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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The mountains of paperwork were starting to remind her of home. 
 
    Athena stared at the piles as she heaved out a sigh. When did some mere mortal decide that battle should be reports, statistics and forms to be filed in triplicate? Shouldn’t they have clued the goddess of war in on this one? Recreating Olympus on her desk wasn’t her idea of a productive afternoon. 
 
    She nudged her dress skirt up to her hip then slipped her favorite blade from the leather sheath strapped around her thigh. She balanced the knife between her index fingers as she pondered.  
 
    All of this? All her misery? It was her half-brother’s fault. Ares was so busy playing house with his vampire-turned-nymph lover, Juliet, that he failed to fuel hatred and aggression between warring factions. There were a few talking peace. She couldn’t very well incite her favorite generals into battle plans if there was no war to fight.  
 
    So instead of war, she was writing reports. She hated reports with the passion of a thousand burning suns.  
 
    She slumped back in her office chair as she gazed at the silver glint of the blade. If the fact that she was the most bored she’d ever been in the infinity she’d walked this planet wasn’t bad enough, she now had a houseguest. 
 
    She could thank her asshole brother for that too. Well, him and the naked ring girl Juliet found him lip locked with in his office. The poor nymph arrived on the doorstep of Athena’s loft in tears blubbering the news. 
 
    Athena was the one who saved Juliet moments before she was incinerated by the sunrise. Athena was the one who’d defied her father, Zeus’s, orders to kill Juliet and changed her into a nymph just like Ares wanted. 
 
    And it was Athena who promised to kick Ares’s ass if he hurt her. After a night of take out Chinese food and pints of expensive ice cream, Athena left a sleeping Juliet to go have it out with her sibling. She took a moment to sense Ares then took off on the warpath. He was at his temple, which doubled as his fight club. Maybe once Athena was done with him she could teach a lesson to the little slut involved with this mess. 
 
    Freddy, Ares’s high priest and club manager, met her in the doorway of the club. He escorted her inside personally and offered her a shot or two of her favorite rum.  
 
    She smiled. She’d always liked Freddy. She should have snapped up his family before Ares did. Had she known he was going to be born she certainly would have. 
 
    Freddy calmly explained what happened before Athena could demand Ares’s whereabouts. The ring girl and a waitress had plotted the whole thing. They seemed to be angry that Ares was off the market. The ring girl had forced herself on Ares when she got the signal from the waitress that Juliet was coming. 
 
    Ares wanted to destroy both of them. Freddy had never seen the god so furious in all his life. Freddy was able to talk Ares down to just firing them. Killing them would risk revealing who Ares really was and the modern world wasn’t ready for that. 
 
    Since then, the god of war ghosted to where he was now so he could be left alone.  
 
    Athena searched Freddy’s mind and heart for the truth. She was a goddess. She could do that. By the little grin he gave her, she could guess he knew she was doing just that. 
 
    Every word he spoke to her was true. There wasn’t the hint of deceit even when Freddy confessed that he had no idea where his boss was.  
 
    Athena hoped Ares would be pissed enough to create some kind of chaos. She would if she were set up like that, by someone she thought she trusted. 
 
    Nope. Nothing. Her brother must have been sulking in his cave instead, or lord knows where. He wasn’t at the club or at her place making things right with his lover. 
 
    Athena went home to an inconsolable Juliet and explained. She thought the nymph would be relieved by the news and get the hell out of her apartment so she could have some peace. Instead Juliet vomited all over her new, very expensive, maize corn colored rug.  
 
    Juliet’s condition didn’t change over the next few days. She was tired. She was irritable, and she couldn’t keep anything down. It baffled Juliet. Nymphs didn’t get sick. They were immortal. Was Athena’s work to change Juliet from a vampire unraveling? 
 
    It took a particularly nasty text from Athena’s step-mother, Hera, for the light bulb to go off in her head. Cursing out the goddess of home and hearth made her think briefly about family and how fucked up hers was. She hurried off to the drugstore to confirm her suspicions. How was her brother going to handle this news? 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” 
 
    The voice startled Athena. She jumped, accidentally flinging the knife into the nearest wall as she tried to steady herself in her chair. 
 
    She glared at Ares as he gave her an impish smile. 
 
    Athena glanced past him, out the door of her office. Those under her bustled around completely oblivious of her new visitor. She scowled at him as she willed the door shut with a bang. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “Can’t I visit my favorite half-sister?” he countered.  
 
    “You haven’t before.” Her eyes raked over his slacks, suit coat, and linen shirt with the top two buttons undone. “Thanks for not dressing like a slob like you usually do.” 
 
    “It’s not for you.” 
 
    “Picking up another waitress, huh?” 
 
    Ares glared at her. “Don’t. Freddy already told me that he explained everything to you. I didn’t want her to kiss me. She’s fucking lucky I didn’t snuff her pathetic life out right there.” 
 
    “Such a charmer, Ares.” Athena snapped her fingers to summon her knife to her. It wiggled a couple of times before it was freed and flew through the air into her hand. She tucked it away in its sheath. 
 
    Ares plucked at a couple of pieces of lint on his jacket then smoothed the fabric. The god of war actually looked anxious. “How is Juliet? Is she okay?” 
 
    Athena cocked her head at him. “Is that who you’re dressed up for? I told you if you hurt her that I’d kick your ass.” 
 
    “I’m here to bring her home.” 
 
    “Good luck with that.” 
 
    “She’s mine, Athena.” 
 
    “She’s a strong-willed nymph. She’s going to tell you to fuck off.” 
 
    “Not with a dozen roses and this.” He slipped a box out of the inside pocket of his coat and opened it.  
 
    The beautiful heart shaped stone pendant on a chain twinkled with a mystical light. 
 
    “You should give her a ring,” Athena muttered as she studied the necklace. 
 
    “What the hell do you mean?” he questioned. 
 
    Athena shook her head. “It’s not my place, Ares.” 
 
    Ares set the box on her desk then sat back in his chair. “No, Athena. You opened the can of worms. Spill. What is going on with Juliet?” 
 
    Athena sighed as she mimicked her half-brother. “She came to me in tears. After I talked to Freddy, I told her the truth. How did she respond? She threw up all over my rug. Ever since all she does is vomit, sleep, and complain about being achy.” 
 
    Ares eyes widened in alarm. “Whatever you did to change her from a vampire to a nymph is failing.” 
 
    Athena wagged a finger at him. “I thought that at first, but no. There is a perfectly reasonable explanation.” 
 
    Ares just stared at her, his brow creased in confusion. Athena shook her head again and continued. “Come on, bro. Put the puzzle pieces together. It’s not that hard.” 
 
    “Athena, I’m not in the mood for games. Just spit it out.” 
 
    “You’re going to be a daddy. Again. Try not to fuck this one up like you did the others, okay?” 
 
    Ares gaped at her, his mouth dropping open at her news. She watched his jaw as he concentrated on closing it, only for it to fall back again. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “She’s peed on a stick. It came back positive. We haven’t gone from there.” 
 
    “Huh.” 
 
    Athena leaned over her desk towards him. “Ares, she is still my nymph. If you hurt her or that baby physically, or break her heart, I will rip you apart.” 
 
    He sat forward in his chair until he nearly met her nose to nose. “Athena, I have never loved anyone like I love Juliet. I wanted to get her pregnant while she was still a vampire, but she didn’t want to curse our child. Now to find out she is carrying my baby, I’m torn between stealing her away to a high-priced hotel room to celebrate or just taking her home and kissing her lips and her belly until my mouth is numb.” 
 
    Athena skewed her face up in disgust. “Yeah. Keep your plans to yourself. But you’re happy?” 
 
    “Ecstatic. Overjoyed. Beyond the moon. I love this little one more than my existence and I haven’t even met them yet.” 
 
    Athena slumped back in her chair and waved her hand towards the door. “Good. Go get your girlfriend out of my loft. And act surprised when she tells you, alright?” 
 
    Ares rose to his feet. “Of course, Sis. Thank you for watching out for her. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I’d appreciate it if you used the door…” 
 
    Before she could finish, Ares disappeared. The rest of her words fell on an empty room. “Like a normal human being. Which you’re not. You’re a god.” 
 
    Athena rubbed her brow as she sat up and shuffled the papers on her desk. On the upside, she more than likely would have her place to herself by the time she got off work. True, Juliet wouldn’t make it easy for Ares. The god of war would have to beg and grovel to win her back. 
 
    But that was the thing. He would win her back. They were so deep in love there was no doubt she’d go back to him. And now they would have a little one to share that love with. 
 
    And knowing the love they shared made her restless. Her brother was a grade-A asshole and found his happily ever after. Was she ever going to find hers? 
 
    She growled under her breath. It wasn’t going to happen within the walls of the Pentagon. She reached over and flipped off her computer. She stacked up the last few stray sheets of paper on her desk. Maybe she’d go get a drink while the lovebirds vacated her place. 
 
    She stopped as her gaze landed on a form. She studied the last checkoff form for the newest fighter jet the Air Force had purchased. Sleek, stealthy, and fast, it called out to the war goddess in her. She scanned the sheet to find where it was and smiled when she read the location. It was housed just a few miles away. 
 
    “Screw the bar. Let’s take this baby for a spin,” she muttered to herself as she dropped the form on the pile. Scooping up her keys and purse, she made a beeline for the door without so much as a goodbye to anyone in her department. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There were a few perks to being a goddess. Believe it or not, living for eternity wasn’t one of them. However, tinkering with mortal things like the flight schedules for billion-dollar fighter jets was without a doubt worth it. 
 
    Athena zipped up her jumpsuit then picked up her helmet. She did teach herself to fly. She didn’t use her powers to navigate it. It fed the fire inside her when she gripped the controls and took flight. It was the closest she came to being back on Olympus. 
 
    She nodded to a passing pilot as she strode down the corridor towards the hanger. A grin slowly spread across her lips as the jet came into sight. Flight crews scrambled to prepare it for flight. She bet they were shocked they had to get it ready in the first place. Funny the things that happened when gods get involved. 
 
    She climbed up to the cockpit and settled into the seat. One by one she flipped the controls on as she felt the slow crawl of the plane being pushed to the runway. 
 
    “Alright, beautiful,” she murmured. “Let’s see what you’ve got.” 
 
    Athena drummed her fingers on the controls as she waited for the tower to give her clearance. She grinned when static was followed by a voice. “Lynch, ready for takeoff.” 
 
    “Roger.” Athena pressed forward on the throttle and the jet stormed down the tarmac with a roar of the engines. Moments later it was climbing through the air. 
 
    The land below streaked past as Athena found her altitude. She laughed to herself as she took in the sky around her. The engineers weren’t shitting anyone. This was one sweet ride. The power behind this beast was mind-blowing. This baby was going to do some serious damage especially when there was a fleet of them. 
 
    She sighed as she stared at the billowing clouds around them. This was the closest she could come to Olympus, other than being there. Ever since her father, Zeus, had moved them from their home to Washington DC to be closer to the mortal world and the technology he craved, she rarely got back to the mountain. She missed it. Granted, seeing her work in action was satisfying but… 
 
    The sound of alarms and frantic beeping pulled her from her thoughts. She studied the dials and display monitors looking for the source of the emergency. Systems shut down one by one as the plane fell from the sky.  
 
    “Shit, shit, fuck.” Athena swallowed back the sour bile rising in her throat as she held tight to the yoke. She raced through the options in her head. She could just set the plane back on the tarmac where they’d started. But how many mortal’s minds would she have to alter to make them forget? She did a quick count in her head. There were way too many to deal with. 
 
    She glanced out the window to see the earth rushing towards her. She closed her eyes to focus on the inner mechanisms of the jet. Maybe if she could find whatever was wrong she could stabilize it, fix it and keep it from crashing. Erasing random sightings and incident reports was far easier than figuring out who exactly saw her on the base that day. 
 
    She gasped as she found the shorting wire in the engine. A moment later her entire body was jolted by the impact of the jet colliding with the ground. The memory of that wire was the last she had before everything went black.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Mack stared out through the skeletal trees as he sipped his bottle of beer. It had been a long day at the shop. Fuck, he hated humans. His co-workers were no exception. He was glad to be home so he could enjoy his beer, finish up that rabbit he’d roasted the other night then get some shut eye before he got any calls. 
 
    His gaze rested on his tow truck, the words Bradshaw Towing roughly scripted across the door. Being this far in the swamp he would have thought he’d get one or two a month. Instead it was one or two a night. It was astounding how many stupid people drove into the muck to find alligators. It interrupted Mack’s sleep. One of these nights he was going to just let one of the buggers eat them instead of towing them out. 
 
    The roar of an engine tore him from his thoughts. Sounds like that didn’t happen out here or at least not that loud. He stood up and stroked his full, chocolate brown beard as he searched for the noise. He looked up and caught the underbelly of a jet as it streaked past overhead.  
 
    He hadn’t set his bottle of beer down on the overturned milk crate before the boom shook the ground. A pillar of fire rolled through the air. He muttered a string of curses as he picked up the pace. There was no way in hell anyone could survive that crash. And soon the military would be invading his sanctuary looking for answers. Fucking peachy. 
 
    Mack wove through the trees and stomped through the standing water towards the burning wreckage. Even from this distance he could feel the heat on his skin. He hurried when his gaze fell on a delicate, pale hand.  
 
    He cringed as he crept closer to the blaze. As quick as he could manage, he reached for the wrist of the pale hand and tugged. His breath caught in his throat as a blonde woman dressed in a flight suit slid along the mud. He had a funny feeling it wasn’t from the smoke drifting over him. He didn’t get out much and it had been a very long time since he’d laid eyes on someone so beautiful. 
 
    He shook the thought out of his mind and scooped her over his shoulder. He stumbled his way through the muck to safety and dropped her on the first downed tree he came too. There sure as hell wasn’t any reason to haul a dead body everywhere and he didn’t need the feds hunting him down if she were. He’d leave the corpse behind. 
 
    He shivered as he touched her cheek. He could feel his boxers tent with his sudden erection. Then his heart leaped in his chest. 
 
    “Fuck, she’s alive. How did she survive that?” he muttered to himself. He glanced back at the engulfed jet glowing in the distance. He knew his true nature. He was used to bizarre things. But this was one hundred percent impossible. 
 
    He carefully lifted her in his arms and cradled her close to him. He took his porch steps two at a time then threw the door open with a bump of his hip. She moaned as he laid her on the couch. 
 
    He stared at her as he rubbed his chin. Something primal and ancient burned deep in his soul. It demanded that he claim her, that he not let her go free until she was bound to him for eternity. All he could imagine was her naked in her bed, and him buried deep inside her.  
 
    He growled then stormed to the kitchen. This unexplained urge was forcing him to do something he’d sworn he would never do. He picked up the phone book and shuffled through the brittle pages until he reached the listings for the United States government. He picked up the handset of the rotary phone and dialed. It was time to get this woman out of his house and as far away from him as possible. 
 
    His gaze flickered from the woman on his couch to the clock as time ticked away. One automated system kicked him to another. His finger couldn’t spin the dial fast enough before he was sent somewhere else. Not once did a human answer the phone. 
 
    If a live, breathing being did finally answer the phone he was going to have a bone to pick with them. 
 
    A low moan tore Mack’s attention from his phone call. The blonde tossed and turned on his couch as she rubbed her face. She opened her eyes and glanced around his cabin. They were a beautiful sapphire blue and did nothing to calm the urges burning in Mack. If anything they made it worse. 
 
    She glared at him. “Where am I? And who are you?” 
 
    Mack set the handset back on the receiver and strode from the kitchen until he was hovering over her. He expected her to shrink away from him. He was an overbearing presence. Instead her gaze narrowed as she snarled. 
 
    “My name is Mack Bradshaw. You’re in my cabin. You crashed your plane in my swamp. Trust me. I didn’t invite you,” he told her. “And who might you be?” 
 
    His eyes fixated on the little spitfire’s mouth. Her tongue skimmed her lower lip. Her pale cheeks flushed pink as she scanned him from foot to head. He fought his instincts to kiss her until she was breathless.  
 
    “My name is Anna Lynch and I work for the Pentagon,” she answered. “What happened to my jet?” 
 
    Mack’s brow creased in anger. The name Lynch pissed him off and it would until his fight. He huffed then sucked in a deep breath. He needed to keep his cool. Just because they had the same last name didn’t mean she was related to that son of a bitch Romeo Lynch even though she had to be from around DC. “Your plane is a flaming piece of shit. The fire trucks don’t get this far out into the swamp. Don’t know what to tell you, sweetheart.” 
 
    Anna sighed as she searched the cabin around her again. She seemed to be formulating some sort of plan. “I need to reach my supervisor. I just need to find my…” 
 
    She patted her flight suit then rolled her eyes. “I left it in my purse at the hanger. That’s right. Fuck.” 
 
    Mack gaped at her, then chuckled to himself. An attitude and a foul mouth? This might be his kind of woman after all. Even a better reason to get her out of here before he threw her over his shoulder and hauled her to his bedroom to get rid of the lust about to erupt inside him. “You’re welcome to use my phone.” 
 
    She rubbed at the bridge of her nose. “I’m a slave to modern technology. I don’t have his number memorized.” 
 
    “There’s a phone book beside it,” Mack offered. 
 
    “The number I need wouldn’t be in the phone book. Where am I, anyway?” 
 
    Mack grinned. “Well, Miss, you are in the great state of Georgia, somewhere in the godforsaken part of the Okefenokee Swamp.” 
 
    “It’s not godforsaken anymore,” she muttered as her face grew paler than it already was. 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I just, I have no one to call. The only person I know to call I wouldn’t right now.” 
 
    “And who might that be? I don’t want you to wilt here in the muck without your technology.” 
 
    He could hear this woman named Anna growl. “Trust me. I’m far from fragile. The only person I know with a connection to the state of Georgia is my father. He’s from Athens.” 
 
    Mack’s eyes grew to slits. “That’s where I recognize you from. You’re Senator Alastair Lynch’s kid. I’ve seen you in the newspaper ads posing with your ridiculous family.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Her voice pitched three octaves higher as her fists flew to her hips. She was even sexier when she was downright pissed. Mack bit back a guttural moan. He needed to get rid of this woman. 
 
    “Don’t you have a boyfriend, or fiancé, or something to call? Probably a stockbroker or something?” 
 
    “Nope, sorry. Kind of married to my job.” 
 
    “Then call your dad.” 
 
    “My dad is going to be very pissed that I took off with a billion-dollar prototype and crashed it in the swamp, okay?” 
 
    The words slipped out before Mack could stop them, his voice catching a bit from the lust building in him. “Daddy’s girl.” 
 
    Her face screwed up with a scowl as she stumbled to her feet. “You know what? I’ll walk to the nearest town. Thanks for saving my life but I don’t need to take any more of your shit.” 
 
    She stalked to the door. This was the answer to all of Mack’s prayers. The little spitfire was about to be out of his life. Except some unknown force took control of his legs and sprinted him to the door, slamming him against it before she could reach the knob. She looked up and glared at him, her lips less than an inch from his. Her warm breath on his mouth nearly snapped his already weak resolve. 
 
    “You’ll be dead by the time you reach the end of the lane. If the swamp doesn’t get you, the gators will,” he told her, his voice a low rumble. “Why don’t you be a good girl and go take a shower. The bathroom is off my bedroom. I’ll find you some clothes.” 
 
    “Stop being condescending to me,” she warned. She leveled him one more furious look before she lifted herself on her toes enough to touch her lips to his. It wasn’t a kiss. It was a tease. She let go of the knob and sauntered into his bedroom, nudging the door closed a little behind her. 
 
    Mack blew out a huge sigh. What was he thinking? If a gator ate this woman, would he care? He didn’t give a shit before. But deep in his soul he knew he’d hate himself for the rest of his cursed existence if anything happened to her.  
 
    He glanced back and noticed something in the reflection of the cracked full-length mirror that hung on the wall of his bedroom. He should have pried the piece of junk off the wall and thrown it out a long time ago. 
 
    He stepped closer as he studied it. Anna was in the doorway between the bedroom and bathroom. Her long blonde hair flowed past her shoulders. She unzipped the flight suit and shouldered it off leaving her in only her baby pink bra. She shimmied it past her hips to reveal a matching pair of lace panties.  
 
    He knew he should tear himself away from the vision in the mirror. He at least grounded himself to the floor. Every fiber of his being wanted to shove the door and throw her on his bed. Instead he undid his jeans and slipped his hand in his briefs. Yup, he was hard as a rock. He felt his erection twitch with a subtle brush of his finger.  
 
    He pulled his hand free long enough to spit into it then plunged it back into his briefs again and stroked himself. 
 
    Anna reached behind herself and undid her bra. She let it slide down her arms until it landed on the floor.  
 
    Mack picked up his pace as he imagined feasting on the tight, pink nubs standing erect against her breasts. His balls clenched as he teetered on the edge.  
 
    She hooked her thumbs into her panties at her hipbones and nudged them down her legs leaving her completely naked. He groaned as his eyes raked over her. He needed her to turn the shower water on now. He wouldn’t last much longer and the roar he had harbored in his throat would betray what he was doing. 
 
    He could have sworn he saw her blue-eyed gaze before she stepped into the bathroom and closed the door. The sound of water rushing through the pipes was a relief. He muttered a string of curses as his release left him quaking where he stood.  
 
    He wiped his hand on his jeans as he sighed. He needed to drive her to town. That was final. If he didn’t, he was going to lose what scant amount of control he had left. Next time he wouldn’t be jacking off into his hand. Next time he’d be buried balls deep inside her. He pushed the bedroom door open and headed for his closet to find anything that might fit the poor girl.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Athena knew she should have slapped the condescending bastard. She nudged the bedroom door behind her as she growled. Treating her like she was a child? That was way out of line. It made her so fucking mad. She was a goddess. She’d lived thousands of lifetimes more than he had. 
 
    She glanced at the sparse decorations that lined the walls. There was a broken mirror hanging from one wall and a cheap poster of an autumn garden complete with a wood rail fence and orange fallen leaves on the other. The poster was kept in a smoked plastic frame probably from the same discount store and was too peaceful to belong in this place. 
 
    She stepped around the large unmade bed and the random piece of discarded clothing as she made her way to the bathroom. She sighed as she glanced at the photo once more then took in the room. She could just ghost from the place, as Ares always called it. Hell, she could reassemble the burning jet sinking in the swamp, including repairing the overheating wire so no other pilot crashed when they flew it. With a snap of her fingers she could disappear from this hellhole and reappear in a hot bath with a glass of her favorite wine in her hand. 
 
    Her gaze landed on the bed, the pillows dented where Mack’s head must have laid. Something deep in her soul tremored. She could ghost out of the swamp. But a part of her wanted to find out what it would feel like to be beneath him in that bed. She wanted it so much it made her ache to her core. It was a feeling she’d never experienced this strong before. She was one of the three maiden goddesses. After thousands of years she was still a virgin. 
 
    The one child she did have wasn’t conceived by conventional means. 
 
    She stopped in the threshold of the door to the bathroom and tugged on the zipper of her flight suit. With the carnal thoughts going through her head, getting undressed in this room might be a bad idea. She pulled the zipper down and shrugged the suit off her shoulders then shoved it down past her hips as she looked around the room again. 
 
    Her gaze stopped at the broken mirror. In its reflection, despite the cracks in the surface, she could see Mack watching her in the other room. His hand undid the fly of his dirty jeans. She watched as he reached inside. By the concentrated crease of his brow there was no doubt in her mind what he was doing. She should just ghost out to get away from the creep. 
 
    Except the thought that he was aroused by her deepened the ache in her core. Turning him on like this made her feel like Aphrodite. She didn’t know why she wanted this man so bad, but she did. And rarely did she not get what she pursued. This man would be no different. 
 
    She reached behind her and undid the clasps one by one. Once she was free of it, she let the straps slide down her arms and onto the floor at her feet. She glanced up at the mirror to watch him. His hand pumped furiously inside his jeans, she could see the beads of sweat dotting his forehead.  
 
    Athena smiled to herself as she hooked her thumbs in the waistband of her panties and tugged them down her legs. She took her time to give him a show. She hoped he enjoyed what he saw. 
 
    She took a final gander at Mack in the mirror. His skin was flushed, and his eyes looked out of focus. His chest heaved as he panted. His knees buckled a bit.  
 
    She loved the fact she turned this mortal man into a puddle of goo by just watching her. She was tempted to wait until he reached his peak. She quivered at the thought of what he must look like when he released. She huffed then stepped into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. When she saw that expression on his face, she wanted to be beneath him. And that was if they ever got that far. 
 
    Athena heard the roar from the other room over the spray of water. She palmed her breasts, pinching the tight buds in response. Heat pooled in her groin begging for a release of its own. 
 
    Yes, she needed to ghost as far out of this place as she could. If she didn’t, she might end up regretting it the rest of her life.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena stepped through the cloud of steam and swiped the first towel she found. She patted dry her flesh then wrapped it around tucking it within itself to keep it in place. She tried to stare at her image in the fogged over mirror. She needed to go. She needed to get out of there. 
 
    But every nerve in her body was on fire with a lust she couldn’t describe. She closed her eyes as she thought of her panties and bra lying on the floor in the other room. A moment later she opened them again.  
 
    If she was staying, she might as well have clean undies. She suddenly understood why Ares was so obsessed with this. It was very convenient. If her father found out she was picking up her brother’s bad habits he wouldn’t be happy.  
 
    She pulled open the bathroom door, gasping as the cool air from the bedroom filled her lungs. She nudged some stray drops of water from her forehead then strode to the bed. The sheets and comforter had been pulled into place. On top of the midnight blue blanket lay a large ash gray t-shirt and a pair of navy sweatpants. Next to them now sat a matching pair of lace baby blue panties and bra beneath a hairbrush.  
 
