staff as she moved forward to investigate. Whatever was out there knew where she lived. It wasn’t her life she was concerned about but the mortal beings she loved more than life itself.
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      Whatever it was, it remained in the shadows. She used Rhabdos’s magic to scan the area before her. When the staff found its prey, it would release a blast of energy to neutralize whatever stalked her.

      She stood motionless concentrating on her surroundings. Every sound and movement she perceived belonged, but she still sensed something wasn’t right. It was like a word that was on the tip of her tongue that she couldn’t utter.

      Lyssa reached into her cargo pants and pulled out her phone. Rion picked up on the second ring.

      “I believe whatever left us that treasure outside the compound has found its way in.” Lyssa wasn’t sure what to communicate to Rion. A sixth sense wasn’t anything tangible she could share. “I want four defenders around my house within the next ten minutes.”

      How had she not set up protection for her family immediately after finding the mutilated corpse? They were her greatest vulnerability. Any enemy who did a minimum amount of research would know that. Now whatever it was knew where she lived.

      She wanted to scream, but Lyssa swallowed her frustration. The four defenders arrived within five minutes of her call, followed by Rion.

      He sniffed the air. “How the hell did—”

      “Not here,” she said. “Let me get the protection force for my family up to speed and we’ll meet in my office.”

      “I’ve got nowhere else to be,” he said. “I’ll stick around and learn from the master.”

      She couldn’t help the smile that emerged on her face. Rion was beyond capable. There wasn’t anyone better she could’ve chosen to cover her back. He wasn’t just hanging around. She could see his nostrils move as he scented the area around him. It was doubtful he would pick up a scent she hadn’t, but he always practiced due diligence.

      “There isn’t any evidence that an intruder was in the area,” Rion said as they walked to the office. “No residual magical trail either.”

      Her short survey of the area resulted in the same conclusion. The phantom hadn’t left any signs he’d been in the area but she knew he wasn’t a figment of her imagination.

      “He had to be the one who left the body,” she said. “The corpse was too close to our gateway not to have been immediately discovered. I don’t know why he’s playing with us.”

      A growl escaped Rion for the second time that evening. “Our friend dowsed the body with a pungent scent, yet left no telltale odor in the vicinity of your home. I too would like to know what type of game he’s playing. Why would he taunt us?”

      The amount of what they didn’t know was staggering. She was a demigoddess. How could she not know what type of being they were dealing with?

      They entered the compound’s civic center and headed for Doc Hatfield’s office located in the bowels of the building. He wasn’t a state-certified coroner, but what he studied couldn’t be known by the general public.

      A special code was required for the elevator door to open. Only members of her staff could enter this part of the building. When they reached the basement level, proximity sensors turned on the hallway lighting.

      Modern technology didn’t cease to amaze her. In some instances, it felt as if it was magic. Spells had to be created to keep up with weaponry and computers over the years. It became harder to retain an advantage over the non-magical world.

      When they entered Doc Hatfield’s lab, they found Oliver huddled over the body they’d found just outside their compound. The room was barely lit except for the light over the corpse. Scents of the various chemicals nearly brought Lyssa to her knees.

      Doc’s tawny-brown hair was hidden underneath his scrub cap. No wayward hairs from the cougar shifter would contaminate whatever tests their studious doctor would conduct.

      “Did you discover anything?” she asked without breathing, trying not to inhale through her nose. She drew the line at using magic for convenience’s sake.

      “The body was full of surprises,” Doc reported. “However, I couldn’t put two and two together to get four. I don’t know whether to add, subtract, divide, or multiply the odd items I found. Any science or magical doctrine I know of can’t explain what I discovered.”

      “Is that a way of saying you don’t know?” Rion asked, scratching his head in the process. Her second-in-command liked direct answers, not flowery orations.

      Doc glared at the wolf shifter. “I found an element that doesn’t exist in the Periodic Table. Explain that one to me.”

      She shifted her weight. That had been unexpected news. “Can I see it?”

      The doctor waved his hand. “Why not?”

      Oliver walked away from the body and directed her to a microscope located to the right of his desk. She looked through the eyepiece and adjusted the focus. He handed her the printout of the mass spectrometry analysis.

      Lyssa knew the element Doc had found. It was only a matter of time before her past would be revealed to those who weren’t already in her confidences.

      “Please sit down, Oliver, I have some information I need to share with you.” She should’ve brought the doctor into the loop earlier.

      Doc gave her a questioning look but did as she requested. Rion went to guard the lab’s entry to ensure no one would walk in on their discussion.