    She glanced at the closed bedroom door before she tugged the panties on. She slipped the bra on then the shirt over her head. She watched as the hem dropped to mid-thigh. Mack was seriously a big guy. 
 
    Athena studied the sweatpants for a long minute before she scooped them up and stepped into them. No matter how tight she tried to cinch them around her waist they wouldn’t stay. With a huff she kicked them off and folded them, laying them back on the bed when she was done. She ran the brush through her hair as quickly as she could. At the end of the last stroke it disappeared. 
 
    When she stepped out of the bedroom, she found herself alone. She wandered through the small shack, taking in the bookshelves, the warm couch she’d woken up on, the small excuse for a kitchen. She stopped for a moment to read the titles on one shelf. For being an asshole, Mack seemed to like great literature. She smiled as she grazed her fingers across three volumes of Greek mythology. She couldn’t help herself from wondering who his favorite goddess might be. 
 
    A pile of papers on the end table nestled against the couch caught her eye. It was Mack’s private life. She shouldn’t snoop but curiosity got the better of her. Besides, it might give her some insight to the man she was so attracted to.  
 
    She bit back a gasp as she saw a familiar name on the contract. Romeo Lynch. She scanned it further and sighed. She knew Ares had another fight coming up but she rarely paid attention to his fight career. She condoned whatever kept him out of trouble and prevented any messes for Olympus to clean up. It didn’t mean she had to follow what he did in a cage. 
 
    Except his next opponent was Mack Bradshaw and even if she’d only known the man for less than a day, she didn’t want to see him get torn apart by a legit god. 
 
    She stepped away from the form when she heard the creak of the hinges on the front door. She met Mack’s gaze before his raked over her body.  
 
    She noticed his throat bob before he spoke. “I got a pair of sweats out for you.” 
 
    “I tried. They were too big,” Athena informed him. “Is what I’m wearing a problem?” 
 
    Mack chuckled low. She shivered at the sound. “No, not a problem at all, baby.” 
 
    Athena felt her cheeks burn at the word baby. “I can put my flight suit on if I need to in case someone stops by like a friend or your girlfriend.” 
 
    “I have no friends and I sure as fuck have no girlfriend.” 
 
    She smirked at him. “I can’t imagine why with your sweet personality.” 
 
    He glared at her before he stormed off to the kitchen. He tore open a drawer and rummaged inside. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she questioned. 
 
    He picked out a long tined fork and slammed the drawer shut. He held it up for her to see. “I’m roasting duck in the fire outside for supper. The rabbit I planned on eating was charcoal by the time I was done dealing with your shit. Any objections?” 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    He looked taken aback at her offer. “No, I have potatoes and vegetables roasting outside as well. But it’s all going to burn if I keep bullshitting in here with you.” 
 
    “By all means, don’t let me stop you.” 
 
    He growled as he stomped across the cabin and threw open the door. Athena followed him outside into the hot, thick, damp swamp. 
 
    Mack crouched next to the fire ring as he poked at the duck mounted over the fire on a spit. He watched it carefully then unwrapped the tin foil on the grate below it. He nodded with a satisfied smile before he straightened up. 
 
    His countenance darkened when he saw her. “Go inside. Now.” 
 
    Athena cocked her head at his as she crossed her arms over her chest, very aware that the simple gesture raised the hem of the shirt to her upper thigh. “You know, if you were a little nicer, you might have a friend or two.” 
 
    “Fuck it, Anna. Stop trying my patience.” 
 
    “Or what are you going to do, Mack?” 
 
    He snarled moments before he rushed across the gravel yard and took the porch steps in one leap. Her heart caught in her throat as he bore down on her. Before she could let out a squeak, he’d pinned her against the wall. His mouth covered hers as he feasted on her lips then her chin and throat. She moaned as his hands dipped under the shirt to touch her flesh.  
 
    Mack dropped his hands to her thighs. She clung to his shoulders as he lifted her then and guided her legs around his waist. She returned his kisses with vicious ones of her own, biting at his lower lip before she soothed it with her tongue. 
 
    She felt the tip of his cock nudge hard against her panties. Her eyes flew open wide as his fingers brushed her, then tugged down the zipper of his jeans. 
 
    “Stop,” she demanded. 
 
    He broke away from her as his gaze narrowed. His chest heaved as he panted. “What do you mean stop?” 
 
    “I mean,” she stammered. 
 
    “You don’t want this?” 
 
    “I do but…” 
 
    “Want to share it with the class?  
 
    Athena sighed. “When I say I’m married to my job, I mean I’m really married to it.” 
 
    Mack chuckled. “You make it sound like you’ve been fucked by your job more than a man.” 
 
    Athena stared into his eyes as her heart thundered in her chest. She couldn’t say a word. 
 
    He gazed at her for a moment before he scowled. “Anna, how many men have you slept with?” 
 
    Her voice cracked as she answered. “None.” 
 
    “Women?” 
 
    “None.” 
 
    His eyes widened. “You’re a virgin.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Huh.” Mack loosened his grip letting her fall to the floor.  
 
    Athena stared at him, baffled. Rejection tore at her heart. “But I thought…” 
 
    Mack wiggled a finger between them. “This? Oh, this is happening. I just need to be a little more creative, so to speak. You asked how you can help me? Why don’t you be a doll and get me a beer from the fridge.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Athena demanded. 
 
    “Did I stutter?” Mack patted her on the ass. “Beer, please. Now.” 
 
    Athena’s glare was daggers as she set her fists on her hips. She was a goddess. She could strike him down and leave nothing of his smart ass behind. No mortal would send her like an errand girl to fetch for him.  
 
    His hungry dark gaze met hers. He ran his tongue along his bottom lip. He was a wolf who’d found his prey and was ready to attack. Her scowl melted as she scuttled off for the house. She turned back to notice him studying her lace panties beneath the shirt. 
 
    She shuffled across the shack to the refrigerator. It hummed as she yanked it open and found the cans of beer on the near empty shelf. She grabbed one and closed it.  
 
    She made her way back outside to the porch and popped the tab on the can. She found him squatted beside the fire again tending their dinner. “Mack, your beer.” 
 
    He cocked a grin at her as he approached her, taking the can from her hand. He took a swig from it then wrapped his other arm around her to pull her to him. He buried his lips against her belly through the T-shirt. He set the beer on the deck then nudged up the cloth to taste her bare skin. 
 
    Athena gasped as she wove her fingers in his hair. “Fuck, Mack. Oh, fuck.” 
 
    He broke away from her and grinned up at her. “Not yet, beautiful. But when I’m done with you, I’ll be the only man on your mind. Dinner’s about ready. Go get a seat and I’ll bring it in.” 
 
    Athena stared at him stupefied as he returned to the fire. By his shit eating grin, he knew the effect he had on her. She waited a moment for her legs to steady themselves then hurried back into the cabin. 
 
    Instead of finding a place at the table, she opened up cupboard doors in the kitchen until she found a couple of plates and glasses. She filled both glasses with water then balanced them all to the table.  
 
    She looked up to meet Mack’s amused grin. “Look at little Suzy homemaker here setting the table.” 
 
    “Whatever,” Athena scoffed. “You made dinner. I figured I could help out.” 
 
    He set the platter of duck meat and vegetables on the table then nodded at the glass of water she sat beside his place setting. “I don’t drink water.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “What do you drink then?” 
 
    “Beer.” 
 
    “That’s it?” 
 
    “Other than the occasional soda on the job, yeah.” 
 
    “It’ll rot your stomach out but whatever.” She strode back to the refrigerator to retrieve another can. When she returned, Mack was settled in his chair like a king waiting on his servant. He eerily reminded her of her father on his throne when they were back on Olympus. She dropped the beer can beside his place with a thud. 
 
    Mack chuckled. “You are kind of a ballbuster, aren’t you?” 
 
    Athena huffed as she sat in the chair opposite him. “Try being a civilian woman in a male dominated military department. It’s the only way I am able to get things done.” 
 
    Mack’s gaze darkened as he stared at her. It was the same look in his eyes as when he’d pinned her against the cabin and kissed her. “I know a lot of ways you could get things done without being a bitch.” 
 
    Athena fought the urge burning in her core, the one that wanted to abandon her dinner and climb into Mack’s lap. “Can we just eat, please? I was in a plane crash. I’m tired. I’d like to eat.” 
 
    His gaze narrowed. “Yeah, about that. You should be dead. If you were not dead, you should be gravely injured. You shouldn’t be sitting at my table eating dinner with me in my T-shirt and a pair of blue panties you weren’t wearing earlier.” 
 
    She growled at him even though she knew it was futile. She knew the truth. “How do you know these weren’t my panties from before?” 
 
    His cheeks tinged pink as he returned his attention back to his plate. “Eat.” 
 
    The rest of the meal was spent in silence. Athena rose from the table first, taking her plate and glass to the sink. She grabbed the cracked bottle of soap and squirted it in the basin before directing the stream of hot water into it. Plunging her hands into the suds, she reached for the plate to scrub it. 
 
    She felt Mack’s touch on her thighs before his voice rumbled in her ear like thunder. “Leave it. Go to bed.” 
 
    “There aren’t that many to do,” she objected. 
 
    He wrapped an arm around her to press her tight against him. She felt him thick and hard through his jeans against her lower back. He brushed her hair off her shoulder to expose her neck.  
 
    Athena moaned as he cupped her chin and lifted it exposing her throat. He left a hot, wet trail of kisses from the lobe of her ear down her neck to the collar of the shirt. His mouth roamed the curve of her chin then her cheekbone.  
 
    She arched her back, grinding her ass against his erection and puffing out her breasts. It was his turn to groan. He let go of her long enough to scoop her into his arms. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders in surrender as he carried her off to the bedroom. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    With his gruff, asshole attitude Athena half expected Mack to strip her of her clothes and take her before his were shed. Instead he laid her gently in the middle of the bed then knelt beside her as he pulled his shirt free from over his head. She gazed up at the hard contours of muscle brushed with dark hair. She bit her lip as she whimpered, fighting the urge to slip her hand into her own panties to alleviate the ache building inside her. He was more beautiful than any man she’d laid eyes on.  
 
    Mack spread out on the bed next to her then slipped his arm beneath her head like a pillow. He wrapped a large palm across her hip to gather her into him. His mouth met hers hot and hungry, parting her lips wide to tangle his tongue with hers. She watched him through hooded eyes. His eyes fluttered shut as he kissed her over and over hard enough to steal her breath. Fuck, he was so beautiful. A sliver of her wondered how a man like this could possibly want her. 
 
    Mack broke the kiss, weaving a path from her lips across her cheek and down the thin column of her throat. He let go of her hip to drag his hand up her body taking the hem of her shirt and her bra with it. He plumped her breast with his hand before he attacked the peaked nub with his mouth. Her eyes fluttered closed as he laced the fingers of the arm pillowing her head with hers to keep her hand held tight on the bed. She whimpered as he sucked and nipped at the sensitive flesh. She opened her eyes long enough to watch him cut a trail to the other breast with his tongue before he lavished the same attention on it.  
 
    He let the second peak go with a pop of his lips before straightening out against her. His mouth descended on her neck below her ear. She felt like she was being devoured. His hand returned to her hip to roll her against him. By the way he held her she was powerless to return the caresses. She could only lie in his arms and accept what he gave her. Her whole body trembled with a need begging to be quenched. 
 
    Mack continued a path with his mouth from hers, to her neck, to her breasts. Each caress was hot and wet and elicited a deep moan from her throat. His hand gripped her hip then slid down across her belly. Her legs parted in obedience as he cradled his hand between her thighs and rubbed against her panties. The slow circles he drew with his fingers against the fabric stoked the fire in her until it was an inferno. 
 
    “Mack, please,” she pleaded. 
 
    He let go of the nipple caught between his teeth then kissed her against her ear. “Please what?” 
 
    Athena arched her hips against his hand. “Please, I need…” Her voice caught in her throat. 
 
    He chuckled. “You don’t know what to even ask for. You have no idea what you’re about to get. I need you ready to take me.”  
 
    He nudged her panties aside and rubbed her flesh with his thumb. She gasped as he slid one finger inside her. Her heart thundered in her chest as he pumped shallow thrusts inside her. After a few moments, he slipped a second finger inside her, his thumb never stopping its tender massage. 
 
    It felt like a wave dragged her into its wake and her body exploded into flame at the same time. She cried out at the newborn sensations overwhelming her. Mack buried his mouth in the curve of her neck as she felt his hips roll sharply against her. He growled in her ear as her body shivered one last time. 
 
    “Fuck, baby. You are so beautiful when you come,” he muttered against her skin. 
 
    She reached for him then, as best as she could with her trapped hand. Her words were breathless as she spoke. “Mack.” 
 
    He rose from where he lay beside her and climbed off the bed. Through her dimmed vision she watched him slide his jeans and briefs to the floor. His erection was long and thick against his belly. She sucked in a shuddering breath at the sight of it. 
 
    He lay back down on the bed and nudged her to her side away from him, shedding her of her shirt and bra. He tugged her tight against him, her back pressed against his hot flesh. He wrapped her in a tight hug, his arms capturing hers and pinning them against her body beneath his. 
 
    His lips grazed the curve of her ear before he spoke. “Are you sure you want this? There is no turning back.” 
 
    Athena let go a shaky breath. She was known through history as a maiden goddess. Her father was the King of Gods. There was no way she could hide this from him. This one moment would alter her life for eternity and possibly affect the universe in ways she couldn’t possibly grasp at the moment. 
 
    She nodded. “Please, Mack. I want you. I want this. Make me yours.” 
 
    He held her arms tight with one of his hands as he hooked his arm under her leg. He lifted it up as he curved his hips into her. She felt his fingertips brush her sensitive flesh before the tip of his cock nudged against her. He nuzzled her cheek as he arched up hard, driving him inside her. 
 
    She was the goddess of wisdom and had lived thousands of years. Yet none of it had prepared her for the pain as he filled her. She cried out as she buried her nails into the flesh of his arms. He froze in place as he peppered the side of her face with kisses.  
 
    “Not moving,” he murmured in her ear. “I won’t until you adjust. I continue at your command.” 
 
    “Mack,” she protested as she clawed at him. She squirmed in his arms in panic, but it made it worse. 
 
    “We can stop, Anna. Just lie still in my arms for a moment. Give yourself a chance to adjust.” 
 
    She listened to his voice as he continued the butterfly kisses along her jaw until he reached her lips. She opened her mouth for him, taking his hungrily. His grip on her tightened, bringing her closer than she thought their bodies could get.  
 
    Her body moved against his before she realized the pain had faded. His thickness slid in and out of her, each time stroking deeper and harder. He met each movement with one of his own.  
 
    He pulled free from her suddenly leaving her feeling empty. She whimpered in protest as he unwound her from his embrace and laid her back on the bed.  
 
    Athena smiled content as he spread out over her and nudged her legs apart. He scooped them up over his shoulders as he gripped his cock. Her back arched off the mattress as he thrust deep into her again. 
 
    He wove his fingers between hers then braced them on either side of her head. His strokes were longer and deeper, stretching to the point she thought he’d tear her in two. His dark gaze locked with hers and kept it captive. The tips of their noses nearly touched, and her lips were warmed by his ragged gasps. 
 
    The friction of their bodies set her on fire again. She tried to buck in the position she was in. She needed that rush again but this time with him so deep inside her. What little she could do got her closer to that peak. 
 
    She saw him crack a grin before he shrugged her legs off his shoulders. She planted her feet on the mattress and met him stroke for stroke. Despite her head trapped in his hands, she managed to watch the muscles in his arms and shoulders ripple. His face flushed as he drove faster and harder. This man was so perfectly made, and he was hilt deep within her. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as her body erupted in fiery bliss once again, harder and more consuming than the last. She muttered curses in Greek as she shook violently. She locked her ankles behind his back as she strained for one last shiver. 
 
    His hips slammed into her at a frantic pace. She felt him swell thicker as he grunted with each thrust. He readjusted his hold on her head, his glare piercing her as he grew closer.  
 
    Mack’s eyes fluttered closed as he let go an inhuman growl. She felt him throb inside her then a warm rush. It seemed to go on forever. She struggled to free her hands from his then pulled him on top of her, holding him tight. He buried his face into her neck as his cock kept spasming inside her. 
 
    His body was a heavy blanket on her as he finally relaxed, blowing out a long, steady breath. She just held him tight as she smoothed her fingers through his hair. Nothing in her eternal existence had felt like that. Nothing. She was terrified to move. She didn’t want it to end. 
 
    Mack slid his hands along the mattress until he gathered her against him. They lay knotted together in silence for what felt like an eternity. Athena didn’t mind. His body was a comfort against her. 
 
    Mack didn’t break the silence with words. He lifted his head until his mouth met hers, the kiss hot and searing. He rolled his hips into her slow and easy, his cock still hard. She frowned. Mortal men didn’t normally stay like this. What secret was he hiding from her? 
 
    He pumped into her a couple more times before pulling free. “I am far from done with you.” He pressed a kiss to her lips then brushed against her belly inches from where his own flesh met hers. “You need time to recover.” 
 
    Mack lifted himself with his arms to move off her but she clung to him. “Stay,” she pleaded. “Please.” 
 
    He settled himself back on her as he held her tight. She nestled her face against his, sharing his breath.  
 
    As a goddess there were many things she held sacred. None of them were more precious than the man lying in her arms.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Sharp sunlight pierced Mack’s vision before he even opened his eyes. He flinched to get away from it. A soft body lying against his moaned reminding him of the night before. He froze in place so as not to wake her up.  
 
    The first few rays of morning were just brushing across the sky when he fell asleep with Anna in his arms. He didn’t know how many times they’d fucked. He did his best to allow time between for her to rest and recover despite his raging desire to continue. For being a virgin, no woman he had ever been with compared to her.  
 
    As the night wore on the sex became continuous. There wasn’t a moment their bodies weren’t joined in some way. His little spitfire took control of him multiple times stroking both of them to a release greater than he had ever experienced.  
 
    He pried his eyes open and watched her slumber curled against his chest. His cock went rigid as a board at the sight of her. Fuck, she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever laid eyes on. He may have wanted to kick her out of his cabin and send her packing but now he wasn’t sure if he could let her go.  
 
    He wiggled his arm free from beneath her then scooted off the bed. Before he woke her up to fuck her again he was going to have to take a piss. And maybe an aspirin because every muscle in his body ached. 
 
    He nudged the bathroom door closed behind him then staggered the final steps to the toilet. They might have joined together all night. It didn’t mean they were close enough for her to watch him pee. He gripped his cock in his hand and aimed for the bowl. 
 
    That was when he saw it. A tribal tattoo now ran the length of his thigh from his groin to his knee. He tried to crane his neck to look at it as he did his business. It seemed to be a continuous, unending pattern the entire circumference of his leg. It wasn’t there the night before. 
 
    He muttered a string of curses under his breath as he flushed the toilet. It was the mating mark of his ancestors. The exquisite blonde in his bed had to have one too. He blew out a long, steady breath. 
 
    He was bound to her for eternity. There wouldn’t be another woman in his life, at least not without dire consequences.  
 
    “Poor girl has one wild night with me and is stuck with me forever,” he mumbled. 
 
    A loud rumbling tore him from his thoughts as he washed his hands. He scrambled for the towel then threw open the door. The bed was empty, the covers bunched together at the foot of the bed. He glanced around. Anna’s underwear and flight suit were missing also.  
 
    He grabbed the pair of sweatpants he’d left out for her the day before and climbed into them. Once they were up past his hips, he hurried into the living room 
 
    Anna stood at the window zipping up her flight suit as she peered outside. She looked excited as a puppy at what was going on in the swamp. 
 
    “What the fuck?” was all that Mack could stammer out. 
 
    She smiled at him. “They’re here. They found the jet. I’ve got my ride home.” 
 
    His heart dropped into his stomach at the news. She was leaving. His mate, the first person he wanted to be around since his mother’s death was about to walk out of his life. 
 
    His mate... 
 
    Mack reached out to grasp her wrist. ”Wait, we’ve gotta talk.” 
 
    She closed the space between them. She wrapped her free hand around his neck and pulled him down into a deep, passionate kiss. 
 
    Her eyes shined bright as they parted. He could have sworn he could see constellations in the blue. 
 
    “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you soon,” she whispered. She pulled from his grip and scurried out the door.  
 
    Mack followed as far as the porch to watch her join the soldiers surrounding the wreckage of the jet. He sighed as he rubbed his eyes thinking about the fight contract sitting on the end table. She was right. She would see him soon. 
 
    He just didn’t want her to go now. He wanted to keep her forever. The curse he was afflicted with promised that. With a growl he stepped back into the cabin, slamming the door shut behind him.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena wandered from the kitchen of her condo to her living room with a bottle of wine in tow. She glanced at it before she jabbed the corkscrew in and twisted. It was a housewarming gift from Dionysus when she’d first gotten the place. Knowing it came from him meant she was saving it for a special occasion. It was likely to get her plastered drunk. 
 
    The way she felt now, she needed to get drunk and fast.  
 
    She plopped on the couch, wincing as she landed. It hurt to walk, and it hurt to sit. Having Mack between her legs all night had left her that way. That and extremely tired. She yawned as she poured herself a glass. She was tempted to start chugging it from the bottle. She hadn’t fallen so far not to have a touch of class. She’d spent the last day of her existence surrounded by a woeful lack of it. 
 
    She sighed. Not that she minded. She couldn’t stop thinking of Mack, his touch, his kiss, the feel of their bodies joined together as they came in unison. She even missed his gruff attitude.  
 
    It took everything in her to walk away from him and meet the recovery crew that found the jet. She needed to get back to her life in DC. The longer she was gone the more likely that the government would stop looking for her and Olympus would start. She wasn’t ready to tell Mack that her real name wasn’t Anna Lynch but Athena, the Greek goddess of war and wisdom. 
 
    How did you tell a mortal that you were an eternal being anyway? She shook her head at the thought then took a long sip of wine. The thick, sweet liquid went down smooth. “Thank you, bro,” she stammered to herself. 
 
    She set the phone down as it rang. She swiped the screen and put it up to her ear. “Anna Lynch.” 
 
    “Ms. Lynch, this is Senator Lynch’s office calling.” 
 
    Athena frowned. Her father didn’t have a problem calling. In fact, he called at least once a day to chat for a minute or two. That’s what happened when she was her father’s favorite child. She cringed when she remembered Mack’s words. Daddy’s girl.   
 
    “Is there anything I can help you with?” Athena asked. 
 
    “The senator has asked me to schedule an appointment with you to discuss what happened to the Air Force prototype that crashed in Georgia. He asked that I arrange the meeting soon. Can you be here in an hour?” 
 
    Athena let out a shaky laugh. “Try two at least. I just got home. I’m not even out of my flight suit yet.” 
 
    “I will let Senator Lynch know that you’ll be here in two hours. Good day, Ms. Lynch.” 
 
    The line when dead before Athena could object. She moaned as she covered her eyes with her hand. Her date with the wine bottle would have to wait. For Zeus to have his secretary call and schedule an appointment to see her was bad. He’d never done that before. He always called or took her to dinner and they talked it out.  
 
    “Shit. He’s pissed,” she muttered to herself. She pried herself off the couch and made her way upstairs to the shower. She didn’t have much time to make herself presentable before she had to leave. She stopped halfway up and rolled her eyes. She would have to call a cab to come get her. It wasn’t like she could ghost her car out of the base’s parking lot. “Peachy. Even less time. Fuck.” 
 
    Athena breezed through her bedroom into the master bath and unzipped the flight suit. She flipped on the hot water to the shower before she stripped herself out of the garment. She smiled fondly to herself at the purple mark formed on her hip bone. It wasn’t a bruise. The blemish was left by Mack’s mouth before he slid into her the multiple times they’d had sex. Part of her wanted to keep it forever.  
 
    Her eyes trailed down her body to her right thigh. She frowned. At first glance the perfect skin looked unmarred. She tilted her leg into the sunbeam that streamed through the window into her bathroom. 
 
    In the light a prismatic design appeared on her flesh. Had it been black it would have looked like a tribal tattoo. She slumped onto the edge of the garden tub in the corner of the room then tilted back until she balanced on the edge. She lifted her leg into the sunlight. The design wrapped around her leg and bloomed on her skin in a brilliant combination of color.  
 
    “What the fuck is that?” she gasped in horror. She shook her head in disbelief. She crashed into the swamp then had a long night of sex with the most magnificent man she’d ever met in the eternity she had been alive. Which one gave her this? 
 
    She shook her head and stood up. She had to get showered and dressed in a matter of minutes. The King of the Gods was waiting for her.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Athena strode down the halls of the office building wearing her dress blues. She held her hair back as dictated by her department with her cap tucked beneath her arm. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath as she stared at the door. Her gaze wandered over to the brass nameplate beside it. Senator Alastair Lynch. Closing her eyes, she twisted the doorknob and shoved it open. 
 
    The secretary sat behind the desk, her cream-colored blouse a stark contrast to her caramel colored skin and almost black hair. She straightened herself on her chair and glared at Athena. “May I help you?” 
 
    Athena huffed. “I have an appointment with the senator.” 
 
    She stormed past the woman at the desk towards the door of her father’s office. Athena knew she was the voice on the other end of the earlier call. There was little love between the two women. Athena suggested that Zeus fire her but, of course, he refused. It only confirmed to Athena that the secretary was more than his employee. 
 
    Athena twisted the knob and pushed the door open. Her gaze met the cold steel gray one of her father sitting behind his desk. His tailored suit sculpted his body like the Greek god he was. His salt and pepper hair was perfectly combed. His chiseled features gave off the movie star vibe that easily drew women to his bed. It was just too bad he was married to her step-mother. 
 
    He sat back as he glared at her. “Anna, thank you for meeting me. Please close the door and have a seat.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” She nudged the door closed, not moving until she heard the telltale click of the lock. She settled into a chair across from him and crossed one leg over the other. She tugged her skirt down then set her cap on it. She didn’t need him seeing the mark she now bore. 
 
    Zeus stood up and planted both fists on his desk. It was the first time Athena had seen him this furious at her. He snarled. “Do you have any idea how much that jet was worth?” 
 
    Athena swallowed hard to find her voice. She half expected a thunderbolt to come down from the sky and strike her. “Yes, father. I do. I was looking at the requisition when I made my decision to fly it. Give me time and I will figure out how to make it right.” 
 
    “Don’t bother. I already did.” 
 
    Athena’s eyes grew wide. “I didn’t realize you had a couple billion dollars lying around.” 
 
    Zeus relaxed his stance a little then picked up something on the floor. He set her purse on his desk before he sat back in his seat. She tugged it off the desk and laid it in her lap. “I don’t. I reassembled the jet and wiped the memory of anyone in the Pentagon who knows you flew it. I even moved your car from the airstrip parking lot. You’ll find it right outside. Did any civilians know about this?” 
 
    Athena’s thoughts flew to Mack. It wasn’t hard for her to do. The man was constantly on her mind. “No,” she lied. “I put it down in the middle of a swamp.” 
 
    “Good. Athena, you have no idea how disappointed I am in you. I’m starting to believe Ares is rubbing off on you.” 
 
    A laugh escaped Athena’s lips. “No, Ares is not rubbing off on me.” 
 
    “You are becoming reckless like he is. What possessed you to take a billion-dollar prototype jet for a joyride anyway?” 
 
    She looked away from him, her gaze directed out the window. “I was trying to escape a little bit of jealousy. I felt inadequate.” 
 
    Zeus sat back in his chair as he pressed his fingers together in a point over his chest. “What could possibly create jealousy in my beautiful, intelligent, perfect daughter?” 
 
    She shook her head. “It’s not my place to say.” 
 
    He sat forward to lean against his desk. “Athena, you can tell me. You tell me everything. Why would you hide something from me?” 
 
    She turned towards him. “It’s not my news to share.” 
 
    “Whose is it, then?” 
 
    Athena sighed before she answered. “Ares.” 
 
    Zeus’s countenance grew dark. There was a faint rumble in the distance. “What did he do this time?” 
 
    “It’s not bad, Dad. It’s good actually. I’m happy for him and Juliet.” 
 
    “He and Juliet? Did they get married? Did he knock her up?” 
 
    Athena blinked at him dumbfounded. He stared at her in silence then relaxed against the back of his chair. “Don’t tell Hera. Every time one of you kids tell her she’s going to be a grandmother again she goes on a rage. This one will be worse, since she despises that girl,” he instructed. 
 
    Athena cocked an eyebrow at him. “And you don’t?” 
 
    He huffed. “You chose to change her. She lives according to your will. I trust your judgement for doing so. And your half-brother has been easier to deal with as of late. He obeys what I tell him with less attitude now. So, no. I don’t despise her. I’m still not entirely pleased but she is growing on me.” 
 
    “Maybe a new grandchild will change that.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    The buzz from the intercom interrupted them. “Senator, your next appointment is here.” 
 
    He leaned towards the phone on his desk. “Yes, Maria. Give me just a moment to finish up with my daughter.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The static on the intercom went dead, leaving them alone once more. 
 
    “Dad,” Athena began. 
 
    “Don’t start, little one,” Zeus interrupted, raising his hand to stop her. “I told you I appreciate her services.” 
 
    “I bet you do.” Athena rose to her feet with Zeus following suit.  
 
    He rounded his desk to press a kiss to her brow. “Lunch later on this week?” 
 
    “Of course. Just let me know when.” She gave her father a quick squeeze then turned for the door, not stopping her pace until she was out in the hallway. She slipped out her cell as she fumbled for her keys. 
 
    It seemed her father was appeased. It was time to find someone who could tell her what the mark on her thigh meant.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena took in the historic plantation house as she stepped out of the car. The building was the size of the block she lived on and was surrounded by lush, colorful gardens. The fields in the distance were still in full use, tended to by a full employment of field hands. That’s what happened when the place was owned by the goddess of the harvest. 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath and started up the walk to the front door. She just hoped Aunt Demeter had an answer for the pattern on her leg. If anyone would know, it would be her. 
 
    Before Athena knocked on the door it flew open. Demeter met her, arms wide open, dressed in a pair of jeans, a t-shirt and cowboy boots on her feet.  
 
    She wrapped Athena in a big hug. “Sweetheart, it’s good to see you. It’s been ages.” 
 
    Athena squeezes her back. “It’s good to see you too, Aunt Demeter.” 
 
    Demeter motioned her inside. “Come in. I have coffee on. We can sit at the table and talk about whatever this blemish is. Okay?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” 
 
    Athena followed her down the hall of the massive house towards the dining room. For being a house built in the early ages of the American colonies, it had the feel of a Texas ranch. Demeter would have been far more content roping cattle in the Wild West. Had Zeus not encouraged the Pantheon to stay close to Washington DC, the goddess of the harvest might have done just that. Zeus’s order didn’t stop all the gods. Ares and Hades have no problem scattering to the four winds. Demeter, however, stayed true to her brother and King and stayed put an hour outside of the capital. 
 
    Athena took a seat at the table while her aunt hurried off to get the coffee. She glanced at the sitting room across the hall when she heard a fit of giggles. All she saw was a foot lolling over the back of the couch with a flip-flop dangling precariously off a baby pink manicured big toe. 
 
    Demeter scurried back with a tray and placed it in the middle of the table between the two women. A carafe and a decadent chocolate cake topped with strawberries sat in the middle surrounded by two mugs, plates, forks, a bowl of sugar and a small pitcher of cream.  
 
    Athena took a mug and filled it with the dark, hot liquid. She doctored it with a little cream then took a sip. She watched as Demeter cut each of them a slice of cake then scooped it onto the plates.  
 
    She pointed to the sitting area. “Seems Persephone is busy on her phone. Is she texting friends?” 
 
    Demeter took a sip of her own brew with a snarl. “No. She’s texting her husband. The old coot finally gave up his flip phone for a smartphone.” 
 
    Athena bit back a laugh. “Dad finally talked Hades into embracing modern technology?” 
 
    “Persephone did so they could message each other all the time. Granted, I think he did it out of revenge also.” 
 
    Athena frowned at her confused. “How so?” 
 
    Demeter gave her a sly smile behind her cup. “I have a tendency to have five-hour mother/daughter chats with Persephone during the winter. Every day. I guess Hades gets a little irritated with that.” 
 
    Athena chuckled. “Can’t imagine why.” 
 
    Both women turned at the ecstatic giggles in the living room. There was quiet for a moment before the goddess of spring spoke. 
 
    “Hi, handsome. I finished our Mad Lib. You have to hear this. It’s hilarious. ‘Mindy wasn’t used to dating beautiful guys.’ That one was yours. Were you thinking of me? Okay, going on. ‘Typically very sexy, she knew she had to do something special to catch Eric’s eye. She spotted him across the room at what she’d deemed the romantic place in town, Mr. Cari’s Bar and Grill. He was sitting alone, thick purple hair and crystal orange eyes sporting a plaid bra and leather thong. He was one smoking guy.’” 
 
    Athena glanced at Demeter. Her aunt just buried her face in her palm and shook her head.  
 
    “She’s reading this to the god of death, correct?” Athena questioned as she fought back a laugh. 
 
    “I stopped asking questions about the two of them a long time ago,” Demeter answered with a sigh. 
 
    Persephone’s voice stole her attention away again. “‘She took a deep breath to slow her pounding elbow, and off she went. She walked right up to him, grabbed his boob and demanded that he spits around with no questions asked. Eric obliged, although he looked like he’d had one too many beers. Mindy couldn’t help herself, she was such a sucker for a wild and lush guy. And Eric was mesmerized by Mindy’s gorgeous boobs and her spicy spirit’. You are thinking of me, aren’t you? Anyway, here’s the end. ‘After only nine days of soft dating, Eric popped the question and Mindy said It’s a trap. And they will surely spit happily ever after till the end of their days’. Isn’t it funny? Hold on, love monkey. I’m going up to my room.” 
 
    They watched Persephone race up the stairs as she chattered away into the phone.  
 
    Demeter took a sip of coffee then set her mug on the table to pass Athena a piece of cake. “So, what was it that you wanted me to take a look at?” 
 
    “It’s a mark on my thigh.” 
 
    “Like a bruise?” 
 
    “Like I have no idea. Let me show you.” Athena stood and rounded the table to her aunt. Her cheeks burned as she hiked up her dress skirt for her aunt. 
 
    “Athena, I don’t see anything,” Demeter remarked. 
 
    “Hold on.” Athena crossed the dining room to flip on the modest chandelier that hung over the table. The soft daylight wasn’t cutting it. She returned to her aunt and pulled up her skirt again, tilting her leg just a bit in the light. 
 
    “Oh, my,” Demeter said as she sat back in her seat. “That’s...Where did you say you were again?” 
 
    “I was in a swamp. I crashed a jet in Georgia. I was blowing off a little steam.” 
 
    “I heard. Zeus was furious. He vented to a few of us.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what it might be?” 
 
    Demeter bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I don’t. I can’t imagine any vegetation doing this. If I were you, I’d call Artemis. Nature is her thing. Maybe she’s encountered something like this before.” 
 
    Athena huffed. “You have absolutely no idea?” 
 
    “Honey, if you want my honest opinion, I think you’ve been cursed.” 
 
    Athena’s eyes flew open wide. She let the hem of her skirt fall from her hand then returned to her chair. She slipped her cell from her purse and unlocked the home screen. Her fingers flew across the screen as she fired off a text. “Thanks, Aunt Demeter. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “Sorry I couldn’t be more help.” 
 
    “You were help enough. You’re right. I should talk to Artemis. Hopefully I can get to her place before nightfall. Until she texts me back, I hope you don’t mind if I stay here. It’s been awhile since I’ve had the chance to enjoy your company.” 
 
    “Of course, child. I hope you like the cake. I made it from scratch this morning.” 
 
    Athena nudged a piece on her fork and popped it in her mouth. It was sinfully delicious but the thought that Mack had cursed her soured her stomach. After how tenderly he treated her in bed, it looked like he’d condemned her to some evil she couldn’t get away from.  
 
    The text that appeared on her phone lightened her heart a bit. Artemis was waiting for her. “It tastes wonderful. Thank you, Auntie.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Artemis was perched on the front steps of Athena’s townhouse when she pulled into the drive. The goddess of the hunt was dressed in a black T-shirt and a pair of torn blue jeans, her long, brown hair tied up in a ponytail. Her black leather jacket lay beside her.  
 
    Artemis was the biggest badass Athena knew. She had to be since she was known to intercept the assholes who wanted to take advantage of her priestesses. Purity was a big thing to Artemis and she tore apart anyone who dared threatened those she held dear. 
 
    Athena stopped dead in her tracks as a lump lodged in her throat. Okay, so maybe Artemis wasn’t the best person to talk to about this. She was liable to chase Mack down and kill him or at least devise some sort of torture that would make him wish he were dead. 
 
    Artemis looked up at her and smiled. “About fucking time you got here.” 
 
    Athena shrugged as she continued on to the door. “Sorry about that. There was traffic between here and Demeter’s place.” 
 
    “Precisely why we should have met at my house.” 
 
    Athena climbed up the steps and slipped her key in the lock. “You live out in the middle of nowhere.” Kind of like Mack. 
 
    Artemis rose to her feet and followed her inside the condo. “Exactly. Where there is peace and quiet and no traffic jams.” 
 
    Athena set her purse and keys on the end table next to the couch then turned to face her half-sister. Artemis stood in the doorway with her arms crossed over her chest. Shit, she was intimidating. 
 
    “So, what is it you wanted to show me?” Artemis demanded. 
 
    Athena pointed to the overstuffed chair in the living room. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Artemis followed Athena into the living room and settled into the chair. Athena went to each window and raised the blinds until the room was bathed in sunlight. She strode back to Artemis and hiked up her skirt, angling her leg just like she had with Demeter.  
 
    “What the fuck? You didn’t say you were going to strip…” Artemis’s voice trailed off as she sat forward, staring at Athena’s thigh. “What is that?” 
 
    “I was hoping you could tell me,” Athena answered. 
 
    “Dad told us all that you crashed a jet. Where did you end up?” 
 
    “The Okefenokee swamp in Georgia. Way off the beaten path. Could it be caused by a bug bite or a poisonous plant?” 
 
    “Something like that wouldn’t make such an intricate pattern. It’d be full of puss and swollen. It wouldn’t look like the most incredible tattoo I’ve ever seen. If this were blacked out, I’d have to be jealous that you have it and not me.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea what it is?” 
 
    Artemis straightened herself then sighed. “What it looks like is a mating mark.” 
 
    Athena frowned as she let her skirt slip from her fingers. “A mating mark? What the hell is that?” 
 
    “It’s legend is what it is. A mating mark forms when someone mates with a werewolf. They share the mark, but it means they are mated for life.” 
 
    Athena’s eyes grew wide as her heart seized in her chest. “Like werewolves are real.” 
 
    “Coming from the woman who turned a vampire into a nymph. Yes, Athena, they’re real. But I only know of a concentration in Maine and a small one in Minnesota. The last I knew there aren’t any in Virginia, Maryland or the DC area. And besides, you’d have to have sex to get one and it’s you. You’re a maiden goddess.” 
 
    Athena bit her lip as she fought to suck in a breath. There was no way. It was one night. There was no way Mack could be a… 
 
    “Athena, you’re white as a sheet. What’s wrong?” Artemis asked.  
 
    Athena couldn’t choke out the words. Artemis’s face darkened as she rose from the chair to stare her sister down. “Athena, tell me you’re still a virgin. Tell me you haven’t been with anyone.” 
 
    “I…” was all that Athena could sputter out. 
 
    Artemis snarled as she clenched her hands into fists at her side. “What’s his name? Did he rape you? Was this in the swamp?” 
 
    “His name is Mack. No, he didn’t rape me. It was a mutual arrangement. There was something about him that attracted me.” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s your mate. Fuck, Athena. What were you thinking having sex with some freak in the swamp?” She stormed towards the door. She looked like she was about to spit fire. 
 
    Athena raced after her and threw herself against the door before Artemis could tug it open. It was time to pacify her half-sister. “He hunts. It seems he has a respect for the wildlife in the swamp, but he hates people.” 
 
    Artemis scowled but deflated a bit. “Okay, that might make me like him.” 
 
    “You two would get along well, I think.” 
 
    Artemis’s eyes narrowed as she glared at her. “Are you in love with him?” 
 
    “I...I don’t know. I wish I could see him again soon. I think about him all the time.” 
 
    Artemis’s shoulders sagged as she blew out a long breath. “What are you going to tell dad?” 
 
    “Nothing. Dad doesn’t need to know.” She stared into Artemis’s gaze. “Right? Please. I need you to keep this between you and me.” 
 
    “He’s going to find out. It’s Zeus. He’s the King of the Gods. And if he doesn’t, Hera will. And you sure as hell don’t want Hera to find out. She hates you and she would be ecstatic to tell him how bad his little girl fucked up.” 
 
    “Hera hates all of us. Just let me figure this all out first. Then I’ll tell him. I’ll make him see that everything is okay.” 
 
    “Because he loved the idea of Ares and Juliet. There’s no way you can spin it to make Zeus love this werewolf. But your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    Athena let go a sigh of relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    Artemis motioned to the door. “I do need to go, though. The sun is about to set, and you know how testy Apollo is when I’m late.” 
 
    Athena cracked a grin at her. “Because you always are.” 
 
    Artemis laughed as she wrapped Athena in a hug. “Take care and get this fixed before I have to do it for you. Okay?” 
 
    Athena squeezed her back. “Got it. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem.” 
 
    Athena watched as Artemis strolled to her motorcycle. She didn’t shut the door until the goddess was speeding down the road. She shuffled to the couch and sunk into it as her thoughts immediately fled to Mack. She should be infuriated, and she was in a sense. But her need to see him again, to feel his lips against hers, to touch him, overwhelmed any anger she held towards him. She remembered the contract she saw laying on his end table. 
 
    She slipped her cell out of her purse and swiped it open. She chose Ares from her contacts then quickly tapped out a text. When is your next fight? 
 
    She waited for a few moments. For all she knew he was in bed with Juliet. He sure as hell wasn’t working. There was a skirmish in the Middle East he was supposed to flame up so she could take over. That was four days ago before he reconciled with Juliet. Sometimes her brother was just useless. 
 
    She jumped up, startled, as the cell vibrated out a reply. When the hell have you cared about my fighting career? It’s not my debut, sis. 
 
    Her fingers flew across the screen. Can’t I support my brother? 
 
    Ares’s answer came quicker this time. You haven’t before. I fight in seven weeks. 
 
    Athena sighed as her heart weighed heavy in her chest. She couldn’t wait that long to be with Mack. She could try to drive to Georgia to find him, but it would be a needle in the haystack kind of situation. Hell, she could just ghost there but it would be the same effect. 
 
    She glanced down at the phone as it shuddered again. But I have faceoff with the son-of-a-bitch I have to fight tomorrow night at one of the bars downtown.  
 
    She smiled even though she wanted to punch him for calling Mack a son-of-a-bitch. You do? 
 
    The answer popped up almost immediately. The promoter wants photos for marketing and I guess making us pose in front of a crowd will get a rise enough for him to sell tickets.  
 
    Athena’s fingertips struck the cell. Can I come? 
 
    Sure. You can keep Juliet company. Starts at 7. We’ll pick you up. 
 
    Okay. Athena set her phone in her lap as she grinned. She only had one more night of agony while she craved her mystery man in the swamp. Tomorrow night at the bar she wasn’t going to let him go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Athena was seriously overdressed for this place. 
 
    She glanced around at the half naked women prowling the dance floor around her as she followed Ares and Juliet towards the makeshift stage. She tugged her navy blue blazer tighter around her white T-shirt as she watched her half-brother in the neon light. His jaw was set like granite as he led them through the crowd. She wasn’t sure if it was his game face or if he hated walking through this chaos as much as she did. 
 
    She gasped as a hand grabbed her arm and yanked her back. She watched the couple fade into the crowd. 
 
    She spun on her toe and raised her hand. Someone was going to get slapped for that. Whoever it was caught her hand in midflight then pulled her to them. She didn’t know whose lips claimed hers until she realized the familiar taste on her tongue. 
 
    She was breathless as they parted. She didn’t have any idea when she’d wrapped her leg around his hip. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Mack assured with a deep chuckle. “I’ll make sure you get up there.” 
 
    Athena scowled at him. “You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    He cocked his head at her. It didn’t stop her from kissing him like her existence depended on it. “What do I have to own up to?” 
 
    She nuzzled her nose against his as she teased a kiss. She heard his breath hitch at the contact. “This thing on my thigh.” 
 
    His eyes widened at her words. His mouth opened to answer but clamped shut as a voice echoed over the speakers. “It’s time to get started ladies and gentlemen. Let’s get our fighters up here.”  
 
    Mack took her hand captive in his and tugged her along behind him. It took until the steps to the stage for him to hear her over the crowd.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she questioned between deep breaths. 
 
    He glanced back at her. “This should piss your brother off, don’t you think? Have his own sister at my side instead of his?” 
 
    He hopped up the steps with her in tow then strode across the stage to face Ares. The god of war glared at her from around Mack. Juliet stared at Mack, her face skewed up like she was tasting something bitter and wanted to spit it out. 
 
    “What the fuck, Anna?” Ares demanded. 
 
    Athena couldn’t respond. She knew she should have shaken free of Mack’s grasp and joined her sibling. Instead she squeezed his hand tighter. 
 
    “I can’t wait to see this match-up. Can you?” The announcer bellowed into the microphone. He frowned as the promoter waved him over to the side of the stage. 
 
    Athena closed her eyes in defeat. As livid as Ares looked, he was going to start a war right here and now. At least he’d be getting back to work. 
 
    She missed the being joining them until a silky, devious voice broke through her senses. “What do we have here?” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. A man the height and build of Mack and Ares now stood between them. He was dressed in a pair of black denim jeans and a blood red T-shirt that molded around his sculpted muscles. His dirty blond hair was spiked along his skull. She could have sworn his eyes were as red as his shirt. 
 
    “Get lost, asshole,” Ares warned. “This is between him and me. I’ll fight you next time.” 
 
    The man slithered himself, his body weaving like a serpent, to look into Ares’s eyes. “Oh, I don’t want to fight you. You can’t lose, can you, o holy one? How often do you use your divine power on your opponents?” 
 
    Ares’s eyes widened as did Athena’s. Who the hell was this that he insinuated who Ares really was? She did what she could to sense the guy out. All she got in return was darkness and fire. 
 
    The mystery man spun at Mack until they were nose to nose. “I want you, mutt. I want to beat you to the ground like the mongrel you are. Can you howl for me?” 
 
    She felt Mack tremble as he put up a strong front. “Fuck yourself. I’d like to see you try to beat me.” 
 
    Ares grabbed the guy and yanked him back from Mack. In that same moment, Mack tucked her behind him away from the lunatic. 
 
    “I’m done with this shit.” Ares waved over to security. “Get this asshole off the stage.” 
 
    “Not so fast.”  
 
    They all turned to see the announcer return with the well-dressed man he was talking with. The guy looked about as out of place as Athena did wearing slacks and a tie in this club. 
 
    He looked at Ares. “Romeo, you’re out.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you mean, Rob? You contacted me for this fight, remember?” Ares demanded. 
 
    “I did. And you haven’t sent in your signed contract and blood work to me yet. I’ve got both from Mack and,” Rob scanned the papers in his hand then waved aimlessly at the newcomer standing between Mack and Ares. “Namtar. There’s no last name.” 
 
    Namtar gave the men a smug grin. “There’s no need for a last name.” 
 
    Athena frowned as she stared at Namtar. She knew that name from somewhere but with her infinite knowledge as the goddess of wisdom it would take a bit to figure it out. When it hit her, she squeezed Mack’s hand.  
 
    “You can’t fight him. Romeo shouldn’t either,” she pleaded. 
 
    Mack scowled at her from over his shoulder. Ares didn’t look pleased as he glared at her. 
 
    “Who is that?” Rob questioned. Even over the deafening chatter of the crowd he sounded irritated. 
 
    “She’s my...” Ares began. 
 
    “She’s with me,” Mack interrupted. 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Rob continued. “The fight will go on. Romeo, I will get you an opponent once you get your paperwork in to me. But in the meantime, step back so Namtar and Mack can face off.” 
 
    Athena let go of Mack and hurried to Ares as he stomped off to the edge of the stage with Juliet on his heels. She caught his arm before he descended the stairs.  
 
    “Please, you have to help him,” she begged. 
 
    “I am not fucking helping him,” Ares replied with a violent growl. “You turned on me, Athena. You walked away from me. Do you even know that guy?” 
 
    She paused for a moment then nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Bullshit. He’s from Georgia.” 
 
    “Where I crashed my jet, Ares. I’m sure you got Dad’s memo. He was none too happy about it. I’ll explain everything to you later, but you need to help me. Him. Us.” 
 
    “Why? What are you so freaked out about?” 
 
    “Namtar is Sumerian for demon. One that is so powerful it kills gods. When I tried to sense him all I got was evil. He’s not going to beat Mack. He’s going to kill him.” 
 
    Ares glanced over to the two men squaring off on the stage. He looked at Athena with a huff then stormed off into the crowd. Athena caught Juliet’s wrist before she followed. 
 
    Juliet nodded before Athena could say a word. “I’ll talk to him.” 
 
    Athena smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    She watched the nymph disappear into the crowd before she wandered across the stage back to Mack’s side. The posturing was over and those involved had dispersed to gather their things. Her breath stuck in her throat as Namtar almost collided with her.  
 
    His blood-red gaze sent ice through her veins. “So, you know who I am. I know who you are too, goddess.” 
 
    “Understand this,” she warned. “I will use all the power within me and the Pantheon to stop you.” 
 
    His smile was terrifying. “You know what I am capable of. You and your family do not scare me. I have slaughtered gods more powerful than you.” 
 
    She didn’t get a chance to tell him off before she was tugged away from him. She felt herself pressed tight to a warm, muscular body before she could regain her focus. 
 
    “What the hell was all that about?” Mack questioned. 
 
    She pulled him down to her for a kiss. When they broke apart she met his gaze with hers. “We need to talk. Now.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena sighed as she tossed her keys on the end table and flicked the lamp on. Without looking back, she could sense Mack’s presence filling the doorway. He had barely stepped into the townhouse. It took all the persuasion in her to get him this far. 
 
    “Maybe you should come inside and close the door,” she suggested. “I don’t know if I have any beer, but I could get you a glass of wine.” 
 
    “Maybe you should tell me what is so fucking important that you made me drive you here?” he asked, a low rumble in his voice. It was the same one that echoed in her ears right before he filled her that night in his bed. Her breath caught in her throat as she felt that low, deep ache that had filled her ever since. 
 
    She swallowed hard. “It seems to me that there is quite a bit of truth missing between us. Confession is good for the soul.” 
 
    “I have nothing to confess.” 
 
    “Then what is this thing on my leg, Mack? If I stripped you naked, would you have one too?” 
 