      “Ollie, you grew up in a pride deep in the Rocky Mountains,” she said. “The vast majority of people who live in Colorado are ignorant of your small town or the fact that cougar shifters exist. Because of your heritage, it wasn’t a giant leap for you to understand that wolf, fox, lion, and other shifters exist. You know I have a magical staff, but you don’t know it belonged to my mother, Circe, the Greek Goddess of Magic. I was raised on the island of Atlantis.”

      She wasn’t surprised to see his eyes widen with that revelation. He hadn’t heard anything yet. Lyssa was about to blow his mind.

      “Atlantis isn’t a fictional island or a place that was destroyed by a volcano or earthquake over two thousand years ago,” she continued. “It’s a parallel dimension, as is Mount Olympus.”

      “The Greek gods exist?” he asked in wonderment.

      “Yes, however, they aren’t gods, but immortal beings. You can imagine how the ancient people of Earth would’ve viewed the individuals who came through inter-dimensional portals. There’s no question the egotistical entities that were later called titans and gods took advantage of these ignorant people and enjoyed being worshiped.”

      Oliver opened a cabinet and pulled out a bottle of whisky and a glass. He looked in her direction and pulled out a second one. His hand shook as he poured two glasses.

      He gulped down several shots of whisky before wiping his mouth. “So you aren’t a humanoid Fae like you originally told me,” Oliver said. “Go on.”

      She felt bad about fabricating a story to explain the near-immortal status to the doctor. With shifters and vampires existing in this realm, being Fae wasn’t much of a leap for him to believe. Only the shifters who helped to guard the monument knew the truth.

      “With time, those who lived on the Mount Olympus and Atlantis realms grew tired of coming to this dimension as its people began to question their beliefs and evolved.”

      “So what happened,” Doc asked after downing another gulp.

      “A meteor hit our world.” The devastation they couldn’t prevent still haunted her. “We saved as many as we could by opening portals to other worlds. Over time, we migrated from dimension to dimension. Two hundred years ago, we returned to this realm and many of us settled here permanently. It was odd to read Greek mythology after all this time. When I traveled to Mount Olympus for a short trip, Zeus laughed so hard, he wet his pants. You know the rest.”

      “But how do you travel between dimensions?” Oliver asked.

      “Magic,” she replied. “Let’s leave it at that.”

      A crease ran across Doc’s forehead. She doubted he’d challenge her response. He’d only speak up if she said something that conflicted with his scientific discoveries.

      “Whatever I found came from Atlantis, didn’t it?”

      She nodded. It wasn’t the fact the element came from her home realm. What would keep her up tonight was how it got here.
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      Lyssa ran her hand across the smooth marble of Circe’s monument. It wasn’t a direct means to communicate with her mother, but a gateway to an inter-dimensional portal. Sensors captured anyone or anything entering or exiting the portal. Either their technology failed or the element from her home had come to Earth through a different means.

      The sanctuary also drew those of Atlantean blood. Their race had dwindled over time with senseless wars, juggling for control. Only someone who bore Atlantean blood could be blessed by the Rhabdos with near-immortality.

      Every Atlantean went through a ceremony on their thirteenth birthday to discover if they’d been embraced by the magic of their foremother. Basil and Diana weren’t blessed. Adrian would go through the same ceremony when he came of age in five months. Once blessed, the healing properties would set in, but the slow aging couldn’t begin until Adrian reached his prime.

      “There are only a couple of hours before dawn,” Rion said. “You should head home. We can get a fresh start tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be able to sleep,” she admitted. “We’re being threatened by an enemy from my home realm and I don’t have a clue who’s behind it.”

      Rion smirked. “You’re no longer blaming Matthias for this?”

      As much as she hated the man, he wasn’t guilty of leaving the mutilated corpse or prowling outside her home. It disturbed her how many enemies she’d made over the years. Being gifted the Rhabdos was both a blessing and a curse.

      She also didn’t want to think about how those left behind in Atlantis had mutated over time. The nuclear winter had lasted decades. On her infrequent trips to restore Rhabdos’s energy, she’d noticed plant life had been restored and small animals had survived the devastation. She hadn’t come across any intelligent life forms during her short journeys home.

      “But you’re right,” she admitted. “I should try and get some sleep. Adrian has a soccer game at three and I promised I’d be there. My family needs to be able to live their lives without sacrificing anything for their safety. It would break my heart if I had to limit their comings and goings, especially Adrian’s.”

      “My pack will keep them safe, it’s what they live for,” Rion shared. “They prove themselves in battle and gain prestige. It’s the only way they can work up the ranks in the pack.”

      She rubbed her eyes. Fatigue weighed her down. Her mental acumen was failing, not her physical strength.

      “I’ll call it a night,” she said. “Try not to aggravate the cats. Playing referee to your squabbles is more than I can handle right now.”

      Rion pressed his lips together, trying not to smile. She normally had to talk him off a cliff when it came to the insignificant things the pack and pride argued over.