    He glared at her for a moment then looked away out the large bay window, the sheer creme colored curtains pulled back to give a clear view of the street outside. He bit at his lower lip as he shuffled his feet. But he said nothing to her. 
 
    “I know what you are,” she continued. 
 
    He laughed. “Okay. What am I?” 
 
    “A werewolf. That was why Namtar kept alluding to dogs when he spoke to you. He knows, too.” 
 
    He turned back to her, his scowl tinged with a bit of hatred. “Right. The psychopath. Why the fuck did he say things like that?” 
 
    “Because he’s something we shouldn’t be messing with. Are you denying it? Are we mated?” 
 
    He stormed across the living room until he hovered over her. “How do you know anything about that?” 
 
    Athena sucked in a breath. “I saw books on Greek mythology back in your place.” 
 
    “So? I like to read. There isn’t much to do back where I live. How does that answer my question?” 
 
    “Who is your favorite god?” 
 
    “Seriously, Anna. I am getting royally pissed off. Answer me.” 
 
    She ran her fingertip along his jawline. For being a man of solid, furious stone he shivered at her touch. “Indulge me.” 
 
    “Whatever. Fine. Ares.” 
 
    A laugh escaped her throat. “Wow. He’d be impressed.” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” 
 
    “Mack, you were standing across from the Greek god of war tonight on that stage.” 
 
    He shook his head as he snarled. “You are delusional. Ares is a myth. Greek mythology. Get it?” 
 
    Athena closed her eyes as she held her hand out, her heart expecting the worst when he learned the truth. A moment later a bottle of beer appeared between her fingers. “Guess I had a beer after all.” 
 
    He glanced at the beer then at her. “What the fuck? You are Anna Lynch, daughter of Senator Alastair Lynch, sister of that bastard Romeo Lynch.” 
 
    She sighed. “Not exactly. Do you remember Namtar calling my brother oh holy one? Do you remember him questioning his divine power? That’s because his name isn’t Romeo Lynch. He uses that name when he’s interacting with mortals. He’s Ares, the god of war.” 
 
    “Okay, if he’s not Romeo Lynch, who is Alastair Lynch?” 
 
    “Zeus.” 
 
    His glare narrowed on her. “And you are?” 
 
    “Well, I was disappointed that you didn’t say Athena. I mean, she’s your mate after all.” 
 
    “Athena, the goddess of wisdom and war.” 
 
    She gave him a brief curtsey. “At your service.” 
 
    His stare was unnerving. She couldn’t read whether he believed her or was about to storm out the door. It didn’t matter, she thought to herself. From what she understood, the mating mark meant one of them would end up on the other’s doorstep eventually. They were joined for eternity. 
 
    She never saw him move until she was pinned against the wall, his mouth prying hers apart to search for her tongue with his. She clung to his shoulders as his kiss wandered from her lips up her cheek to the curve of her ear then back. 
 
    He let her go to drop to one knee at her feet. He undid her jeans then hooked his fingers around the waistband to tug them down to her ankles. She leaned against the wall breathless as he examined her thigh, his fingers grazing her flesh. 
 
    “There’s nothing here,” he scoffed. 
 
    “It has to angle in the light. It’s translucent,” she answered. 
 
    Mack cupped her foot in his hand then moved so her body was in the light from the lamp. She gazed out the window to the street. She was half naked, and her neighbors could look inside the wide-open curtains. She couldn’t care less if they saw her right now. 
 
    He sucked in his breath, his eyes wide. “How? They’re supposed to be black.” 
 
    “I’m a goddess.” 
 
    He stared at the multi-colored shimmer on her flesh before he kissed it reverently. His mouth continued up her leg until it reached the vee of her thighs. He tugged her panties to the side before he feasted on her. She whimpered as she slumped against the wall, the dull ache in her fanning into an inferno. She buried her fingers in this thick hair as he sucked and licked at her clit. The scratch of his facial hair on her skin sent a delicious shiver up her spine. He wrapped a strong arm around her leg to keep her steady as his hand wandered up her body. It knocked away the lapel of her suit coat to caress her breast. 
 
    “Mack,” she pleaded, her voice just a breath. He looked up, his dark gaze meeting hers, but he didn’t stop. If anything, his attacks were more urgent. She knew of women orgasming from oral sex like this. She didn’t know it could feel this good. 
 
    She gasped as Mack’s fingers found her nipple beneath her shirt and pinched tenderly. The sensations he gave her left her mindless with need. She shook as she cried out his name over and over, the pleasure finally tearing through her as she came hard against his mouth. He held her up even though her knees buckled. Through her hazy vision she could see cars and pedestrians passing by. She wondered how many of them just witnessed her mind-blowing orgasm. 
 
    Mack stood slowly as he wiped his mouth off with the back of his hand. He pulled her into his arms with a triumphant grin. “Where’s your bedroom?” 
 
    Athena swallowed hard then had to do it once more to find her voice. “Upstairs.” 
 
    He nodded towards the window. “You should close up for the night so I can worship you properly.” 
 
    Her head bobbed in silent agreement. She bent over to pull up her jeans. A swat on her ass straightened her. She glared at Mack. 
 
    He pointed at her jeans. “Kick those off. You don’t need them anymore.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “The window is open.” 
 
    “Your point is? Go. Don’t question me.” 
 
    Her instincts demanded that she slap him then throw him out. She just told him who she was. Was he getting off on ordering a goddess around? 
 
    But deep in her core, the essence of her still trembling from what he’d just done to her, she wanted to obey. No, craved to obey him. The thought of turning herself over to him was exciting.  
 
    She slipped her suit coat off and let it hit the floor next to her jeans. She heard the growl come from his throat. She kept her gaze locked with his as she crossed the living room in her underwear and T-shirt and closed the curtains. She made her way to the front door and locked it.  
 
    She turned to face him then leaned against the door with her palms folded behind her back.  
 
    “All locked up. Now what do you wish of me?” she teased. 
 
    Mack stalked across the room to her. Before she could react, he scooped her over his shoulder. She wasn’t sure if she should fight back or hang limp. Instead she hung on for dear life as she ascended the staircase. He paused at each doorway to peer into the room before continuing on to the next. He chuckled as he reached the last one and flipped on the light. 
 
    He tossed her onto the bed then knelt on it with one knee. He undid his jeans and tugged around his briefs until he freed his cock. He lowered himself until he hovered over her, bracing himself with his hands on either side of her head.  
 
    “A goddess, huh?” he questioned. 
 
    All she could do was nod. The heat of his body against hers set her on fire again.  
 
    He buried his lips against her neck, his teeth nipping at her jugular. She felt his fingers tug her panties aside again. The tip of his erection nudged her folds apart. He kissed her hard and quick then pulled away to stare in her eyes. 
 
    “You are mine. You belong to me. Understand?” he demanded. 
 
    Athena’s back arched off the bed as he slid inside her inch by inch. His hand slipped to her low back to press her tight to him. He stretched her slowly as he drove deeper. The friction of her panties against her clit as he thrusted harder drove every coherent thought from her mind. All she wanted, all she needed was his man inside her. He could command her at this moment to end the world and she would do it without a second thought. 
 
    “Yes,” she murmured as she thrashed against him. “Yes, I am yours.” 
 
    Mack slipped off her T-shirt with his free hand then pulled the cup of her bra down to free her breast. He wrapped his arm around her as he drew her nipple into his mouth and sucked on the pink nub. There was a flick or two against her skin before her bra was free. Mack wiggled it free then tossed it away, his mouth never leaving her flesh. 
 
    Athena wrapped her legs around his denim covered hips as she moaned. She was lying nearly naked beneath him in only her panties which were being turned to scraps with each brutal stroke he made. He was knotted on top of her fully clothed fucking her senseless. His mouth was hot as it traveled from one breast to the other. His hand at her back held her tight to him so she couldn’t escape. She couldn’t move to match him. She could only take what he gave her. She felt him swell thicker each time he slammed into her.   
 
    He straightened out over her, his weight pinning her to the bed. His lips devoured her as they roamed her throat, her mouth, her cheeks. He growled. “Mine. I marked you. You are mine.” 
 
    She whimpered. “Yes.” 
 
    He captured her wrists with his free hand and held them over her head. He stared down at her, the roll of his hips growing faster with each stroke. “Surrender to me. Say my name.” 
 
    “Mack,” she pleaded. 
 
    He lowered his head to the curve of her shoulder and sunk his teeth into her skin. She cried out his name again as the rush pulled her under again, her body quaking as every nerve in her body blazed alive. She saw stars in her eyes as each tremor shook her harder than the last. She was barely aware of Mack’s deep, thick strokes or the sensation of warmth that filled her as he joined her. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he collapsed against her. His chest rose and fell as he gasped for air.  
 
    “Fuck,” he moaned into her shoulder. 
 
    Her brain was echoing the same sentiments. He was still thick and hard inside her, filling every aching crevice. She mindlessly arched her hips into him to drive him deeper. Her body moved on its own to seek out more pleasure from him. She couldn’t process a coherent thought other than the word “fuck”. Whether it was a command or an exclamation was lost on her. 
 
    He lifted himself above her to glare at her. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    She answered with a grunt as her hips rolled up to meet his. The slickness of their joined bodies sped up her tempo. Her breath came out in gasps as the electricity snapped in her body once again threatening to explode. 
 
    He braced himself on his elbows so that he could smooth her hair from her face. She could see his brow crease as his skin flushed. He trembled beneath her touch. 
 
    “Go, baby,” he encouraged. “Take it. Take what you need.” 
 
    She sobbed as she gripped his hips, her fingers digging into the denim to pull him closer. The feel of the rough fabric on her heated skin plus his deep, dark gaze piercing hers pushed her past the edge. She thrashed beneath him as the orgasm singed every nerve in her body while it consumed her. 
 
    Mack groaned and cursed in her ear as he pumped into her hard a few more times. This time she felt his cock throb as he released. The sensation made her crave more even though her muscles ached. She met the last of his thrusts as he emptied himself with new ones of her own. Her body was possessed with lust. She was no longer a goddess. She was a creature with the desire to mate. 
 
    He gripped her hips and held her down. His stare met hers. “Stop. You need to rest.” 
 
    “More,” she pleaded. 
 
    “Later, beautiful. Right now, sleep.” 
 
    She reached out to grasp him but instead he slipped through her fingers as he pulled free from her. Without him buried inside her she felt vacant. He bent over the bed to pull her underwear down her legs then tossed them on the floor.  
 
    She watched as he strode into the master bath, shutting the door behind him. She smiled to herself as she let out a little purr. She’d wait for him to come out. Once he did, she would do everything in her power to get him to fuck her again. 
 
    Her eyes drooped blurring the room. Sleep claimed her in its thick grasp before the door opened again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The bright morning sunlight shook Athena from her deep sleep. Normally she didn’t mind. She kept her walls and all her furnishings white so that they would reflect it. It reminded her of home, of all the mornings she woke up at peace in her temple on Olympus.  
 
    This morning she felt like she had been run over by a semi-truck which had then backed over her again. She hadn’t even been drinking. Every muscle in her ached and her body still burned with lust. At least she had control of her thoughts and actions for the moment. If Mack was around she wasn’t sure how long that would last. 
 
    Speaking of the werewolf, the pillow she was laying her head on wasn’t made of down like the ones on her bed were. It was made of warm flesh and muscle. And her hand was resting on a bed of tight, soft curls, the steady rhythm of a heartbeat drumming against her fingers. A tremor ricocheted from the junction of her thighs through her entire body. 
 
    Shit. He’s here in my bed. 
 
    “So, a goddess, huh?” his deep, rich voice questioned still full of sleep. 
 
    She sucked in a breath. “Yep.” 
 
    “It’s a little hard to believe.” 
 
    She lifted her head to look at him, a scowl on her face. “What’s so hard to believe? You’re a werewolf. It’s not like that’s easy to believe.” 
 
    “Yeah. But during a full moon I turn into a terrifying beast. Can’t refute that. But it’s not like you can sweep me off to heaven to prove…” 
 
    Athena snarled. That was enough. She glared at him as she concentrated. There were several pieces that had to fall into place. 
 
    Before he could finish his sentence, they were standing in Olympus. Mack’s eyes widened as he took in the lush green gardens, marble pillars, and the ancient artifacts. He glanced down at his body now clad in just blue jeans. He stared at her then continued to study everything around him. 
 
    Athena smoothed her chiton then tucked a blonde curl that had slipped from the gold band wrapped around her head. “You were saying?” 
 
    “Umm...yeah. I get it. Way to show and tell.” 
 
    She smirked at him. “Fantastic.” 
 
    He shook himself to his senses then strode across the thick grass to her. He gripped her hips and pulled her tight to him. Her breath shuddered as she felt his erection pressed tight against her belly. “Athena.” 
 
    “That’s my name, yes.” 
 
    His voice dropped low. It was sex incarnate. “Has anyone ever fucked you here?” 
 
    She trembled in his arms. “Until you, I was a virgin. So, no.” 
 
    “Hmm. Sounds like we need to fix that.” Mack’s mouth descended on hers, stealing her breath. He arched his hips against her. She felt the all familiar heat he brought her fill every pore of her. She didn’t know who might show up on Olympus to find them in a compromising position. The gods had a bad habit of hopping in and out randomly to get a taste of home. 
 
    At the moment she didn’t care. She could feel the all-consuming madness taking her over again. 
 
    Athena. 
 
    She bolted out of her haze, tearing her lips from Mack’s. Her eyes grew wide as she focused on the voice that filled her head. 
 
    Athena, where the fuck are you?  
 
    She pulled out of Mack’s grasp and took his hand. “We have to go.” 
 
    Mack frowned at her then growled. “What the fuck?” 
 
    “My brother is in my townhouse looking for me. He ghosts all over the fucking place. And trust me, Ares is not the one we want finding you balls deep inside me. Eternity is too long to keep getting crap from him about it.” 
 
    She gripped his hand and closed her eyes. Her chiton disappeared and was replaced by the softness of her sheets and the heat of Mack’s flesh.  
 
    She savored his touch for a moment before Ares’s voiced boomed from downstairs. 
 
    “Are you upstairs?” he demanded. “Where the hell are you?” 
 
    Athena scrambled from the bed, grabbing the comforter. She wrapped it around her and tucked the corner in to keep it in place. She glanced at Mack one last time before hurrying from the bedroom. The poor man looked baffled once again. 
 
    She slowly descended the staircase as she held the comforter tight to her. Ares hand was on the door knob of the front door when her foot hit the bottom step. 
 
    “I’m right here,” she greeted. 
 
    He spun at her with a growl. “Where the hell were you?” He scanned her from head to toe. “Am I interrupting something? Wait. I forget who I’m talking to.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “I thought I asked you to call first.” 
 
    Ares let go of the doorknob and stomped across the floor until he hovered over her. “I’m here to tell you to get to work. You’re constantly on my ass to do what I’m supposed to and to stop being a lazy ass. Who’s the lazy ass now?” 
 
    She blinked at him. “Hold up. You went and started the war?” 
 
    “Yes. You have an entire country up in arms blowing shit up and throwing punches. I was so fucking pissed off about losing my fight with that asshole that I went and stirred shit up like you requested.” His glare narrowed. “Or maybe it’s because my own sister turned her back on me. Never knew you could be a double-crossing bitch.” 
 
    Her free hand flew out and slapped him hard across the cheek before she could think. “Watch what you call me.” 
 
    Ares rubbed his skin where she struck. “What? Are you going to tattle on me to Daddy?” 
 
    She snarled at him to hide the fact that she flinched at his words. “Grow up, Ares. You have no idea what we’re facing.” 
 
    A smirk played across his lips. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I mentioned Dad and you acted like I slapped you instead of the other way around. You fucked up and you don’t want Zeus to know. So, what was it?” He scanned her again from head to toe. His eyes widened. “You had...you’re not a…Bradshaw is upstairs, isn’t he? He’s in your bed.” 
 
    Athena’s heart seized in panic. “Ares, please.” 
 
    “Dad is going to kill him. He isn’t going to have to wait for that freak. Then he’s going to kill you for giving it up.” 
 
    “Ares, you have to help me.” 
 
    He frowned. “Help you how?” 
 
    “Help me get Mack ready to face Namtar. This isn’t some mortal he’s facing. He’s facing a demon.” 
 
    Ares chuckled. “Fuck that. I’m out.” He strode to the door and threw it open. 
 
    “I helped you with Juliet, remember?” Athena shouted after him. 
 
    He turned and looked at her. “And I’m returning the favor by not telling Zeus that you gave up your precious virginity to the Swamp Thing.”  
 
    Ares slammed the door behind him, leaving her alone. She gathered the comforter past her feet and shuffled up the steps to her room. 
 
    Her mouth gaped open when she found Mack out of bed already dressed in his blue jeans. 
 
    “Where are you going?” she demanded. 
 
    He looked up at her as he tugged his shirt over his head. “Home. Thanks for letting me sleep here last night. And for our little side trip.” 
 
    Her voice pitched dangerously to a screech. “That’s all it was to you? A place to crash?” 
 
    Mack shook his head then plopped down on the bed to tug a boot on. “You’re overreacting.” 
 
    “I’m not overreacting. But we’re more than friends with benefits. We’re mated.” 
 
    He glared at her. “Which of us is the werewolf? Do you have any idea what being mated is?” 
 
    “No, but I’m guessing it starts with not living in two separate states.” 
 
    He growled as he pulled on his other boot and stood. “This is the trouble with women. Listen, sweetheart. I’m going home. I have no interest in playing house with you.” 
 
    “I didn’t say…” 
 
    He pulled her close and silenced her with a bruising kiss that stole her breath. She groaned against his mouth as she tried to return it just as viciously. He let her go then hurried down the stairs before she could find her voice to offer another protest. His departure was announced with the slam of the door. 
 
    Athena glanced around her bedroom. She shook her head as she let the comforter pool at her feet. She was awake. Mack was gone. She might as well get ready for work. She had a war to tend to. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The old tow truck shuddered as Mack raced down the highway. He growled as he glanced at his watch then floored it as hard as the old girl would let him. 
 
    He had planned on sleeping in the truck halfway towards home. Instead he slept in Anna’s… 
 
    He caught himself. Athena. Athena’s bed. His mate was a fucking goddess. He didn’t believe her at first. It was quite the load of crap she spun for him. 
 
    Then she took him, with a snap of her fingers, to Olympus itself. Either she was telling him the truth or she was a being he didn’t want to fuck with. At this point he was opting for the truth. 
 
    He thought of her in that white chiton with gold molded leaves wrapped around her waist and brow. The image made him want to drop a knee in reverence and fuck her senseless all at the same time. Beauty didn’t hold a candle to her. She took his breath away. 
 
    As did their parting kiss. He didn’t want to leave her, but the full moon would rise tonight. As the beast he would rip her cute place to shreds. Not to mention he was already feeling the full effects of the mating curse. He had heard rumors that it was the only time he would be able to father a child.  
 
    Athena had just lost her virginity. She was definitely not ready to be a mother. Unfortunately, she was right about the bond between them. It physically hurt when he was apart from her. He had no idea how he was going to survive this next week without her. 
 
    He tilted the steering wheel for his exit and eased on the brake. He glanced once more at his watch then spat out a few choice curse words. He didn’t know which was more comfortable this morning, the mattress or the arms of the woman in bed with him. He had never woken up with a woman like that. The few one night stands he had usually ended with him getting thrown out. He had no idea what it was like to wake up wrapped tight around someone, to feel their breath warm on his skin as they slumbered. He hadn’t known what it was like to welcome the new day with someone he loved. 
 
    He huffed. Not that he was in love with Athena. He couldn’t stop thinking about her, but it wasn’t love. Love was for suckers. Love ended you up in a pool of your own blood at the hands of the one you gave your heart to. 
 
    Mack grinned to himself as the thick brush of the swamp blotted out the late afternoon sun. He should still be able to get things around the cabin secured and maybe catch a catnap before the fireworks started. He shifted his jeans around his thick, painful erection. He’d have to find a moment to take care of that too before all hell broke loose or it’d kill him. 
 
    He slammed on his brakes as the flicker of flame in the trees caught his attention. His breath caught in his throat as he watched the darkness glow in a deep pumpkin orange. He threw open the door and hopped out to take a closer look. The stray branches that littered the two beaten down paths of dirt that served as a road cracked beneath his feet as he crept closer. 
 
    The thud of something striking metal tore Mack’s attention from the fire back to his truck. He snarled as his new opponent perched on the hood of his tow truck. The grin on the man’s face made his blood flow like ice water. 
 
    “Get the fuck off my truck,” Mack demanded. 
 
    Namtar chuckled as he hopped, the truck bouncing in response. “Off your truck, dog?” 
 
    Mack rushed the vehicle but seconds before he reached it the demon somersaulted over his head. He placed the landing a few feet behind Mack. Mack glanced up to see the branches above him blaze bright without being consumed. 
 
    “What do you want?” Mack questioned. 
 
    “Power. Control. Dominance. But you, mongrel, are in my way,” Namtar answered. 
 
    “So you’re here to kill me.” 
 
    “Not yet. Yours is not the blood I wish to spill. At least not until we’re trapped in that metal contraption. Then I will destroy you too.” 
 
    “You mean the cage, asshole?” 
 
    Namtar smirked. “Before we fight, blood will flow.” 
 
    The fire above Mack extinguished when Namtar disappeared, leaving the dark shadows on the swamp to envelop him. A shiver ran through him. His heart and soul demanded he run back to Athena to tell her of Namtar’s warning. 
 
    But it was a ten-hour drive. He wouldn’t get close before the change overtook him. He muttered curses under his breath as he climbed back into his truck and fired it on. He’d get through the night and figure the rest out in the morning.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena rubbed her eyes as she tried to focus on the report in front of her. The letters shifted in and out of focus as they seemed to flow together. It didn’t help that she hadn’t gotten any sleep. The consuming need for Mack made commanding generals to collaborate into a full-fledged battle nearly impossible. 
 
    “Can I get you a cup of coffee, boss?” 
 
    Athena’s gaze snapped up to the door as she jolted in her chair. She was so utterly exhausted she’d missed Stella standing in the doorway.  
 
    Stella leaned against the jamb, her starched white blouse a stark contrast to her mocha colored skin. Her tight, black, long curls were captured on the top of her head in a bun. Stella was an exceptional assistant at the Pentagon. She also was Athena’s devoted high priestess and closest confidant. 
 
    Athena gave her a weak smile as she held up the paper cup beside her. “I’m good. Thanks.” 
 
    “Buried in paperwork?” Stella questioned. 
 
    “Sort of.” Athena glanced out to the office.  
 
    Stella stepped into the office then nudged the door closed with her foot. “I can’t imagine you could have been busy with the other job. I mean, unless you were trying to stir up trouble.” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I was. Ares got pissed. It fired him up to do something. I spent all night whispering in the ears of generals. I had to come straight here.” 
 
    Stella cocked her head. “Is that it?” 
 
    “What else could it be?” 
 
    “I don’t know. You seem different.” 
 
    Athena heaved a sigh. Of all people, it was best for her to come clean with Stella. It was hard for the poor girl to do her job in the temple if she didn’t know the truth. “I met a guy.” 
 
    Stella crossed the office to the chair across from Athena’s desk and plopped down in it. She crossed one long leg over the other. “Met as in ideal to follow your cause or as someone who could put your maidenhood in jeopardy?” 
 
    Athena groaned. “As in the sacred maidenhood is gone. We slept together.” 
 
    Stella’s eyes opened wide as she stared at Athena. “Please tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    “Wish I was.” 
 
    “No. You’re one of the three maiden goddesses. That’s not possible.” 
 
    “Well, now there’s two.” 
 
    Stella rose, her feet naturally parting into a fight stance. Her uniform flickered back and forth to her chiton. “Who is he? He needs to die for desecrating you.” 
 
    Athena stood and waved her to sit. “Sit down. He didn’t take it. I slept with him willingly. His name is Mack Bradshaw and he’s my mate. He found me when I wrecked the jet in the swamp.” 
 
    Stella frowned, her nose scrunching as she scowled at Athena. “What do you mean he’s your mate?” 
 
    “I mean he’s a werewolf. Some power I am not familiar with destined us to be mated. It might be why I haven’t gotten laid for eternity. Literally.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    “This.” Athena was glad Stella hadn’t followed her command. It made it easier for her to see. The goddess inched her skirt up then angled her leg into the light. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Stella circled the desk then knelt to get a closer look.  
 
    “It’s a mating mark. He has one too but in black.” 
 
    Stella only hummed in response as she skimmed her fingers across it. “So, am I the first to know about this?” 
 
    “Third. You got beat by Artemis and Ares.” 
 
    If looks could kill, Athena might be dead. “That bastard knew before me?” 
 
    “That bastard was supposed to fight Mack before some guy named Namtar stepped in and took Ares place. He’s a demon. That much I got from him. But I need more. I need to know what Mack is up against.” 
 
    Stella’s eyes narrowed. “And you want me to research this Namtar so you can find out more about him.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t ask if you weren’t the best.” 
 
    Stella smirked at her as she straightened back to standing. “You flatter me. Okay, I’ll get your information. When do I get to meet this Mack Bradshaw?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He isn’t much of a people person.” 
 
    “Wow. What a great addition to your family. I’ll get started on my research project. You should go home and sleep.” 
 
    Athena shook her head. “I’ve got too much to do.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Stella offered a slight bow before she spun on her heel and headed for the door. She tugged it open then disappeared around the corner. Athena sighed and fell back in her chair. Stella was right. She definitely needed a nap. Unfortunately, duty called. She picked up the report again and skimmed to find her place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Athena strode down the sidewalk, her dress flats clicking on the pavement. She glanced up to the sky to watch the pure white light pierce through the white fluffy clouds. She was surprised she’d gotten out of the Pentagon before the sun set. She’d expected to be there well after dark. 
 