      The cougar and wolf shifters who were normally assigned to her when she left the compound flanked her as she jogged home. They always believed themselves safe within the confines of their community. That fallacy was proved wrong tonight.

      Minimal lighting illuminated her home. The three people she loved the most in this world occupied the small dwelling. A changing of the guard would occur once she entered. Rion ran a first-class protection unit.

      This time, Basil wasn’t lying in wait as she entered the house. On the way to her room, she checked on Adrian. He looked like an angel when he slept, innocence personified.

      She stripped and crawled into bed. In the morning, she’d deal with putting her filthy clothing in her laundry basket. All she wanted to do was slip into an eight-hour coma.

      Seventeen pounds of feline pressed his front two paws onto her back. She should’ve thrown the cats out of her room to ensure she’d have a good night’s sleep.

      “Speak,” she mumbled. Until she heard their complaints there would be no sleeping on her part.

      “Rudie hissed at me,” Stefano complained. “Diana took me to the vet, and she doesn’t like how I smell.”

      Lyssa took the irritated cat into her arms and pet his head and shoulders. “She’ll get over it. We need to sleep now. I’ll double your treats in the morning if you don’t say another word.”

      The mattress shook as Rudie jumped onto the bed and Stefano made himself comfortable on his pillow. Rudie hissed as she sniffed her littermate.

      “Diana purchased new cat food and it’s delicious,” Rudie announced. “I had a nice nap in the sunroom. It was a beautiful sunny day. Adrian brushed me. He’s getting better at it.”

      She groaned as Rudie recapped her day. If she had known the kitten would turn out to be so talkative, she wouldn’t have adopted Stefano’s sister. But the little runt of the litter stole her and Basil’s heart at first sight.

      “That’s it, we’re done for the night,” she announced. “Rudie go to your spot and fall asleep. There will be bonus treats tomorrow.”

      “Did you have a hard day?” Rudie asked. “I told you about my day, you can tell me about yours.”

      “Another time,” she said. Lyssa pulled in the power of Rhabdos. “Sleep and silence.”

      The trickling of the cat’s water fountain was all she heard once her spell took effect. Her eyes grew heavy and she was about to drift into a sound sleep when the phone rang.

      “What?” she barked into the receiver.

      “We’ve got another body,” Rion reported. “This time, it’s in the compound. You need to join us.”

      Her heart pounded in her chest. She maneuvered out of bed, trying not to wake the cats. A shower would’ve been lovely, but she threw on a sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants. Rion would’ve told her to take her time if it wasn’t critical she immediately joined him.

      One of her guards was in a car with the motor running. Rion would’ve called him first, allowing her guard to prepare for a safe extraction. She sat in the front passenger seat and as soon as she put on her seat belt, they were on their way.

      Ten years ago, she’d purchased a parcel of large land in an area of Austin finally being developed. The conservationists lost their battle to retain this area along Barton Creek untouched by the city’s growing population.

      In a year’s time, numerous homes and community buildings were constructed and access limited to a single road. To support the shifters among them, half the purchased land remained untouched. Circe’s monument was located several yards into the wilderness area.

      Lyssa was surprised when they parked in the monument’s parking lot and she was led to the structure. It had been maybe half an hour since she’d left the shrine.

      Two men lay at the entry to the sanctuary. One man was being cared for by Doc, while another had been covered by a tarp.

      No wonder Rion had a sense of urgency when he called her earlier. She thought he’d been overdramatic, but based on what she saw, he had every reason to be concerned.
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      Blood desecrated her mother’s shrine. The lack of respect fueled her anger. She knew at least one of the two men was Atlantean. Lyssa noted the distinguishing birthmark on the man’s throat. The mark had been borne by one of the premier Atlantean families before the asteroid devastated their world.

      She knelt beside the man covered with a sheet and pulled back the material to expose the body. The victim bore the same mark.

      Lyssa also noted the scent of another demigod prominent in the area. “Matthias,” she snarled.

      “We need to get this one to the infirmary,” Doc said. “He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “Let me know when he wakes,” she said.

      “If he wakes,” Oliver replied.

      Doc’s men lifted the gravely injured man onto a gurney and placed him in one of the two ambulances their community owned.

      She watched as the vehicle pulled away. This early in the morning, the driver didn’t bother to turn on the siren. No one was on the roads.

      “They weren’t attacked here,” Rion reported. “There isn’t enough blood. The question is if they were left so we could aid them or if this was another warning?”

      “The dead man’s chest was destroyed by a magical blast, not a conventional weapon of any kind,” she pointed out. “I know Matthias’s signature when I see it.”

      Dylan bore the same injury when she found him with Matthias standing over his lifeless body. The demigod council found no direct evidence he’d killed her lover. She’d
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