    But at the first break in the paperwork she grabbed her purse and headed out with the rest of the office. Some strange pull, deep in her core, begged her to go home. It was an urge she just couldn’t fight.  
 
    She pulled her cell from her bag and tapped on the news app. The war was proceeding as planned. She’d kick up her feet and have a glass of wine as soon as she got home. Then she’d figure out how to quench the need she had for Mack out of her system before it drove her insane. 
 
    She crossed the street with those around her then picked up her pace. It was just a couple more blocks. Her breaths escaped in ragged gasps. It wasn’t from exhaustion. Whatever lust held her in its grasp was growing not dying. She wasn’t going to make it home. 
 
    She stopped short of her door with a gasp. Mack sat on the stoop watching traffic pass. His head swiveled in her direction like a predator eyeing its prey. A voice in her head demanded to know why he was there. He’d taken off without a word, leaving her behind. 
 
    Instead she sprinted the last few steps until she was in his arms, his mouth hot and wet on hers. She clung to him as his hand palmed her ass to press her tighter to him. Right there on the sidewalk in front of her neighbors and who knows who else. 
 
    She barely noticed him lead her up the steps until he spun her around and pinned her against the door. The hard sensation of the wood only made her draw him closer. The noise of the street behind them faded away as she was lost in his kisses. She couldn’t get enough of him. 
 
    Athena fumbled to get the keys from her purse. She gasped against Mack’s mouth as he snatched them from her hand. Without breaking from her he slipped the key into the lock as he ran the index finger of his opposite hand up the back of her skirt outlining the crack of her ass. She couldn’t help comparing his action with the keys to his cock sliding inside her. 
 
    Mack twisted the doorknob and shoved the door open. They stumbled inside intertwined, landing in a heap on the floor. Mack slid both powerful hands up Athena’s thighs until her skirt bunched around her hips. He then tore her panties from her like they were paper. 
 
    She watched, breathless, as he gripped her knees and pulled them apart exposing her to him. She noticed the gold flecks in his eyes as he stared down at her. His chest heaved in ragged pants. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” she begged. 
 
    “We...can’t,” he stammered. He pushed away from her and stood. He paced the short length of the foyer. Even clad in a T-shirt and jeans, she could see every muscle tense. 
 
    She propped herself up on her elbows as she felt a cold wave of rejection wash over her. She still lay splayed before him on the floor. “Why not?” 
 
    His voice was a low, feral grow. “The full moon. I am only fertile during the full moon. Fuck, Athena. I want to fuck you senseless right now. So much. I don’t want to stop until the moon is rising and I beast out again. But if I do, I risk getting you pregnant. That’s not why I came. I’m here to talk to you. But fuck, I want you.” 
 
    Athena reached for him, clasping his hand with hers. She caught his gaze as he took her in, the desire burning in his eyes. “Then take me, Mack. I want you, too.” 
 
    “But a baby.” 
 
    She shrugged with a grin. “I can think of worse men to father my child.” 
 
    “Not by much.” 
 
    “Mack, I wouldn’t want anyone else. Only you. Think how long I’ve been in existence. Think of the men I’ve associated myself with. Aristotle. Socrates. Some of the greatest scholars and commanders of all time. I want you. I need you. Please. I’m begging you. Fuck me, please. And if you get me pregnant, then that little demigod will be the most loved child in the universe.” 
 
    He stared at her for a silent moment. The buckle of his belt fell open in a blur. She caught the sound of his zippers sliding feet moments before he dropped to his knees between her spread legs. A second later his cock was driving inside her until he was balls deep.  
 
    Mack hooked a finger in the gaps of her blouse to tug the buttons free. A few slid open and a few popped across the room. He spread the fabric apart then nudged her bra aside to free her breasts. 
 
    Athena moaned as he latched his teeth around a nipple and sucked it into his mouth. She dug her heels into the polished wood floor to attempt to meet his thrusts. His erection seemed larger and thicker than the last time they’d had sex. It felt like he was going to split her in two with every stroke. She clung to the arms braced on either side of her for a moment then she buried her fingers in his hair to cradle his head to her. 
 
    He stretched her even further as his hips sped up. His mouth left a hot wet trail across her skin as he lavished attention on her other breast. He grunted a couple of times before he nipped at the pink nub.  
 
    The scrape of his teeth on her skin sent an electric jolt through her. “Oh fuck, Mack. Please.” 
 
    “You need to come,” he demanded. “I’m so close.” 
 
    Mack drove deeper and harder into her, his whole body straining above her. Athena arched her back to press her body tighter to his. She needed to feel him against her. She needed something from him that she couldn’t quite figure out, but she knew she needed to be closer to him to get it. 
 
    He dropped to his elbows as he scooped his hands beneath her. He molded her body to his until there wasn’t a crevice left between them. His nose brushed hers as he gazed into her eyes. His hot breath was replaced by his mouth on hers. His body ground into hers. He slid in and out of her, but his body barely left hers. 
 
    She locked her ankles around his hips moments before the explosion tore through her. She cried out against his kiss as she clawed at his T-shirt. She clung to his weight as the waves rolled through her leaving her breathless. 
 
    Athena brought herself back to her senses enough to brush her lips against Mack’s in a teasing kiss. She could feel his panting as he clenched his eyes closed. Her legs gripped him tighter as she felt him throb inside her filling her with his heat. She kissed each shut eye as he groaned in response. She didn’t release him until his body had stilled. 
 
    Mack braced himself with his elbows on either side of her head as he gazed down at her. She could still see the lust in his eyes but she sensed something warring with it. He studied her like she was the most precious jewel on the planet. 
 
    He combed his fingers through her hair fanning it along the floor. She whimpered as he rolled his hips into her, driving his still hard erection deeper. She clenched her thighs wrapped around his waist to lock him to her. 
 
    “You said you didn’t come here for this,” she murmured as she moaned. “Why are you here?” 
 
    Mack ran his thumb across her brow then brushed a lock off her forehead. “Namtar came to the swamp. He cornered me and told me he was going to kill someone.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as she flinched at his words. It made her very aware of how much she needed to feel that rush again. “He’s going to kill you.” 
 
    He parted her lips, but the kiss was tender. “Not yet. Not until the cage. Someone else.” He then buried his face in the curve of her neck as his palms slid down her arms to search for hers. He interlaced their fingers together then pinned her hands to the floor. “I fucked up royally. This, and now the sun is setting. I’ll have to hold back the change. It feels like my bowels are being ripped out. But I don’t want to leave you.” 
 
    Athena let her feet fall to the floor. She arched her hips over and over to take his impossible length. Despite the haze filling her mind an idea struck her. “What if I can take you somewhere nearby? Somewhere remote?” 
 
    He lifted his head to look into her eyes. He thrust into her to meet her strokes. His hands clenched hers to the point of pain. “In DC?” 
 
    “No. Do we have three hours?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “Then we’ll make it...oh!” Her voice pitched as her body trembled. She sped up the roll of her hips as she teetered on the precipice. She felt Mack stop. 
 
    “Baby, go. Take what you need from me,” he encouraged as he laid a trail of kisses along her jugular. 
 
    She screamed as her release raged through her. She couldn’t think of anything but the man lying on her and his cock filling her. She didn’t want to let either go. 
 
    He wrapped his fist in her hair to tilt her head back as he pounded hard into her. Teeth nipped at her throat then licks soothed the wounds. She cried out again as he throbbed hard, the warmth he left spreading through her. He slowed his strokes as he let her go then lay still inside her. 
 
    “We probably shouldn’t waste time,” she reminded him. 
 
    “No, we shouldn’t.” Mack sighed against her flesh before he pulled free. He rose to his feet then tugged her up to hers.  
 
    Athena smoothed her skirt over her hips as she looked up at him. She shuddered as he ran the tip of his tongue over his lower lip. 
 
    “Let me change and make a phone call,” she requested. 
 
    “Hurry up,” he answered.  
 
    She scurried across her apartment and up the staircase. She stopped and glanced back at him. He stared at her as he stood stone still. She slipped her cell from her pocket as she ascended the rest of the steps.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The sun dipped lower on the horizon yet had not hit sunset yet. Athena clung to the armrest mounted on the door of the tow truck as it bounced along the road. She had driven this stretch of road many times. Never had she been jostled this much. 
 
    She glanced over to Mack as he studied the narrow two-lane highway before him. She took in the angles of his cheekbones that peeked above his thick, dark beard. His dark eyes weren’t as cold and hard as they were when they’d first met. They were pensive as if he was mulling over the secrets of the universe as they rode along. 
 
    “Where are we going?” he questioned, his gaze never straying from the road ahead. 
 
    “My sister’s place. She’s out in the middle of nowhere. It’s not as remote as your place but pretty close.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Let me guess. Artemis.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    His smile faded. “Believe it or not, I was joking.” 
 
    “I’m not. And be careful. She’s pretty pissed off that you deflowered her sister.” 
 
    Mack huffed as he sat rigid in the seat. “About that. We shouldn’t have done that.” 
 
    Athena cocked her head as she stared at him. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because you must have missed it when I said I probably would get you pregnant.” 
 
    “No. I heard you.” 
 
    “It was a little hard to resist you when, in your lust-filled stupor, you told me you wanted to have my baby.” 
 
    Athena pressed her lips in a hard, thin line before she spoke. “I wasn’t in a lust-filled stupor.” 
 
    He glanced at her for the first time since they’d gotten in the truck. “You don’t know me. I won’t make a good father.” 
 
    “I know enough. I know you tucked me in and kissed me goodnight when we slept together. You cooked for me. You provided clothes and shelter when I was a total stranger. And you hold me close to your heart and smooth my hair when you think I’m asleep. You may not like me, Mack Bradshaw, and that’s fine. But I’ve been around for thousands of years. I can read mortals. I know if you had a child, you would love it more than your own life. That’s the type of man I want to father my baby.” 
 
    He turned his focus back onto the highway as he nipped at the tip of his thumb. It seemed like an anxious force of habit. “I didn’t say I didn’t like you, Athena. I just won’t love you.” 
 
    “Won’t? That makes you sound like you have a choice.” 
 
    “I have a choice if, and who, I want to love.” 
 
    “And I have a nephew who would strongly disagree with you.” Athena pointed at the gravel lane that was barely visible in the tree line. “Turn left there.” 
 
    Mack wrenched the steering wheel to turn onto the narrow road. The low hanging branches whipped the top of the cab. “Love is for suckers. Love just gets your heart ripped out or worse. I’m not about to let that shit happen to me.” 
 
    Athena frowned. “Wow. Someone must have screwed you over.” 
 
    Mack growled but didn’t answer. Athena huffed then continued. “Mack, who was it?” 
 
    “It doesn’t concern you.” 
 
    “Oh, but it does.” 
 
    He turned to glare at her as a particularly large branch smacked at the windshield. “How the fuck do you figure?” 
 
    “Here’s the thing. This thing on my leg means I’m eternally bound to you, right? Which means if I ever did fall in love, which I haven’t so far, I can’t act on it. I can’t kiss them, I can’t make love to them, I can’t have their child. So if I never get to know the love of a man, then at least you can tell me the name of the bitch who destroyed my chance at love. Am I correct? 
 
    He stared ahead of him for a hard, silent moment as he navigated the truck down the rutted lane. Finally he muttered. “My mother.” 
 
    Athena stared at him in disbelief. “I thought my family was messed up.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s not like that. My mom had me alone. We lived in the shack in the swamp where I live now. She was human. She had a quick one-nighter with my father but didn’t know anything about him. Well, not until the mark formed on her and her new little boy sprouted fur and fangs every full moon. One day, when I was about ten, three men showed up at the shack. The biggest of them ran my mother through with a knife and all but sliced her in half. He held me back as I watched her die. He wouldn’t let me help her. Then he told me he was my father. He even showed me his mating mark and it was the same as hers. He tried to take me from the swamp, but his associates demanded that he leave me there. It seems that since I was a half-breed I was a dishonor to his name and completely and utterly worthless. They left a ten-year-old there in the swamp to bury the only person who ever loved him and to fend for himself. I’m fucking lucky I’m even alive.” 
 
    She reached out to touch his arm as her heart fell. No wonder he was a pain in the ass. He had all the reason in the world to be. “Mack, I am so sorry.” 
 
    He yanked his arm away from her causing the truck to sway. “Are you happy? Now you know.” 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap. “Mack, I could never do something like that to you. Never.” 
 
    He glanced at her. She could sense the raw pain in his gaze. “But what if it’s a curse? What if I did it to you?” 
 
    She couldn’t stop her laugh. “You could try. But, baby, I’m a goddess. I’ve lived thousands of years. I’m going to live thousands more. I can’t die.” 
 
    “Forgive me if I don’t buy into that.” 
 
    Mack pulled to a stop in the clearing in front of the oversized log cabin. Even though Artemis perfected the rustic life, it was certainly evident she was a goddess. He flipped off the ignition and hopped out of the truck. Athena reached for the latch to open the door. It was yanked open as her fingers brushed the plastic. 
 
    He offered his hand to her, to help her out. She smiled as she took it and slipped off the seat. She expected Mack to drop his hold as soon as her feet hit the ground. He threaded his fingers between hers instead as they walked towards the cabin. 
 
    Artemis lounged across the wood plank steps of her wrap-around porch dressed in her usual black T-shirt and black leather pants. She flicked a blade over a piece of wood.  
 
    Her head rose as they approached, her eyes narrowing as she took in Mack. She rose to her feet, her glare piercing the werewolf.  
 
    Mack let go of Athena then crossed his arms over his chest to return her stare. The tension in the air was thick. 
 
    “Hey, Sis,” Athena greeted. 
 
    Artemis pointed the blade at Mack. “You will leave my animals alone. Got it? I find out you feasted on any of them, I will gut you like a fish. I don’t care if you’re sleeping with my sister. In fact, that gives me even more incentive to kill you.” 
 
    Mack shrugged. “All I want to do is change. Your animals don’t even appeal to me.” 
 
    Artemis scowled at him. Then she waved her hand, the knife glinting in the sun. “There is a black bear out there. Bastard poachers tagged him. He’s suffering, I can sense it, but I can’t find him so I can end his pain. If you find him, he’s yours. Actually, you’d be doing me a favor.” 
 
    Mack nodded. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    He turned from the goddesses and strode towards the woods. Athena glanced at her sister then jogged after him. 
 
    Mack frowned at her as she caught up to him. He shook his head. “Go back.” 
 
    “I want to go with you,” she protested. 
 
    “Athena, go back with your sister. It isn’t safe. If the craze takes me over and I attack, it could be tragic.” 
 
    She grabbed his forearm and stopped, forcing him to stop with her. She caressed his face with her other hand. “I want to stay with you until you change. I’ll ghost if you try to hurt me.” 
 
    He stared at her for a long moment. Then he turned his face into her hand to press a kiss into her palm. “Alright. I’m holding you to it.” 
 
    She slipped her hand into his and followed as he led her into the forest. They wove through the trees until the branches nearly blocked out the sun. 
 
    Mack slowed his pace then let her go. He grinned at her as he tugged his shirt off then handed it to her. He took his time to unfasten his belt then unzip his jeans. It was sheer torture for Athena to watch him slowly shimmy from the denim then kick the pants off. He hooked his thumbs in the waistband of his briefs then shoved them down also. He gathered his briefs and jeans from the forest floor then offered them to Athena. 
 
    She gaped at him as she took in his nakedness in the dim light of the setting sun. She had never seen anything as beautiful as this man in her entire existence. She wanted to wind herself around him and never let go. 
 
    He tucked his clothes in her arms. “Like what you see?” 
 
    “It’s amazing,” she answered, her voice just a breath. “It is every time I see you, clothes or no clothes.” 
 
    He cupped a finger under her chin to tilt her head up to his. His gaze wasn’t the hard, cold glare he normally wore. Instead it was soft and warm, accompanied by a gentle smile. It sent a shiver through her. His lips engulfed hers in a kiss she could feel in her soul. She shifted the clothes in her arms so she could trail her fingernails across his shoulder and down his back. 
 
    Mack broke away from her. “Don’t start something you can’t finish.” 
 
    “Believe me, I have all intentions of finishing,” she murmured. 
 
    His gaze held hers for a moment more then looked up. Athena followed the direction of his stare. The sky was now a midnight blue and the pinpoint dots of stars blanketed the expanse.  
 
    They looked at each other one more time. “We’re out of time, beautiful. Remember your promise to me. If anything happened to you, it would kill me.” 
 
    She smiled. “I will. And I will be waiting for you here in the morning with your clothes.” 
 
    Mack winked at her. “I’d be happier if you were waiting for me with my clothes with none on you.” 
 
    Athena laughed. “That can be arranged.” 
 
    He kissed her one last time then backed away from her, his eyes on her the entire time. At about ten paces his entire body seized. He dropped to his knees and rolled up in a ball on the forest floor. Tremors shook him as he let go a sob. The sound transformed into an inhuman growl. His flesh sprouted with coarse, almost black fur and his fingernails and toenails curved into long claws. As he untucked his head from his chest, his nose grew into a long snout complete with rows of razor-sharp teeth.  
 
    The beast that took Mack’s place slowly rose and faced her. Feral gold eyes took her in as it closed the distance between it and her. Her body quaked as her mouth gaped open. She had seen many terrifying creatures in her long existence. This one gave them a run for their money.  
 
    She held her hands up to ghost out of the woods. She’d promised Mack that she would. She concentrated on Artemis’s house in her mind and let her eyes flutter shut. 
 
    The beast cocking his head to the side like a common German Shepherd stopped her in her tracks. It wandered up to her, then bowed its head to the ground to her. She blinked at it for several moments before she smiled. 
 
    It was hard to remember that trapped within the beast was the man she loved. 
 
    Her eyes widened as the thought passed through her mind again. The man she loved. Was she in love with Mack? She remembered the way he looked at her like she was his whole world, right before he’d changed into a werewolf. She might be carrying his child. She couldn’t deny it to herself. She didn’t know when or how it happened but the man from the swamp had stolen her heart. 
 
    She was torn from her thoughts by the sensation of something nuzzling her. She was eye to eye with the beast before it snuggled against her again. She wrapped her free arm around its neck and hugged it to her.  
 
    It pulled free from her grasp then twisted around her. It nudged its snout against her ass causing her to stumble forward a few inches. She looked up to see the glow of Artemis’s cabin through the trees. 
 
    She glanced back at the werewolf. “Trying to get rid of me?” 
 
    The beast snorted then nudged her again. She turned towards it and placed an affectionate kiss on the top of its head. 
 
    She wandered through the forest towards the cabin. The werewolf never left her side until she reached the tree line. She pressed one last kiss into its fur before she broke free and jogged across the lawn. She looked back to the woods as she ascended the porch steps to the cabin. The golden eyes were still watching her as she opened the door and stepped inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The smell of apples and cinnamon hit Athena as she nudged the door of the cabin closed. The whole place glowed with warmth from the roaring fire in the fireplace to the kerosene lamps strategically placed throughout the living room. Even though it was still summer outside, the inside of the cabin looked and felt like late autumn. 
 
    Artemis’s home was a complete difference from her own. Where Athena craved pure sunlight, Artemis preferred the cool dark of her abode. Not that it was a bad thing. Athena liked her sister’s house. 
 
    Athena looked up as she heard something shuffle in the kitchen. She glanced around the quiet house. Night had fallen so, as the goddess of the moon, Artemis should have been long gone. 
 
    She almost jumped out of her skin when she heard her sister’s voice. 
 
    “Took you long enough,” Artemis chided. 
 
    Athena pressed a palm to her chest to slow her stampeding heart. It didn’t help. “You just scared the shit out of me. Aren’t you supposed to be working?” 
 
    “Apollo is taking the first part of my shift so we can have some sister time. I’ll head out when you go to bed. I’m assuming you’re spending the night. Or did you plan on dumping your werewolf in my forest and running?” 
 
    Athena laughed as she set Mack’s clothes in an armchair before joining her sister in the kitchen. “I was hoping to stay. Thank you. I thought Apollo hated it when you dumped your shifts on him?” 
 
    Artemis stirred the large cast iron pot on the stove. She ladled out the copper colored liquid into two mugs then handed one to Athena. “He does. But when I explained it was you, he volunteered. He likes you more than me.” 
 
    “But you’re his twin.” 
 
    “Which is probably why he likes you more than me.” Artemis motioned towards the overstuffed, threadbare plaid couch in the living room. “Let’s sit. Talk.” 
 
    The goddesses made their way to the sofa and dropped onto the plush cushions. Athena sipped her apple cider with a content hum. 
 
    Artemis set her mug on the polished wood coffee table. “So, what’s going on with you and the wolfman? Shouldn’t he be back in the swamp?” 
 
    Athena caressed her cup between her hands as she stared at the surface of the cider. “Mack was supposed to fight Ares at his next fight. Some guy named Namtar showed up out of nowhere and got Ares thrown off the fight.” 
 
    “That has to have pissed Ares off.” Artemis paused. “Who names their kid after a Sumerian death god.” 
 
    Athena sighed. “Whoever names Sumerian death gods. He’s not mortal, he’s a demon. And he showed up at Mack’s last night to warn Mack that he’s out for blood. He wouldn’t tell Mack whose though.” 
 
    Artemis bit her lower lip. “The only ones killable in the entire equation would be Mack and possibly Juliet.” 
 
    Athena ran the tip of her finger along the rim of the mug. Her voice was soft. “He kills gods, Artemis. He’s killed his own. I don’t know if he can kill others.” 
 
    She noticed Artemis’s face grow pale in the dim living room. “You need to cut ties with this werewolf. Now.” 
 
    Athena shook her head. “He came to Ares first, not Mack. He knows Ares is Romeo Lynch. Besides, I can’t leave him.” 
 
    “Why not?” Artemis scowled. “You fell in love with him.” 
 
    Athena shrugged. “Yes, I did. That and…” Her voice trailed off as she swallowed hard. 
 
    “And what?” 
 
    “Mack is only fertile during the full moon and it is almost guaranteed he’ll father a child then. We had sex before we headed here. I know I won’t know for a while but I want to have his child.” 
 
    Artemis shook her head. “What happened to you? You used to be cool and calculating. You used to care only for knowledge, discipline, strategy and conquest. Now you’re sitting here blubbering about love and a man. When did you turn into Aphrodite?” 
 
    Athena bit back a snarl. “Thanks for the support.” 
 
    “Look, I’m just stating the truth. I have to admit, considering first impressions, I like the guy. But is he worth throwing your entire existence away? And does he feel the same about you?” 
 
    Athena opened her mouth and took a breath to respond but was cut off by the melodic rhythm of her ringtone. She muttered a curse in Greek. 
 
    “Who is it?” Artemis asked. 
 
    “Zeus.” She slipped her phone from her purse and swiped her thumb across the screen to answer it. “Hi, Dad.” 
 
    “Hello, Athena. Are you alone?” Zeus questioned. 
 
    By the cold tone in the King’s voice, she could tell he was irritated. She swallowed hard. “No, I’m with Artemis.” 
 
    “Isn’t she supposed to be guiding the moon? Am I losing control of all of my children?” 
 
    Athena sighed. “How may I serve you, father?” 
 
    “I want you and your friend to join us for lunch tomorrow.” 
 
    Athena frowned in confusion even though she knew her father couldn’t see her. “My friend?” 
 
    “The man you were with in front of your condo. Hera saw you both in an intimate position when she drove by yesterday.” 
 
    “Of course she did.” Athena looked up to see Artemis mouth to her told you so. 
 
    “Tell your sister she can also join us. Your stepmother and I look forward to seeing all three of you tomorrow at noon.” 
 
    “Of course, Dad. We’ll see you then.” Athena sighed as she tapped the screen to end the call. She looked up at Artemis. 
 
    “Thanks for dragging me into your drama,” Artemis replied as she growled. “I love having lunch with Dad and the she-bitch.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Athena apologized. “And he knows Apollo is guiding the moon right now.” 
 
    “I heard. I better go. And you better get to bed.” 
 
    “I probably should.” 
 
    Artemis leaned across the sofa to give Athena a peck on the cheek before she disappeared. Athena rose from her place then scooped the mugs up in her hands. She shuffled to the kitchen to dump the contents in the sink and rinse them out. She stared out the kitchen window searching for any sign of Mack. Where was he? Was he near? 
 
    She huffed as she flipped off the light and made her way to bed. She was asleep before her head hit the pillow.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena’s swaying fingers intertwined with Mack’s as they strode up the drive to the mansion. He shrugged them away then stuffed his hands in his pockets. She glared at him out of the corner of her eye. He fidgeted in his navy blue suit, the fabric rippling with the motion. 
 
    Earlier that  morning at Artemis’s cabin, she greeted him the way she’d promised without a stitch of clothes on with both of theirs in her arms. When he laid eyes on her it only took him seconds to have her lifted in his arms, pinned against a tree and be buried balls deep inside her. A few hard thrusts filled her with his seed and left her a trembling mess in his embrace. 
 
    The second time was slower and sweeter. Setting her down, he dropped to his knees at her feet. Bracing her against the trunk with his hands on her hips, he kissed a trail on her skin up and down her legs. He paused at the vee of her thighs to lick and suck the sensitive flesh there. If Artemis was back she was sure the goddess heard her screams of pleasure. 
 
    Once she had settled from her orgasm, Mack tugged her on top of him to ride him. She lost track of the position changes and how many times she reached her fiery peak in his arms, but the sun had risen and morning filled the sky by the time they collapsed, exhausted, against each other. 
 
    It was then that Athena told Mack about their lunch date with the King and Queen of the Gods. Mack’s warm, tender embrace turned hard and cold in an instant. It grew even more frigid when she suggested he wear a suit. 
 
    Of course he didn’t own one. She glanced at them as they reached the cement staircase that led to the front door. She just hoped the magic she cast to make him one held out. She modeled it after the one her brother wore to her office before all this mess began.   It was real fabric but that didn’t mean that it wouldn’t suddenly disappear. Her wits weren’t exactly about her when she conjured it into existence. 
 
    Artemis ducked around the two of them then pressed a knuckle to the doorbell. Despite how dressed up Mack and Athena were, Artemis chose to wear her usual black outfit. And she bitched the entire time they were getting prepared to go in the first place. 
 
    “Little eager, are we?” Athena teased. 
 
    “The faster we get in there, the faster we get this over with,” Artemis muttered. 
 
    “I agree with her,” Mack added as he pointed to the goddess of the hunt. 
 
    Athena rolled her eyes as the large front door opened. A butler scanned each of them with a critical eye before he gave a huge sigh. “Senator and Missus Lynch are in the dining room waiting for you. Don’t dawdle.” 
 
    The three of them scuttled away across the foyer away from the ancient servant. Artemis tossed a dirty look over her shoulder. “Dawdle? Does that son of a bitch understand who he’s talking to?” 
 
    “He does,” Athena chided. “He’s been tending to Dad since we were on Olympus. And he’s not wrong. When it comes to Zeus and Hera, we’re known to try to avoid the inevitable.” 
 
    The three of them came to a stop when they reached the dining room doors. Zeus stood at his place at the head of the table, the large paned glass window leading to the garden illuminating the room behind him. Hera sat at his left, a wine glass already to her lips. The bottle it came from was half empty beside her plate. 
 
    “It’s good of you to join us,” Zeus greeted, a hint of frost in his voice. 
 
    Athena and Mack took to the right side of the table while Artemis sauntered to the left. She plopped into a seat leaving an empty chair between her and Hera. Hera glowered at her before taking another sip of wine. 
 
    Mack held out a hand past Athena and offered it to Zeus. “Mack Bradshaw.” 
 
    Zeus stared at it for a long moment before he shook it. “Alastair Lynch. This is my wife, Elizabeth.” 
 
    “Dad,” Athena interrupted. “He knows who you both are. You don’t need to put up pretenses.” 
 
    Zeus snarled. “And why does he know that?” 
 
    “Because the demon he’s about to fight revealed it,” Athena replied as she fought the cringe building up inside her. It was another lie but Zeus didn’t need to know she had to tell him when they confessed to each other that they were mated. 
 
    “Fighting a demon? What kind of epic adventure is this?” 
 
    “One in a cage. The demon took Ares place. A mortal MMA fight is about to turn into a supernatural battle of good and evil. Can we eat now?” 
 
    Zeus huffed before settling into his seat. Athena reached for her chair to pull it free from the table. She gasped a little when she found that Mack had already done it for her. She smiled at him as she sat. His cheeks tinged red as he took the spot next to her away from Zeus. 
 
    Not another word was said until the servants brought platters of food and left them in the middle of the table. Athena slipped a piece of chicken in her mouth as she glanced at Mack. The poor guy looked flustered as he debated which of the many forks nestled around his plate he should use. 
 
    “How did you two meet?” Hera questioned, her eyes narrowed as she glared at Athena. 
 
    “Mack pulled me from the burning jet in Georgia,” Athena answered. “He took me into his home and cared for me.” 
 
    Hera snorted. “Cared for you? You’re immortal, child.” 
 
    “He didn’t know that. Besides, it was a heroic gesture.” 
 
    “One that I see you were happy to reward by the way you were wrapped around him outside your brownstone. Tell me, Athena. Are you sleeping with him?” 
 
    Athena sucked the piece of chicken down her throat setting off a violent cough. She glanced up at Artemis as she reached for her glass of water. Shit. By the way she was acting there was no doubt Hera would see right through her. Zeus was going to strike Mack down right there at lunch and then probably her too. 
 
    Artemis smirked at her then set her fork on her plate. “Ares and Juliet are pregnant.” 
 
    Both Zeus and Hera’s eyes grew wide as they stared at Artemis. Athena fought back a grin as she brought her coughing fit under control. She was going to owe her sister huge for this one. 
 
    Artemis beamed at Hera as she continued. “That means you’re going to be a grandma again, Hera. How does that sound?” 
 
    Hera let go an indignant shriek as she guzzled what was left of her wine. Grandma meant old in Hera’s book even though she had many grandchildren already. Old was not acceptable. It didn’t stop Artemis from leering at her stepmother with a chuckle just to torture her. 
 
    “Enough. Artemis,” Zeus commanded. He looked at Mack. “I am grateful that you helped my daughter. Since you know so much about us, maybe you should tell us about yourself.” 
 
    Athena noticed Mack’s throat bob as he swallowed hard. “I work on cars during the day and run a tow truck on call at night.” 
 
    “And you live in Georgia, correct?” 
 
    “I do, sir. Yes.” 
 
    “Athena’s jet crashed in a swamp. What were you doing there?” 
 
    Mack paused. “I live there. It landed not far from my place.” 
 
    “Hmm,” was the only response Zeus gave. 
 
    Athena growled at her father. “Hmm what, Dad?” 
 
    Zeus chewed for a moment as he watched her. “You know what you are, Athena. You are a goddess. A maiden goddess, or at least I assume a maiden goddess at this point. You control the fate of the world at a whim. I am grateful for Mister Bradshaw’s assistance and I’m sure you consider him a friend. I just question if a friendship like this should continue.” 
 
    Athena gaped at him as she dropped her spoon on her plate. “Dad, you don’t get to make those calls. It’s my life. I can be friends with whomever I want to be friends with.” 
 
    Zeus leaned towards her, his glare piercing her. “I’m not only your father. I am your King. That means I do have a say who you associate with. Matter closed.” 
 
    Athena scooped the napkin that had been tucked on her lap and tossed it on her plate. “Thanks for lunch, Dad and Hera. But I’ve lost my appetite. See you later.” 
 
    She shoved her ass back to scoot out her chair then stood. She stormed out of the dining room and across the foyer to the front door. The sound of bootsteps scuttling across the marble tile floor announced that Artemis was right on her heels. Her heart dropped into her stomach making her feel sick. She’d left Mack behind in the mess. 
 
    “You just smarted off to Zeus,” Artemis sputtered, clearly impressed. 
 
    Athena glanced over her shoulder as she pulled open the front door. She breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Mack following just a few steps behind. She held it open for them to exit before she let it slam shut behind them.  
 
    Athena glanced at her sister. “He doesn’t get to make my decisions for me.” 
 
    “About time you grew some balls,” Artemis replied with a wink. “Are you guys coming back to my place?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Actually,” Mack interjected as he turned to Athena. “It’d be better if you ghosted me back to my shack.” 
 
    Athena frowned at him, confused. “Why? What about your truck?” 
 
    “I don’t have enough time to drive it back. If it wouldn’t be any trouble, I’d rather keep it at your place.” 
 
    “I could send it with you,” Athena offered. 
 
    He shook his head. “It would just tempt me to drive back to you. You may resent what your father said but I heard it loud and clear. I’m not good enough for you. Even I see that. And if you’re pregnant…” He looked away from her as he clenched his hands to his hips. 
 
    “You are good enough for me, Mack.” 
 
    “Just send me back, Athena.” 
 
    Her heart sank in her chest as she stared at him for a long, silent moment. Finally she spoke. “And when the full moon is over? How are you getting your truck?” 
 
    He glanced back at her. “I’ll call you. Give me your number.” 
 
    “Here.” She slipped her cell from her purse then slid her fingers over the screen to wake it. She handed it to him. “Type yours in. I’ll call you in a couple of days to arrange getting it to you.” 
 
    His fingers brushed hers as he took the phone and tapped on the screen. He handed it back then tugged on the tie around his neck. She noticed him stare at her mouth as his teeth scraped his bottom lip.  
 
    His voice was deep and guttural as he spoke. “Send me back. Now.” 
 
    Athena huffed as she concentrated on the massive beast of a man standing before her. In the blink of an eye he was gone. She fought back tears as she hugged her sister and shuffled her way back to the truck. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Mack high stepped through the overgrown brush as he struggled with the drawstring on his sweatpants. It was awkward to walk around the swamp butt ass naked even this deep in. He’d started hiding a pair of pants to put on after his change somewhere away from the house a long time ago. Then he’d trained himself to get to them during the craze that overtook him before the sun came up.  
 
    The cloth was a little damp. His go-to was his truck but for the last few days a hollowed-out log had to do the trick. 
 
    His thoughts skipped past his old vehicle to the woman who had possession of it. He couldn’t stop thinking of Athena and it wasn’t the mysterious power that mated them. He’d lost track of how many times he’d jacked himself off to the image of her in his head. He daydreamed of her lying in his arms as he held her close. He couldn’t shake the memory of her lips on his. Being without her was slowly driving him insane. He needed her more than anything he’d ever needed before. He needed her more than the air he breathed. 
 
    He worked out in his makeshift gym in his shed to try to get her out of his head. He hit the bags until his knuckles bled. He scouted gators in the swamp to work his takedown skills and whatever Jiu Jitsu he could do on the animal. He really could use a human training partner for once. 
 
    No amount of training could make him forget his goddess. 
 
    When two days had passed, he waited by the phone like some eager schoolgirl. He embarrassed himself by the way he was acting. When she called finally to make arrangements for his truck, he couldn’t hang up. He noticed, though, that she couldn’t either. Both of them scrounged for idle chit chat just to hear the other’s voice. More than once the conversation derailed into phone sex. For being the goddess of wisdom and war, he came on command for her like she was Aphrodite. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he noticed the strange orange flicker in the trees. It wasn’t an unusual sight anymore. The flicker of flame caught his attention several times a day now. Namtar was screwing with him and it was pissing him off.  
 
    Except this time it wasn’t a flicker or two. The whole swamp was on fire including his shack. Flickers danced around his roof yet did not devour the dry wood of the shingles. The shack, the deck, the trees around them were all ablaze yet not even a twig was charred. 
 
    “Namtar, get the fuck out here. I want answers,” Mack demanded. 
 
    The high pitched laugh was reminiscent of fingernails on a chalkboard. Namtar bounced an exaggerated jig on the roof of the shack before dropping down to the deck. Mack gripped his throat and pinned him to the wall before the demon’s feet hit the wood. 
 
    “Talk, you bastard. I’m done with this,” Mack ordered with a growl. 
 
    Namtar laughed again as flames skittered up Mack’s arm holding tight to him. Mack watched them in horror for a moment then scowled. “I’m not falling for your bullshit.” 
 
    The illusion took shape along with the heat. Mack yelped as he let go to pound his arm on his sweatpants to smother the flames. When he looked up he could see the amusement gone from Namtar’s gaze. In fact, if looks could kill, Mack would be a dead man walking. 
 
    “Blood will flow,” Namtar warned. 
 
    “Whose?” Mack countered. “If it’s mine, then do it now. Stop toying with me.” 
 
    “And I told you, yours will come in the cage. You are not my prey.” 
 
    “Then for fuck’s sake, who?” 
 
    Namtar smirked as he sauntered towards Mack. Mack backed away on instinct. “To destroy a kingdom, one must kill the king.” 
 
    Mack blinked at him. “Zeus?” 
 
    Namtar nodded in response.  
 
    Mack blew out a heavy sigh. He knew Zeus was Athena’s father but, after the judgement Zeus had levied on him, he couldn’t say he’d miss the bastard. “Then why are you torturing me? Why knock Ares out of the fight. I have nothing to do with Zeus and he does,” Mack continued. 
 
    “To kill a king, you must find his weakness. For the King of the Gods, his weakness is with the one he loves most.” 
 
    Mack rubbed the pink, swelling skin on his arm. “Again, I have no association with Hera, either. Coming after me won’t help you.” 
 
    Namtar’s grin grew wider and more sinister, something like a villain in a horror movie.  He crowded Mack until Mack’s back was up against the same wall he had pinned Namtar to. The imitation blaze slithered around him. Mack trembled. He knew just how fast they could become real and his body would be engulfed in them.  
 
    Namtar cocked his head as he studied Mack. “His love is not with his bride but with his child. His favorite child. To bring the King to his knees, I must spill his precious daughter’s blood first. Then I can take his life.” 
 
    Mack felt his blood turn to ice. “Athena.” 
 
    “Correct. Now you see why I brought you in? Wherever you are, there she is. It is a shame that you did finally find your mate. I only intended to take her life, not the life of her and your child.” 
 
    Mack’s face contorted in rage as he roared. “You won’t touch either of them. I will kill you first. Do you understand me? You will leave them both alone.” 
 
    Namtar cackled as he backed away. Mack lunged at him, blood lust burning through his veins. But as he made contact, the demon and his fire disappeared leaving Mack alone in the swamp. He glanced around the landscape for a moment before he threw open the front door and raced inside. He nearly ripped the phone off the wall when he grabbed it. He tossed papers on the floor until he found the scribbled on a piece of paper. He tapped the buttons on the handset then held it up to his ear. 
 
    “Anna Lynch,” an all too familiar feminine voice greeted over the line. Despite the terror running through Mack, his cock twitched in response. 
 
    “Where are you?” Mack demanded. 
 
    “Mack?” 
 
    “Where are you, Athena?” 
 
    “I’m at work. What the fuck is this about?” 
 
    “Where’s my truck?” 
 
    There was a pause on the line. Her voice came back hard and cold. “If your coordinates were correct, your truck is outside. I have work to do.” 
 
    “Don’t hang up,” Mack pleaded. “You need to stay there where it’s safe.” 
 
    “Mack, what are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m leaving right now. I’m coming up there. Please, stay there.” 
 
    He heard her sigh. “Mack, I got to go.” 
 
    “Athena, wait. You have to listen to me.” 
 
    “Bye, Mack.” 
 
    There was a click then a dial tone. Mack growled as he threw the handset on the floor. He hurried to his bedroom and grabbed the first few clean pieces of clothing he could find. He didn’t have time to lose. He needed to get to Washington DC as soon as he could.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The old warehouse was thick with the smell of sweat and dirt. Mack took in the cage in the middle of the room and the punching bags that ran along the wall. The whole place was dim, lit only with the sunlight that struggled through the dirty windows.  
 
    He didn’t believe the promoter when the guy said Romeo Lynch frequently trained in the place. For being the god of war, Mack would have thought Ares would pick a higher class facility. But then again, he spent most of his time at fight club in London. Chances were Ares wasn’t even there. 
 
    The thud of a glove hitting canvas caught Mack’s attention. He strode towards the bags, breaking into a grin when he saw the deity he was searching for.  
 
    Ares looked up at him and snarled. “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “Are we alone?” Mack countered.  
 
    “Get the fuck out of my gym.” Ares spun on his heel and stormed off towards a hallway in the back of the building. 
 
    “Namtar is going to kill Athena,” Mack shouted after him. 
 
    Ares froze in midstep. He glanced over his shoulder at Mack. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “So we are alone.” Mack jammed his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Namtar has been torturing me. Finally, I caught the little bastard. It was then that he confessed that he wants to kill your dad. And he’s going through Athena to do it.” 
 
    Ares turned back to face him. “I’m sorry. You forget what we are. We’re immortal, asshole. Goodbye.” 
 
    “And you forget that Namtar is a Sumerian death demon who kills gods. He has already. And now he has his sights on the Pantheon. Starting with the woman I love.” 
 
    Ares cocked his head at him. Mack noticed in the limited light that the god of war was paler. “Woman you love?” 
 
    Mack huffed. He couldn’t believe he’d said it either. But it was stupid to deny how he felt any longer. He just hoped it didn’t come back to bite him in the ass. “I need your help. Please.” 
 
    “With what?” 
 
    “Help me get ready. Whatever it takes. Help me get rid of this guy once and for all and protect Athena.” 
 
    Ares tore the fastener off his glove then tugged the glove free. Then he nodded. “I got screwed out of that promotion entirely. So I’ll coach you. There might be some more supernatural tricks we can pull on this son-of-a-bitch. But you have to be here. I’m not galivanting off into some swamp to do this.” 
 
    Mack nodded. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Ares sighed. “She’s my sister. With everything that happened with Juliet, she was the only one who gave a shit to help. I know what it’s like to be in love. And I love my sister. So you better get this done and end this guy. Got it?” 
 
    “I do. Consider it done.” 
 
    Ares crossed the gym to Mack and offered his hand. Mack gripped it in his and shook it firmly. Ares cocked his head towards the door. “Have you seen her yet?” 
 
    “Not yet. I drove like a bat out of hell to get here. I’m surprised I didn’t get a speeding ticket.” 
 
    “Then go and find her. And keep her safe please.” 
 
    “Will do.” Mack bowed slightly to the god of war then hurried from the building. His heart thundered in his chest. His already strange life took a twist more towards the bizarre. He knew his nerves wouldn’t settle until he had Athena safe in his arms. 
 
    He wove through the Washington DC traffic in his old tow truck until he reached a familiar row of townhouses. Pulling to a stop in front of Athena’s, he killed the engine and hopped out. He took the steps to the front door two at a time. Panic struck his heart when he found it unlocked. Slowly turning the knob, he pushed it open. 
 
    He heard the soft melody of someone singing somewhere in the house. He checked each room until he reached the kitchen. 
 
    Athena stood with her back to him dressed in a simple creme colored sundress with tiny cornflower blooms. Her long blonde hair flowed free down her back. Although her back was to him, he could angle enough to see the vegetables she was cooking. The round curve of a roaster chicken peeled over the edge of the pan next to her. 
 
    For a moment he took in the comfort of her standing there singing as she worked. She was unharmed. Namtar hadn’t fulfilled his threat yet. 
 
    Mack strode across the kitchen and wrapped his arms around her. He half expected her to wrench from his grip and slap him. Instead she sank into his embrace with a content sigh. 
 
    “You need to be more careful,” Mack chided as he buried his face in her hair right above her ear. “I could have been a stranger wanting to hurt you.” 
 
    Athena laid the knife on the cutting board then caressed the arms that held her. “I knew it was you. I sensed you. When you parked out front, I unlocked the door. I’m surprised you haven’t thrown me over your shoulder yet and hauled me upstairs. Should I put dinner in the fridge?” 
 
    Mack clenched his eyes tight. As fantastic as taking her to bed sounded, he needed something more. His fingers splayed over her belly. “Right now I just want to hold you.” 
 
    She twisted in his arms until she faced him. He laid his brow against hers as she rested her hands against his chest. “Is something wrong? 
 
    Mack huffed. “Ares is coaching me now.” 
 
    She frowned. “When did that come about? How’d you even find him?” 
 
    Mack turned his gaze away without answering. Athena caressed his cheeks. He caught her palm with his lips, pressing a kiss against the cupped center. 
 
    “Mack, what happened?” she demanded. 
 
    “Namtar showed up at my place. He’s been fucking with me all week sending little flames to freak me out. The morning of the final full moon I came back to everything on fire but not burning. Not all of it was fake.” He pulled his arm free to show her his now blistering skin on his arm. 
 
    Athena gasped as she handled the wound tenderly. “Fuck, Mack. He did this to you?” 
 
    “Athena, he told me who he plans to kill. He’s going after your dad.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “My father is the King. He’s omnipotent.” 
 
    Mack swallowed hard as he brushed a stray lock along her shoulder. “Not if Namtar destroys his only weakness first. Unfortunately, it’s mine too.” He let go of her hair and pulled her tight against him. “Baby, he wants to kill you to get to Zeus.” 
 
    “He can’t kill me.” 
 
    “I’m not about to take that chance. I’m not losing you.” 
 
    “Mack…” 
 
    He silenced her with a kiss, parting her lips with his. Her tongue tasted sweet like wine. As they parted he noticed the half empty glass next to the sink.  
 
    His voice was rough as he spoke. “Maybe you should put dinner in the refrigerator. I’m in the mood for something else right now.” 
 
    She laughed as she pulled free from his arms. She held onto the pan with one hand as she brushed the vegetables into it with her other. Once the chicken was put away, she laced her fingers with his and led him upstairs.  
 
    She dropped to her knees the moment they stepped inside the threshold of the bedroom. Before he could protest, she undid his jeans and pulled his cock free from his briefs.  
 
    Her big blue eyes gazed at him as she took the length of him in her mouth and sucked. He shuddered at the sensation. Watching a goddess on her knees at his feet pleasuring him was a phenomenal boost to his ego. The way her tongue caressed his flesh as she bobbed up and down was enough to put him on the edge. He couldn’t stop his hips from bucking but she took it in stride. He felt lust overwhelm him as he snaked his fingers in her hair to guide her. 
 
    He pulled free from her as he felt the knot in his groin start to unwind. He grimaced as he held her from him. He needed to come. His whole body shook with the tension. 
 
    “Did I do something wrong?” she questioned, her lower lip popping out in a pout. 
 
    He caressed her face as he looked down at her, hands in her lap on her knees in complete supplication. “No, beautiful. It was incredible. But I want another way.” 
 
    Mack reached for her, tugging her to her feet when she took his hand. He swept her sundress over her head and tossed it to the floor. Then he molded her curves to him, hissing as her warm skin brushed his swollen cock. 
 
    “How did I get so lucky to find you? Maybe it was fate,” he murmured as their lips met. 
 
    She laughed as they broke apart. “I need to remember to thank them.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “The Fates. For the first time ever they didn’t try to screw me over.” She ran her fingertips through his beard. “What do you want?” 
 
    She had no idea what that simple movement did to him. He bit down on the inside of his cheek. The sudden jolt of pain stopped him from coming just at her touch. “I want to make love to you. But that little trick you did put me on the edge, so I need to bring you there with me.” 
 
    Mack scooped her into his arms then laid her gently on the bed. He parted her knees and slid her panties down her legs. He felt her tremble as he trailed his tongue across her sensitive flesh. He hooked his arms around her legs to keep her to him, watching her as she thrashed against the sheets.  
 
    Athena reached down to him to bury her fingers in his hair. “Mack. Oh, Mack. Please.” 
 
    The taste of her on his lips was his signal to stop. She whimpered as he pulled from her. He kicked off his shorts and briefs and tore his shirt over his head as quickly as he could before he descended into her. 
 
    She arched her body hard against his to drive him deeper. Her mews turned to cries as he thrust harder and faster. He framed her head with his arms to keep it still and her gaze locked to his. He needed to be bound to her physically and spiritually.  
 
    He noticed the galaxies that shimmered in her eyes a moment before her eyes fluttered shut, her mouth open in a silent benediction as she came. She tightened hard around his cock as her legs wound around his hips. 
 
    He claimed her gaze once again then pumped a couple of hard strokes more. He swelled then throbbed, the rush burning through him leaving him light headed.  
 
    Athena freed her hand from his grip then brushed a damp lock or two from his forehead. She never broke their stare as his cock twitched one last time inside her. He didn’t soften at all. If anything, he was ready for round two. 
 
    “Wow,” was all she said before she drew him down to her. 
 
    He parted her mouth with his in a devouring kiss as he gathered her to him. He couldn’t deny it. He did indeed love this woman more than his own life. And he would lay his life down on the line for her before he would allow himself or anyone else to harm her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Athena pressed the button down on the coffee grinder, cringing at the loud mechanical noise that came from it as it pulverized the beans. She sighed happily to herself. The night before was like any of the others she’d spent with Mack. His touch was tender as he thrust inside of her. He kissed every naked ounce of flesh he could find. He breathed over and over how beautiful she was like a prayer on his lips.  
 
    She had no idea what had come over him. Maybe it was this crazy idea that Namtar could end her existence. For having so many books on the Greek gods, he didn’t seem to understand the idea of the eternity she had already lived. That night she would crack open a bottle of wine and explain it to him. Or get drunk in the process. 
 
    Granted, she couldn’t dismiss the nagging feeling Mack might be right. Even she knew that Namtar had ended the existence of deities before. But they were his gods. He was about to go toe to toe with the Greek Pantheon. There was no way he could win. 
 
    She was more terrified for Mack. Namtar had already burned him. His life was short, fleeting. The demon could snuff it out in an instant. She tried to bite back the sudden sting of tears. She couldn’t let that happen. She needed to do everything in her power to keep him safe in her arms. 
 
    She pulled the cup full of coffee grounds free from the grinder, being careful not to get any on her uniform. She filled the machine with cool, clear water then adjusted the carafe beneath the basket.  
 
    Athena smiled to herself when she heard heavy footsteps on the stairs. 
 
    “Is that coffee I smell?” Mack asked, his voice gruff.  
 
    Athena poured some of the brew into a mug then turned to face him. His thick dark hair was an unruly mess as he shuffled across the tile. He had managed to get his clothes back on despite the fact he didn’t look awake.  
 
    He took the mug from her hands and dipped. His brow creased as he studied her from head to toe. “Where are you going?” 
 
    She laughed as she leaned against the counter. “Work. I have things to do and that doesn’t include my goddess duties. I have wars to incite and an earth-shaking dissertation to inspire. My plate is full.” 
 
    He set his mug on the counter then braced his hands against it on either side of her, boxing her in. “Like hell you do. You’re staying with me.” 
 
    She scowled at him. “You forget who I am.” 
 
    Mack huffed. “You remind me constantly.”
“Then you understand that you have no command over me and what I do.” 
 
    “Namtar is out there. He kills gods, Athena.”
“His gods.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t know if it’s just his gods. It could be any gods.”
“Mack, I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Didn’t you hear a word I said?” 
 
    “I did. I’ll take it under advisement.” 
 
    He shook his head as he clenched his fists to his hips. “You don’t get it. You have no idea what it would do to me to lose you. I stayed in the swamp to get away from the world after my mother’s death. It would be a thousand times worse to lose you. I can’t let this son-of-a-bitch hurt the woman I love. I can’t.” 
 
    “Mack, it’ll be okay. I promise.” 
 
    He shoved away from the counter and stepped away from her. “Fuck it. I should have stayed in Georgia. I wish your fucking jet hadn’t crashed there. I can’t deal with this bullshit. I’m going home. I’m out.” 
 
    He stormed out of the kitchen. A moment later Athena heard the front door slam shut. She stared at the wall as tears stung her eyes. A moment ago he told her he loved her then ended everything between them. 
 
    She sniffled as the thought struck her like one of her dad’s bolts of lightning. He didn’t straight out say it, but Mack told her that he loved her. And she just let him go. 
 
    She swiped the tears off her cheeks then turned back to the sink to dump the contents of the mugs into the sink. Fuck Mack. She had work to do. She couldn’t let his paranoia stop her now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The day dragged on slower than any Athena had ever experienced. She didn’t get anything accomplished in the office or on the battlefield. The dissertation was half assed at best. By two o’clock, Stella called her a cab and sent her home with a mug of warm tea and a sandwich baggie of ambrosia. It just set off a new wave of tears. She couldn’t be more grateful that her high priestess asked no questions. When Athena pieced her heart back together she would tell Stella everything. 
 
    When she walked into her empty townhouse, she knew she had to talk to someone. She slipped her phone out of her purse then swiped across the screen to unlock it. She tapped a contact and let it ring. 
 
    “What’s going on, Sis?” Artemis’s voice came across the line. 
 
    “Mack left,” Athena replied with a sniffle. “He stormed out saying he wished we’d never met. Right after he told me he loved me.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Artemis huffed so loud it came through the phone loud and clear. “Let me call Apollo and I’m on the way. Okay?” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll see you soon.” Athena ended the call then set the phone on the coffee table. She slumped on the sofa. The emptiness smothered her again. It was the first time in thousands of years she didn’t want to be alone. 
 
    “Where the fuck is your boyfriend?” 
 
    Athena shrieked as she scrambled up the back of the sofa. She sucked in a breath to try to get her stampeding heart back under control. Maybe she really did take stock in Mack’s fears. 
 
    Ares stared at her as he stood in the foyer arms crossed over his broad chest. “Did I startle you?” 
 
    “Can’t you use a door? Ever?” Athena demanded, her voice still a high-pitched squeak. 
 
    “What’s up with you? Where’s Bradshaw?” 
 
    “Why do you care?” 
 
    “I’m his coach. He should be training not running off to fuck you.” 
 
    Athena slid down from her perch on the back of the sofa to the cushioned seat. “He’s gone. He left.” 
 
    “What the fuck? Why?” 
 
    “Because he thinks Namtar is going to kill me to get to Dad.” She wiped a tear from her cheek. “Which is insane, but I can’t convince him it won’t happen. Oh, and he said he loves me. So there’s that.” 
 
    Ares stared at her for a long moment before striding into the kitchen. 
 
    Athena buried her face in her hands as she slipped off the sofa onto the floor. Why did she expect Ares to understand? He was such an ass. He probably ghosted off and abandoned her. 
 
    She didn’t realize she wasn’t alone until someone nudged her shoulder. Ares smiled at her as he offered her a silver spoon. In his other hand he held a pint of expensive ice cream. He angled the tub to her silently to offer a bite. 
 
    Athena scooped a little on her spoon and popped it into her mouth. A tear slipped down her cheek as she watched Ares dig into the container. The hint of a piece of chocolate covered caramel spurred on his excavation. 
She bit back the caustic remark lying on her tongue. He was the god of war, one of the most terrifying beings ever to exist. He was violence and chaos incarnate. She had seen him in his most horrific glory, blood dripping down his flesh and staining his chiton, destruction and fire snapping from his fingers.  
 
    For him to be sitting on her living room floor dressed in a 90’s grunge band t-shirt and a pair of torn jeans sharing a pint of ice cream with her was so out of his element. She could spare him a piece of candy in their treat. 
 
    When he finally popped it free, he shepherded it to her side of the container then scooped up some of the caramel ribbon onto his spoon. She laid her head on his shoulder and snuggled closer to her brother as she claimed her prize.  
 
    When the tub was empty, Ares took the spoon from her hand and laced her fingers with his. 
 
    They both bolted up at the ringtone singing from Athena’s cell. Athena pulled free from Ares and picked it up off the coffee table. 
 
    He frowned at her. “What the fuck does Artemis want?” 
 
    She sniffled then smiled. “You weren’t the first sibling I called. Actually, I didn’t call you. You just showed up which I’m grateful for. Just hold on.”  
 
    Athena tapped the speakerphone on the screen to answer it. “Hey.” 
 
    “Hey, Sis. I’m on my way. I am so sorry. I ended up in a fucking argument with Apollo. He freaked out about my shift when I told him I was coming to console you. Asshole. We ended up with some shitty brothers, didn’t we?” 
 
    Athena gave Ares a wary look. He scowled at her in return. “Artemis.” 
 
    Artemis continued without paying attention to her sister. “Anyway, I’ll be there in a few. I’m stopping to get Chinese. Sound good?” 
 
    “Sounds great. Can you get Chinese for three?” 
 
    There was a gasp from the other end. “The Mack is back?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me it’s Persephone. I can’t deal with her ‘I’m going vegan’ bullshit. I watched her take down a half pound burger the last time I was in Vegas to see Uncle.” 
 
    “No, it’s not Persephone.” 
 
    “Then who is it?” 
 
    Ares cracked a grin. “It’s one of your asshole brothers, Artie.” 
 
    There was silence. Athena brought the phone closer to her mouth. “Artemis?” 
 
    “What is he doing there?” Artemis demanded, punctuating each and every word. 
 
    “Ares has been here eating ice cream with me and letting me cry on his shoulder,” Athena answered. 
 
    There was silence again before Artemis replied. “I stand by my earlier statement. Kung Pao chicken, asshole?” 
 
    “Yes, bitch,” Ares replied with a laugh. 
 
    “What can I get you, sweetheart?” Artemis asked. 
 
    “Orange chicken would be lovely, thank you.” 
 
    “Got it. Be there in a few.” 
 
    Athena ended the call then curled up against Ares. He took her hand in his as they sat in silence. 
 
    “We should have been Chinese gods,” Ares mused. 
 
    Athena laughed. “Where did that come from?” 
 
    “Think about it. All the Chinese food we could ever want.” He paused. “I hate gyros.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve been eating them for centuries. Besides, I’m pretty sure what you consider Chinese food is more American than Chinese.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Eh.” 
 
    Artemis wasn’t kidding when she said she’d be right there. She slammed through the door like a hurricane, a plastic bag full of paper Chinese food containers dangling from her arm. She panted as she stood there, splayed out while she got her bearings back. “Here. I’m here.” 
 
    Ares muttered a curse or two in Greek before he pressed a kiss against Athena’s temple. 
 
    “I’ll go get dishes and silverware.” 
 
    He pushed himself to his feet and stalked to the kitchen. Artemis huffed as she dropped the bag on the coffee table and started after him. “Dumbass, there’s containers and chopsticks. We’re good.” 
 
    “What are you going to drink, Dumbass? Think about that?” Ares countered from the other room. 
 
    Athena wiped away her tears as she listened to her siblings banter in the other room. She smiled. She’d been around these two literally forever. Nothing they were saying to each other was meant to be vicious. Every word was playful. This was what she needed even though she didn’t realize it before. 
 
    She needed her family. 
 
    Ares and Artemis returned with a bottle of wine, glasses, plates and forks. They each took a place on either side of her and wiggled close to her. Artemis tugged the sack to her lap then distributed each container to the one who ordered it. She tossed the still weighted bag on the table and flipped open her box. Ares popped the cork on the bottle of wine and poured each of them a glass. 
 
    “Egg rolls?” Ares questioned. 
 
    Artemis pointed at the sack with her chopsticks, her next bite pinched at the end of it. 
 
    “Still in there.” 
 
    “Awesome. Thanks for dinner.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But don’t you have a girlfriend and soon-to-be-baby to feed?” 
 
    Ares shrugged. “Nymphs night out. Juliet is designated driver. Dinner and dancing at the club. The only obligation I have to perform is to be her victim at the end of the night.” 
 
    The two goddesses held up their hands in unison. “I know what Athena’s nymphs are up to. I don’t need to hear about you getting laid,” Artemis warned. 
 
    “Who said I was going to tell you about me getting laid?” Ares objected. 
 
    Athena cocked an eyebrow at him. “You were going to say absolutely nothing.” 
 
    Ares shrugged. “Maybe I was.” 
 
    The goddesses laughed before they all continued to feast. Athena managed to eat half of her container and an egg roll before she surrendered to her full stomach. She set the box on the coffee table with the chopsticks sticking out. It wasn’t long before her siblings joined her. 
 
    Artemis wrapped an arm around her to pull her close. Athena let out a heavy sigh when Ares hugged them both to him. 
 
    “You okay, sweetheart?” Artemis asked her. 
 
    “I’m better,” Athena replied. “Having you both here has meant the world. I don’t think we’d ever do this on Olympus.” 
 
    “We were under Dad’s thumb there. The good ole’ senator isn’t as easy on our asses here,” Ares stated. “And we aren’t vying for his favor as much here. We do our jobs. We go about our lives.” 
 
    Artemis smirked at her brother. “Smartest thing I’ve ever heard out of you.” 
 
    Ares grinned. “I have my moments.” 
 
    They all straightened at the knock on the door. Ares scowled as he stood and crossed the living room to the door. Artemis held Athena closer. 
 
    Ares pulled the door open and stared at whoever it was for a long moment. He glanced at Athena then waved the visitor in. “Come on. Artemis, I think we’d better clean up and go.” 
 
    “Why?” Artemis questioned. 
 
    Ares stepped out of the doorway. Mack shuffled in, his hollow eyes taking in the room as he stuffed his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Let’s give these two some time,” Ares encouraged. 
 
    Artemis rose from her spot on the floor then pulled Athena to her feet. She looked Athena in the eye. “If you need me.” 
 
    Athena nodded. “I’ll call. Both of you.” 
 
    Each sibling pressed a kiss to her cheek before they gathered up the leftovers and garbage and scuttled to the kitchen.  
 
    She heard Ares shout from the kitchen. “Get in the gym, Bradshaw. Today. No exceptions.” 
 
    A moment later she heard Artemis’s motorcycle fire up outside. Knowing Ares, he ghosted away from her apartment. They were alone. 
 
    Mack closed the space between them and cradled her face in his hands. “I shouldn’t have taken off. I’m so scared, Athena. I can’t tell you how scared I am. If Namtar takes you from me, it’ll kill me. And now that you’re carrying my child...”  
 
    Athena’s mouth gaped open as her eyes widened. “Wait. What?” 
 
    “Namtar told me. You’re pregnant. He said he’s going to kill you and our child.”  
 
    “And you believed him?” 
 
    “I’m not taking the risk that he might be right.” He lowered his head as he swallowed hard. “I can’t exist without you. I thought if I ran I wouldn’t have to watch you die like I was forced to watch my mother die. I know it was stupid.” 
 
    She lifted herself on her toes to kiss him. “Is that an apology?” 
 
    “I don’t apologize to anyone. Ever. So, yeah. It’s a little weak. I’m sorry. I never want to hurt you.” 
 
    She turned her head to kiss his palm. “All is forgiven. I understand, even though you broke my heart when you took off.” 
 
    He pulled her into his arms and held her close. “I’m so sorry, baby.” 
 
    They held each other tight in silence. Athena sighed as Mack buried his face into her hair and huffed. He was terrified. So was she. And she had no idea what Namtar was capable of. 
 
    Finally, Mack broke the silence. “What do we do now?” 
 
    Athena’s words trembled as she spoke. “I have no idea.” 
 
    “There’s nothing on Olympus that tells you how to defeat a death god?” 
 
    Athena pondered his words. She started to smile. “No. But I know who might be able to help us.” 
 
    Mack pulled away to gaze down at her, a puzzled frown etching his face. “Who?” 
 
    “Who knows more about a death god than another death god?” 
 
    “And you know another death god?” 
 
    Athena beamed at him. “Of course. My uncle Hades. How do you feel about an impromptu trip to Vegas?” 
 
    “Hades is in Vegas?” he asked in disbelief. 
 
    “He owns a few casinos there. Four or five I think.” 
 
    His glared narrowed. “So you’re telling me...” 
 
    Athena cut him off. “The gates to hell are located in Vegas casinos. You’re not the first to come up with that conclusion. How fast can you get ready to go?” 
 
    “Are you just snapping your fingers then poof, we’re there?” 
 
    Athena laughed. “Probably not. Ghosting might be convenient but Dad hates it. It’s the collateral of a mortal seeing us pop out of thin air. I’ll book us a couple of plane tickets.” 
 
    Mack snarled. “I’d rather ghost.” 
 
    It was Athena’s turn to scowl. “What’s the problem with fly...” She gasped. “You’ve never been on a plane before.” 
 
    “You tell me. Would you want a werewolf on an airplane with you?” 
 
    “Do you change when you’re nervous?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is it a full moon?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then you’ll be fine. I’ll book us together in first class. I’ll hold your hand the whole time. Okay?” 
 
    Mack snorted. “Whatever. What about…” 
 
    Athena cocked her head as she gazed at him. “What?” 
 
    Mack didn’t answer. He made a circular motion around his stomach instead. 
 
    Athena laughed. “It’s too early for a mortal pregnancy test to tell. When we get back, I’ll have a chat with my aunt Demeter. She can tell us if I am or if Namtar was feeding you a line of shit.” 
 
    He nodded. The shock of possibly being a new father was adorable on him. “Okay. That works.” 
 
    She was still chuckling as she led him to the sofa and nudged him to sit. She plucked her laptop from the coffee table and booted it up. Then she snuggled with Mack as she waited for it to power on.  
 
    He held her to him as he idly combed his fingers through her hair.  
 
    She looked up to him as she felt her stomach twist in knots. The words were on her tongue. She just had to find the courage to say them. “You know, we’ve flirted around how we feel about each other. And I know you don’t believe in it but I’m going to just say it. I love you, Mack. It’s not the mating thing. I just know it’s now hard to exist when you’re not around.” 
 
    He gazed at her then cupped her chin in his palm. His kiss was possessive, consuming. It stole her breath as they parted. 
 
    “I hate this, Athena,” he murmured as his mouth brushed against hers. “I don’t want to be vulnerable with anyone. But I can’t let you go. I would die for you. I love you with my soul.” 
 
    Their kisses were soft as they clung to each other around the laptop. It wasn’t a desperate need for passion. It was the union of their spirits with each embrace. 
 
    Athena nuzzled her nose against Mack’s as they broke apart. “Death gods.” 
 
    “Right. Your uncle,” he answered, his voice breaking. The feel of his grip on her biceps holding her to him made her heart flutter. She was the goddess of war. Never in her existence had she ever felt so safe and protected. He let go of her long enough for her to type. 
 
    Mack chuckled. “No godly travel site?” 
 
    Athena grinned as her fingers flew across the keyboard. “Nope. Just your run-of-the-mill, lose your luggage airline. Do you have clothes?” 
 
    “Not with me,” he admitted. “I changed out of my sweats into this and took off out of there.” 
 
    Athena bit her lower lip. “You have two options. I either ghost you there and back in twenty minutes because we have to leave for the airport in thirty minutes like normal people…” 
 
    He chuckled. “Which we’re not, but go on.” 
 
    “Or we buy you a whole new wardrobe when we get there.” 
 
    “As much as my curiosity is piqued to know what you would dress me in, I’d be more comfortable in my own things. Especially since you’re about to put me in a very uncomfortable situation.” 
 
    “Very well.” She angled her head back on his shoulder inviting his kiss. His lips on hers made her almost drop the computer on her lap. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered. 
 
    “You too. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Athena closed her eyes for a moment and concentrated on where she had sent the tow truck. A moment later the warm, muscular body that was wrapped around her was gone. 
 
    She sighed as she finished up the airline reservation and shut down the laptop. She hurried up the staircase to her bedroom to pack her bag.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The noise and bright lights of the casino died away when Athena and Mack stepped into the long, cool corridor that led to the executive offices, their backpacks slung over their shoulders. She squeezed his hand as her nerves were jittery. When she’d visited Hades before, she was always escorted to his VIP room. Granted, the place looked like something from a gothic nightmare but at least it was familiar to her. 
 
    Never, in the multiple trips she had made to Las Vegas, was she taken to his office. She knew her uncle. The gaudiness of the VIP room was not his style but a facade to intimidate those who knew the truth.  
 
    The glass and steel of this building? That was Hades in a heartbeat. Coming here to see him meant business. 
 
    “So, should I expect a dark robe and a scythe?” Mack muttered for only her to hear. By the edge in his voice she could sense his anxiety also. 
 
    “You know those seventies disco movies with the fat, bald guy in the white suit covered in gold chains? That’s what you should anticipate.” 
 
    There was a stagger in his step that caught her attention. When she glanced up to look at him she found him frowning at her. “No shit? That’s definitely not what I would have expected.”  
 
    “It’s not his true image. He changes his appearance in the spring and summer. I’m sure you know the story about him and his wife, Persephone. When Dad sent us into the modern world, Hades decided to buy the casinos. Women and men were constantly crawling all over him. Some had a hard time taking no for an answer. However, when Persephone is here, and on his arm, he doesn’t get harassed. So when she’s with her mom, Hades changes the way he looks into something far less appealing.” 
 
    “Wow,” Mack replied. He paused for a moment. “How do you really look?” 
 
    Her laugh broke the tension building in her. “This is me. The older generation, the ones that defeated the Titans, usually use it. Their true appearance looks more like early forties. Demeter in reality looks more like Persephone’s older sister, not her mother. The younger gods usually refrain from it.” 
 
    They fell quiet as the stark chocolate colored door of Hades office came into view. 
 
    Mack spoke up suddenly. “Who’s better looking? Zeus or Hades?” 
 
    Athena shot him a glare. “You’re talking about my family. I’d rather not think that way about my father and his brother.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Their suit-clad escort reached for the knob and twisted it to open the door. He motioned them inside.  
 
    As Athena’s foot crossed the threshold she stopped. She looked at Mack. “Hades is sexier by a landslide.” She continued her stride into the office, tugging Mack behind her. 
 
    She stopped short as her gaze fell on her brother looking at a pile of papers with her uncle. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Ares opened his mouth to answer but stopped when Hades laid a firm ring covered hand on his shoulder. “The boy and I are going into business together. We’re starting a fighting promotion together.” 
 
    Ares scowled at them. “You’re supposed to be practicing, Bradshaw.” 
 
    Mack snorted. “How am I supposed to practice if my coach is in Vegas?” 
 
    Hades gently shook Ares to get the god’s attention. “This gentleman is a fighter?” 
 
    Athena took a step forward. “Forgive me, Uncle. Let me introduce you. This is Mack Bradshaw. Mack, this is my uncle, Hades. In the mortal world you would know him as Stan Lynch.” 
 
    Mack reached out his hand to Hades. “A pleasure, sir.” 
 
    Hades shook his hand then turned to Athena. “You introduced me with my true name, dearest niece. That is a fatal mistake.” 
 
    “He knows who we are. You, me, even Ares. He’s had lunch with Dad and Hera.” 
 
    Hades slipped his hand from Ares’s shoulder and settled in his plush, black leather chair. He motioned to the chairs across from him. “Hmm. This is the man my brother spoke about. Or bitched about more like. So, Athena, why have you come to see me?” 
 
    Athena chose one of the chairs and sat in it. Mack took the other. Ares huffed at both of them and leaned against Hades desk, his arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “Mack is facing a demon named Namtar in his next fight,” Athena began. “He threatened to kill someone. After terrorizing Mack for multiple days and burning him, he confessed he wants to kill Zeus. Namtar wants to expose Dad’s weakness by killing me first. I tried to sense who he was but all I got was darkness and fire.” 
 
    Hades smirked at Mack as he steepled his fingers in front of his chest. “A little mind blowing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Mack let go a weak chuckle. “It’s a little overwhelming, I do admit. But I’m used to the unusual, sir.” 
 
    “Sir. Hmm. I think Zeus judged you a little early. I don’t see respect like that these days. And is this why you are not running for the hills?” 
 
    “I’m a werewolf, sir. I was born with odd things happening.” 
 
    Hades glanced from Ares to Athena. “What is it with you two?” 
 
    Ares just shrugged. Mack looked at Athena. “What does he mean?’ 
 
    Athena nodded at her brother. “Ares’s girlfriend was a vampire before I turned her into a nymph, moments before she incinerated in the sunlight.” 
 
    “That black haired girl with you at the faceoff?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s Juliet.” 
 
    “That explains a lot. I got some sort of sense that she was a condescending bitch without even talking to her. Our species have warred for centuries. We’re mortal enemies. Some of who she was must have rubbed off on her for me to pick it up.” Mack looked at Ares. “No offense. I’m sure she’s a lovely girl.” 
 
    Ares shrugged again. “I’m the god of war. I understand factions at odds. Fuck, I create them. And she felt the same about you, but she used the term ‘low life shitbag’.” 
 
    Athena shook her head and looked at Hades. “Namtar convinced Mack that this is something we should be concerned about. You’re the only one I could think of that could give us any information one way or the other.” 
 
    Hades sighed. “Athena, Namtar can kill you and he can kill Zeus. It is within his power and there isn’t much you can do to stop him other than be on your guard. I, however, can.” 
 
    Mack sat forward in his chair. “You can save her?” 
 
    Hades eyes narrowed as he studied Mack. “You are very concerned about my niece’s wellbeing for being her friend. You do know she is a maiden goddess, correct?” 
 
    Mack slid back into his chair without a word, his eyes wide. Athena fought the eye roll waiting to happen. All this bravado and now he was afraid of the death god? 
 
    “Uncle,” Athena protested. 
 
    “How many maiden goddesses are there, Athena?” Hades demanded. 
 
    Athena didn’t miss a beat. “Two. Hestia and Artemis.” 
 
    Hades lips curled up in a snarl as he glared at Mack. “Do you realize what I should do to you for deflowering my niece? What are your intentions?” 
 
    Mack’s words stumbled from his mouth. “I love her. I would sacrifice my life to keep her safe.” 
 
    Hades didn’t break his cold stare for several moments. Finally he gave Mack a small smile then glanced at Ares. “What kind of fighter is he? Should he be part of our promotion?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen him,” Ares replied. “I never got a chance to look at any videos and we haven’t worked together in the gym yet.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take a look. I have a cage set up in the arena to see how seating would be arranged.” 
 
    Athena watched the color drain from Mack’s face until he was ghostly pale. “Uncle, can you help us or not?” 
 
    Hades’s grin grew wider. “I will intercede with Namtar, little dove. I will make it clear if he touches either you or your lover, other than their conflict in the cage, he will face me. And he doesn’t want that because even though he might kill gods, I can destroy him.”  
 
    He then looked at Mack. “You didn’t hesitate to put Athena before yourself. I’m not rooted to our old traditions like my brother and I don’t see the need for maiden goddesses anymore. Even though I think Artemis might be a tough change. She rather enjoys threatening men that she’ll chop their genitals off. I’m not Aphrodite but I know when a couple should be together. You’ve been warring with yourself to not touch Athena this whole time. And the way you gaze at her when she’s not looking only speaks of a man in love.” 
 
    “And you know this how?” Ares demanded. “You hit on the mother of my child.” 
 
    Hades frowned. “I did no such thing. I told Juliet that I was interested in her abilities. I didn’t mean those abilities. I am eternally in love with my wife, or I wouldn’t look like this.” 
 
    “You kissed her hand.” 
 
    “I am the consummate gentleman, nephew. That’s what we do. Hang with me more and maybe it will rub off on you.” 
 
    Mack’s skin suddenly tinged pink as he interrupted their banter. “Thank you, sir. I owe you a great debt.” 
 
    Hades stood and motioned for the door. “Let’s see if you can work that debt off for me. Shall we?”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    The steel cage stood alone in the center of the empty arena. A few chairs were scattered strategically along the floor in an attempt to make a pattern. Athena tightened her grip on Mack’s hand. Hades certainly was determined to get this promotion off the ground. 
 
    “Do they expect you to fight in your jeans?” she griped, loud enough for Mack to hear. 
 
    He chuckled. “I have fight shorts. A couple pairs actually. I packed to stay in DC and train, not just for this trip. I just have to find a place to stay.” 
 
    She smiled. “You’re staying with me in my bed.” 
 
    “What about Zeus? He made it clear I’m not worthy of you.” 
 
    Athena huffed. “Hades gave his blessing. Dad can suck it.” 
 
    Mack stopped and gaped at her. “Daddy’s girl just said her father can suck it?” 
 
    “Did I stutter?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, you didn’t. I can’t think of a better place to crash. Thank you, baby.” 
 
    They stopped at the edge of the cage. Athena watched as Hades and Ares ascended the steps into the structure. As the god of war passed through the gate, his jeans and T-shirt morphed into a pair of fighting trunks. Fingerless gloves materialized around his hands. 
 
    “Shit. You’re fighting my brother,” Athena murmured. 
 
    “No worries.” Mack winked at her then let go of her hand to approach the chain link. “Fancy trick there. Gonna give me a minute to change?” 
 
    Ares smirked. “I can get you a set too.” 
 
    “You’d probably charm the fucking things to work against me.” 
 
    “Dang. Figured out my secret. Hurry up, wolf-boy.” 
 
    “Gonna make you eat those words.” Mack dropped his backpack onto the floor, then unzipped it. He rummaged through it for a moment before tugging out a piece of cloth. He ran across the arena to a restroom and disappeared. 
 
    Ares and Hades conversed quietly inside the cage. Athena glanced around her, taking everything in as her mind raced. Namtar could kill her. Mack and Ares were about to throw down like they wanted. Her uncle knew about their relationship. Everything was falling fast into chaos. 
 
    She felt like she was going to be sick. She laced her fingers into the fence then laid her brow against it. 
 
    “You okay, Sis?” 
 
    Athena looked up to find Ares hovering above her inside the cage. His look of concern brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    “I’m exhausted, and I feel like throwing up. So, no,” she answered with a sniffle. 
 
    Ares cocked a grin at her. “Huh.” 
 
    “Huh, what?” 
 
    “Oh, I just know someone else who felt that way recently.” 
 
    Athena scowled. “I just got off a plane to find out a Sumerian demon wants to kill me. And now the man I love has to fight the god of war to impress the god of death. It’s stress, Ares. Not that.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” 
 
    The sound of footsteps on the cement pulled her attention towards the rest of the arena. Mack scuttled to a stop next to her to pull a pair of gloves from his back. Then he pressed a kiss to her lips. By the spark in his gaze he looked excited and happy. 
 
    He handed her his clothes. “Wish me luck.” 
 
    “Good luck. I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” Mack took the steps up to the octagon two at a time then slammed the cage shut behind him.  
 
    He approached the two gods with a shit-eating grin. He motioned to Hades. “Is the old man reffing?” 
 
    Hades raised his hands up in mock surrender. “I only know enough to make this an investment. I certainly am not qualified to referee.” 
 
    “We’re going to spar, not beat each other’s brains in. I want to know what I’m working with,” Ares interjected.  
 
    The two fighters tapped gloves then circled each other. They traded punches before Ares fired a kick into Mack’s gut. Mack deflected it with a grin. 
 
    The werewolf stalked the god, firing a jab and cross. Athena didn’t know much about this sport, but it seemed Mack landed more strikes than Ares. 
 
    Even when Ares dropped Mack to the floor, Mack was able to reverse it and get the upper hand.  
 
    The two fighters grappled each other for a good moment before Mack laced both legs tight across Ares torso either side of his arms. Grasping Ares wrist and elbow, he lay back on the mat taking the arm with him. Before his back hit the mat, Ares disappeared.  
 
    Mack sat up with a snarl. “What the hell?” 
 
    Ares reappeared beside Hades sucking in breath after breath. 
 
    Hades glanced at the god of war from the corner of his eye. “Couldn’t you have used your power?” 
 
    Ares growled. “That’s the thing. I was using my power. I was just shy of causing a world war with the power I was using on him. He’s not a normal human.” 
 
    Mack rose to his feet. “I’m not human. I thought we covered that.” 
 
    “You’re more than a fucking werewolf. I don’t know what you are but…” 
 
    “I was born to fight.” 
 
    Hades grin was devious. “And you’re exactly what we need. Don’t you agree, Ares?” 
 
    “In the promotion, yes. For me to fight? No,” Ares replied. “And that little demon doesn’t stand a chance.” 
 
    “I will find Namtar and issue my warning to leave you both alone. And I will send you a contract, Mack. Please read and consider it now that you are practically family.” The lord of the underworld vanished as his words ended. Ares soon followed.  
 
    Mack opened up the cage door and hopped down the stairs. 
 
    Athena strode to him and took his hand. “Now what?” 
 
    “It’s late. Let’s find a hotel and get a good night’s sleep. Then we can get home, so I can start training.”  
 
    * * * * 
 
    An early morning text from Hades woke Athena from her dead sleep. Mack rolled over on his side to spoon her so they could read it together.  
 
    I found Namtar and demanded he stay away from you. You are safe. Love, Uncle 
 
    The good news earned a kiss from Mack. A kiss became a caress. A caress led to lovemaking. They almost didn’t make checkout or their flight in time. 
 
    With the fight between Mack and Namtar just a few weeks out, Mack spent from sunup to sunset at the gym training with Ares. Athena went to work like every other day in the mortal world, breaking away from the grind to tend to her godly duties when the need arose. 
 
    Unlike her time before in the modern age, she had supper ready when he stepped through the door. They ate together then he lured her to the shower with him. They watched the evening news together, then went to bed and made love into the wee hours of the morning. 
 
    They fell into a strange sort of domestic bliss. Namtar left them alone. There was no more mention of babies or visiting Demeter. All they needed was each other and their life together. 
 
    So the night Athena came home to find flower petals strewn all over the foyer and living room, her heart nearly exploded from her chest. 
 
    Her squeal of fear brought the sound of footsteps. Mack appeared in the doorway of the kitchen, a towel in his hands. His dress shirt was rolled to the elbows and a few buttons were undone to show a peek of dark fuzz. His dark jeans gave his outfit a classic look. 
 
    “Hey,” he greeted. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be training,” she accused as she sucked in a breath to calm her heart. 
 
    “Ares and Hades had something to go over so we wrapped up early. Supper is almost done. Let me get you a glass of wine.” 
 
    It took a minute for Athena to set down her purse and to shake loose her suit coat. Mack returned to her with a wine glass half full of burgundy liquid. She sniffed it and smiled. It was a bottle of her favorite, given to her by Dionysus. She’d have to ask for another bottle. She was certain it was her last. 
 
    Mack pressed a kiss to her lips. “Have a seat, baby. I’ll bring your plate to you.” 
 
    “What’s the occasion?” she questioned. She’d never seen him domesticated like this before. 
 
    “You’ll see.” 
 
    She watched him retreat back into the kitchen before she sank into her chair and took another sip.  
 
    She looked up when Mack set a plate of baked salmon, seasoned potatoes, and asparagus before her. He sat down opposite her with his plate.  
 
    She was halfway through her fish when Mack spoke. “We have cheesecake for dessert.” 
 
    She laughed as she popped a forkful into her mouth. “This is delicious. I didn’t realize you could cook like this.” 
 
    “What? You mean not on a spit?” 
 
    “Sort of, yes.” 
 
    “I lived alone so I had plenty of time to learn and practice. I just never had a reason to use my skills before. Now I do.” 
 
    No more was said as they finished their supper. As the plates emptied, she noticed Mack fidget in his seat. He scooped up the empty plates and hurried into the kitchen. 
 
    “I can help,” Athena offered. 
 
    “No, no. Just give me a bit,” Mack answered.  
 
    She twisted the cloth napkin lying on her lap in her hands as she waited. She could sense his tension. He was nervous about something. 
 
    He shuffled to the table with a small plate in each hand. She heard him suck in a deep breath before he set her plate before her. 
 
    Athena gasped as her gaze fixed on the glittering diamond ring perched in the middle of her piece, a drizzle of cherry sauce framing it.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    She turned to Mack, wide-eyed, to find him on one knee before her. She never noticed him set his plate beside hers. 
 
    “Mack,” she started uneasily. 
 
    He took her hands in his. “Athena, I know this is sudden. But these last couple of weeks with you have been the best of my life. I don’t want that to end ever. I love you more than my own life. Please marry me. Be my wife.” 
 
    She gazed at him, his dark eyes watching her for an answer. She’d never thought about marriage. Now she knew this was the only man she wanted. Their future would be perfect. 
 
    Her heart plummeted in her chest. That would be true if she weren’t a goddess. She’d told her father she was still a maiden. He would never allow them to marry, much less be together. Just because her uncle blessed their relationship didn’t mean Zeus would. 
 
    And Zeus would make Mack pay for his transgressions for eternity. 
 
    She pulled from Mack’s grip. “I’m sorry, Mack. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    His lips pressed into a hard, thin line. “Why not?” 
 
    Her voice trembled as she spoke. “It’s just that I don’t think…” 
 
    “It’s your dad, isn’t it?” 
 
    She sighed as she nodded. “Mack, I don’t think you understand what he’s capable of.” 
 
    “I understand that it shouldn’t matter. If you love me, you shouldn’t cower to his whims.” 
 
    “It’s not that easy.” 
 
    “Yes, it is.” He rose to his feet. “You chose him over me. I guess I dodged a bullet, didn’t I? You’d always choose him over me.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t, Mack.” 
 
    He stormed across the living room to the front door.  
 
    Athena sprang to her feet. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m sleeping at the gym.” Mack ripped open the front door then slammed it behind him.  
 
    Athena dropped into her chair with a sob. She buried her face in her hands as hot tears stained her cheeks. She wanted to say yes. Instead she’d lost him. 
 
    The streetlamps outside were the only light in the room when Athena wiped her tears away. She picked up the plates and took them to the kitchen. She plucked the ring from the dessert then carefully rinsed it off. She nestled it back in its box with a whimper. She’d give it to Ares in the morning to return to Mack.  
 
    She dumped the contents of the plates in the trash then set them in the sink. With a sigh that broke her heart all over again, she shuffled up the stairs to bed.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The crackling broke through Athena’s senses. She felt her skin heat far too quickly. She blinked quick to rid the hold sleep had on her.  
 
    She scrambled up to sit as she caught sight of the fire that engulfed her room. The smoke snaked around her but didn’t choke her, even though she felt like she was being baked alive.  
 
    The flames licked everything around her but didn’t consume it. Her heart seized in her chest. She needed to run. She needed to find Mack, or Hades, or Ares, or Dad, or anyone who could help her. 
 
    “Hello, goddess.” 
 
    She turned slowly towards the bedroom door. Her eyes widened when she saw Namtar leaning against the doorframe. 
 
    “Hades told you to leave me alone,” she warned.  
 
    “The old man isn’t here.” He stepped towards her like a predator eyeing its next meal. With each stride his body morphed. Horns sprouted from his head. Red and gold scales covered his skin. Fangs peeked out from his lips. Eyes glowed crimson as they studied her. In his hand a long, thin etched sword appeared. 
 
    Athena swallowed down the lump in her throat. “But I can summon him.” 
 
    “Not in time.” 
 
    She scrambled off the opposite side of the bed, searching for a way to escape. She yelled as flames bit at her skin. The gleam of silver sliced through the air before it tore her flesh open. 
 
    As the goddess of war she had been cut before but the wound healed in an instant. Not this time. She winced as scarlet drops stained her snow-white nightgown. 
 
    “Do you fear me now? Where is your dog, goddess?” Namtar jeered as he stalked her. 
 
    “Get out of my house,” she demanded as she clenched her arm to her.  
 
    “Only when you have been sent across the Styx into your beloved uncle’s kingdom.”  
 
    Athena growled as she charged at him, ducking and rolling toward the door at the last moment. She heard his roar as she sprinted towards the bedroom door.  
 
    Her foot hit the top of the stair when she heard the air around her rip apart. The sword’s blade flashed like a lightning bolt as it severed her flesh through the back of her thigh. Her leg buckled beneath her. The staircase bounced around her as she tumbled down the stairs, landing at the bottom like a rag doll. 
 
    Her leg and arm throbbed as her skin burned. She watched through her hazy vision as the fire in her bedroom extinguished itself. Namtar descended the steps, wielding the blood-stained sword before him. Her blood. She tried to make her muscles function, but she couldn’t move. She didn’t know she could die. And all she could think of was that she would never see Mack again. She only wanted one last kiss. 
 
    “Good night, sweet goddess.” Namtar raised the sword to strike. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” 
 
    The frigid air was welcome on Athena’s singed skin. It made her shiver. Her vision was dim, but she noticed Namtar shrink back. 
 
    “Almost too late,” Namtar jeered as he dropped the sword. 
 
    “I explicitly told you to stay away from my niece and her lover. You didn’t listen. What should I do with you now? Apollo.” 
 
    A dark figure stepped over her body and stalked towards Namtar. She knew that voice, even though it was distant. The pain kept her from assembling her thoughts. 
 
    There was a quick burst of light. “Yes, Uncle. How may I ser…what the fuck?” 
 
    She heard an inhuman howl then gasping. “Apollo, tend to your cousin. Do whatever it takes before she succumbs to her wounds. She’s losing blood too fast. Now, demon, it’s your turn to suffer. Or maybe I should save enough of you for her lover to decimate in the cage.” 
 
    Athena caught a glimpse of Apollo hovering over her, his unruly, bushy blond hair a halo in her sight. “Hang on, Athena. Keep your eyes on me. Stay with me. Hades is dealing with this guy who hurt you.” 
 
    Athena licked her dry lips as she struggled to speak. “Apollo.” 
 
    “Yeah. I got you, cuz.” 
 
    “Apol…” 
 
    The room faded to black as she felt her head loll to the side. Apollo’s cries were the last thing she heard as his voice disappeared.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Was the River Styx this bright? 
 
    Athena moaned as the flood of light worked to break through her senses. As memory serves, the place was pretty dark. Maybe crossing over was quite the same. Didn’t mortals talk about a bright light? 
 
    She tried to move but hissed in response. Everything hurt. Nothing ever ached like this. She fought to pry her eyes open. 
 
    “Slow, sweetheart. You took quite a beating.” 
 
    Athena’s brow creased in confusion. Demeter? When did Demeter get to her place? 
 
    Athena felt the bed shift beneath her then heard Demeter speak “You better be glad that nothing happened to the baby, Hades.” 
 
    Athena’s eyes popped open. The room around her wasn’t white like her bedroom. Instead it had a coffee colored rustic look. Her aunt sat beside her. A tall man dressed in an expensive, black suit stood beside the bed, his arms crossed across his chest. Stubble grazed his angular cheeks and chin. His thick, black hair was combed elegantly. He watched her with his ice blue eyes. “My first concern was saving her life, Demeter. The baby wasn’t going to survive if its mother was dead.” 
 
    “Baby?” Athena stammered, 
 
    “You didn’t know?” Demeter countered. 
 
    “No. I was supposed to come talk to you. Namtar told Mack I was. But he started training and we sort of forgot about it.” 
 
    Demeter spun towards Hades and glared at him. “Really?” 
 
    The lord of the underworld was unfazed. “We need to get you out of bed, Athena.” 
 
    Demeter huffed. “Tell him to have his ridiculous tribunal without her.” 
 
    “He’s having it because of her. I tried to get him to relent but you know Zeus when he gets on something.” 
 
    Demeter rolled her eyes. “I do. Let her just lay here a bit longer. Did you bring her clothes to change into? I could go see if Persephone has something that will fit.” 
 
    “Demeter, they’re not the same size,” Hades huffed. 
 
    “And you know this how?” 
 
    For the first time since Athena woke up, Hades grinned. “I know Persephone’s size.” 
 
    Athena watched her aunt fight to suppress a snarl. “Please step outside and I’ll help her change.” 
 
    Hades gave them a reverent bow before he strode from the room.  
 
    “Tribunal?” Athena asked, her voice weak. 
 
    Demeter sighed. “Yes. The family is arriving. Your father called for it last night before we knew about the attack.” 
 
    “Did someone tell him about it?” 
 
    Demeter paused. “Yes. It didn’t change his mind. Let me help you out of bed and help you get dressed.” 
 
    Demeter scooted off the bed then offered her hands to her niece. Athena gripped as tight as she could as the older goddess helped her to her feet. Never in her existence had Athena had trouble standing but at this point she couldn’t stop her legs from wobbling. 
 
    Demeter guided her to the foot of the bed then motioned for Athena to hold on to it. “You just hang there and I’ll dress you.” 
 
    “Alright,” Athena agreed. 
 
    Demeter scooped up each garment and assisted Athena as she tugged each article on. Athena looked up at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was peppered with deep bruises. Her lower lip was swollen. The glimmer of tears shone in her eyes. 
 
    “I thought Hades and Persephone were joined at the hip whenever they were within one hundred feet of each other.” 
 
    Demeter brushed a lock of hair from Athena’s shoulder. “When she saw you, she gave him space. None of us have ever seen injury like that. It frightened her. Let's head downstairs.” 
 
    Athena grasped her wrist. “Wait.” 
 
    She turned to the mirror then closed her eyes. She concentrated on her power. Every muscle, every inch of flesh was on fire. It would take everything in her to hold up this illusion. She just hoped her father didn’t filibuster like he was prone to do. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, the blemishes were gone, and her perfect skin was back. It wouldn’t take away the limp though. She’d have to find a reason to sit. 
 
    “Now I’m ready,” Athena murmured. 
 
    “Let’s go then.” Demeter offered her arm to her niece. Athena leaned as much of her weight as she could on the goddess as they made their way from the room and down the stairs. 
 
    Half the Pantheon was already in the living room when they reached the final step. Hades relaxed against the arm of the sofa with Persephone in his arms. Persephone snuggled as close as she could to her husband, intermixing her words with gentle kisses. 
 
    A man with long, dreadlocked hair and sun-kissed skin was sipping on a glass of amber liquid. Uncle Poseidon looked like he was thoroughly enjoying himself, by the smile on his face. 
 
    Apollo, Artemis and Ares were already seated at the dining room table conversing in heated whispers. It looked like the start of a huge family dinner. It was a far cry from the tribunals they used to have on Olympus. 
 
    When Artemis laid eyes on her she shot out of her seat and raced to Athena’s side. She took Athena’s arm and led her to a chair between the two gods. “You healed already?”  
 
    Athena slumped into the offered seat. “Not really. I’m using all my power to give the illusion I am fine.” She looked at Apollo. “Thank you for saving my life.” 
 
    Apollo gave her a sheepish grin. “I did my best. I’ve never dealt with anything like it.” 
 
    “You kept me alive. That’s all I could ask for.” 
 
    She turned to her other side as a hand gripped hers.  
 
    “Where was Mack?” Ares demanded. 
 
    “He slept at the gym. I figured you knew,” Athena answered. 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Why’d he do something like that?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    Athena’s words were cut off when the front door swung open. First in was Hera, her scowl evident as she took in her sister’s living room.  
 
    Zeus appeared a few steps behind her, his countenance like granite. Athena knew that stony look. Lightning bolts followed soon after. 
 
    Several gods and goddesses filed in behind them and found a seat at the table.  
 
    Zeus gave a pointed look at Hades then strode to the head of the table where Poseidon waited. Hades pressed one last kiss to Persephone’s lips then followed his brother. 
 
    The rest of the gods and goddesses shuffled off to find their places. Hera looked visibly irritated that Poseidon and Hades took the chairs next to her husband. She dropped into the one next to the lord of the underworld with a snarl. 
 
    “This tribunal will come to order,” Zeus announced. 
 
    “Why exactly are we here, brother?” Poseidon questioned. “You weren’t exactly clear on the phone and I haven’t witnessed anything that would require punishment this dire. Besides, aren’t we missing someone?” 
 
    Everyone’s attention turned to the empty chair between Hera and Demeter. 
 
    Ares’s growled loud enough for everyone to hear. “If that bitch shows her face I swear I’ll tear it off her.” 
 
    “Now, Ares,” Hera chided as she sipped from the wine glass before her. Athena noticed that everyone else but Poseidon was nursing water or coffee. “Aphrodite has just as much place at this table as you. Maybe even more. We all actually like her.” 
 
    There was a shimmer in the air moments before Aphrodite appeared in the empty chair. Her big, blue eyes stared at Ares. “Thank you, Hera.” 
 
    Hera swigged down the rest of her glass. “Anytime, doll.” 
 
    Poseidon’s grip on the god of war was the only thing that kept Ares in his seat. 
 
    Zeus glared at Athena as he cleared his throat. She had never seen him that angry before. It sent a shiver down her spine making it hard to keep her illusion intact.  
 
    “If we can continue, I will explain the charges. It seems that one of our maiden goddesses has fallen out of grace. It would be one thing if it was forced upon her. But she gave up her purity willingly. This cannot go without punishment.” 
 
    Hades gaze flickered from Zeus to Athena. “So what you’re saying is that you want to exile Athena because she lost her virginity and fell in love with someone?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I’m saying,” Zeus replied. 
 
    “Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “Her actions were unacceptable.” 
 
    “She’s the goddess of wisdom and war. If she were the goddess of virginity I could understand. Wake up and join the twenty-first century, Zeus.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Hera protested. “Do you want the goddess of wisdom to be a little tramp?” 
 
    “Not a tramp, Mom,” Ares argued. “One guy. That’s it. And he loves her. You and Dad both met him, so this isn’t like it’s a surprise.” 
 
    “What brought all this on?” Demeter inquired. “If you know of this man, why suddenly are you bothered by him, Zeus.” 
 
    “Because this human dared walk into my office and had the audacity to ask for Athena’s hand in marriage,” Zeus answered, his teeth gritted together. 
 
    There were gasps and murmurs around the table followed by loud debating. Athena studied those around her as she fought to keep her power in check. She couldn’t shove aside what she’d heard. Mack went to the King of the Gods, her father, and asked for her hand in marriage. That took courage beyond anyone’s belief. 
 
    And she turned him down to please Zeus. She would never get the chance again. She blinked back the tears that stung her eyes. 
 
    Poseidon’s voice rang over the chaos. “Aphrodite is the goddess of love. What does she think?” 
 
    The room fell silent and all eyes turned to the goddess of love. Aphrodite shrunk in her seat at the attention. Athena felt Ares bristle at her side. 
 
    “Great King,” Aphrodite began. “You brought us down from Olympus to this modern world to mingle with mortals. I don’t understand how we can do that and still hold fast to our old traditions.” 
 
    Ares growled at her but Athena gripped hold of his hand quieted.  
 
    “Shh,” Athena gasped out past the agony. “I think she’s on our side.” 
 
    Aphrodite must have heard her because she gave Athena a small smile. “If this mortal had the courage to face you, and Athena loves him, I see no reason why they shouldn’t be wed.” 
 
    Zeus hissed as he took in the rest of the room. “Do the rest of you agree with her? I want a show of hands from those who agree.” 
 
    All but Zeus and Hera raised their hands. Poseidon shrugged as he did. “Don’t force modern technology on us without paying the price, brother.” 
 
    “Tribunal adjourned.” Zeus shoved away from the table and stormed through the dining room and out the front door. Hera seemed perfectly content to finish her second glass of wine before following her husband. 
 
    Apollo laughed as he looked at Athena. “Welcome to the misfits. You know, the kids Zeus isn’t too fond of.” 
 
    Artemis reached across her brother to clasp Athena’s hand. “You can marry Mack. Granted, the fact you gave it up to him still makes me want to throat punch him. But you get your happy ever after.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Athena looked at Ares. “That’s why Mack was at the gym. He proposed and I turned him down. I figured Dad wouldn’t allow it. I had no idea Mack had gone to him first.” 
 
    Ares clenched his eyes shut and shook his head. “Sis.” 
 
    “We had this tribunal for nothing. I gave him up. Now, I need to get upstairs. I can’t hold this illusion much longer.” 
 
    Athena slowly stood while her siblings hopped to their feet to flock around her. They only managed a few feet before Apollo froze in his tracks. 
 
    “Who is that big guy with Juliet?” he questioned. 
 
    Ares stopped and frowned at Apollo. “Juliet is at home.” 
 
    “No, she’s not. She’s outside with some big guy.” Apollo pointed through the gauzy curtain to something outside the window. 
 
    Ares let go of Athena and ran out the front door. The two sisters looked at each other before they and Apollo followed him. 
 
    Ares had already made it halfway across the large, lush green lawn and had Juliet wrapped tight in his arms. Beside them stood Mack, his gaze locked on Athena. He strode towards them. 
 
    Athena looked at Apollo. “Stop him, please.” 
 
    “Why?” Apollo countered. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to drop the illusion here and I’m about to lose it. If he gets here, we won’t move.” 
 
    “Got it.” Apollo jogged down the staircase, catching Mack before he could ascend it. Mack looked furious as Apollo dragged him back towards Ares and Juliet. 
 
    Artemis braced Athena as they scuttled across the grass as quick as Athena was able. Her body shook as they got closer.  
 
    Mack broke free of Apollo and closed the distance between them. “Hermes came to Juliet and reported the attack. She found me at the gym and told me what he said. She said Namtar attacked you but you don’t look hurt.” 
 
    “I…” A full body shiver raged through her followed by a wave of fatigue. She whimpered at the horror in Mack’s face.  
 
    “Baby. Fuck. I never should have left.” Mack took her tenderly in his arms.  
 
    Athena snuggled against Mack’s chest. His strength kept her standing. She pressed her ear to his chest. 
 
    “That bastard did this to you,” he murmured against her hair. “And when I left, I let him.” 
 
    “It was best that way. He would have killed you immediately.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to rip his limbs off.” 
 
    She closed her eyes as she leaned against him. She took one deep breath after another.  
 
    “What was the meeting about?” Mack asked  
 
    “It wasn’t a meeting,” Ares replied. “It was a tribunal.” 
 
    Mack’s brow creased as he growled. “Against who?” 
 
    “Athena. Zeus was pretty pissed that you dared ask for her hand. It was bad enough you violated his precious flower.” 
 
    “And?” Mack’s voice was low and dangerous. 
 
    “The gods ruled that it was the twenty-first century and maybe he should catch up. They determined that if she wants to be your wife, it’s her decision, not her father’s.” 
 
    Athena cracked an eye open and smiled. “Thanks for letting me handle that, bro.” 
 
    Ares smirked. “No problem, Sis.” 
 
    “So now what?” Mack questioned. 
 
    Athena opened her mouth even though she had no idea what to say. Did she want to have Mack as her husband? She’d never really thought about it. It was forbidden. She knew she never wanted to let him go. 
 
    She didn’t get a word out before Juliet interrupted. The nymph stared back at the house.  “Who are they? They look so in love.” 
 
    Athena turned back to see Hades and Persephone on the top step, their arms wrapped tight around each other. She had her face buried against his chest as she clung to him like her life depended on it. He hugged her just as tight to him. 
 
    “It’s Hades and Persephone,” Ares answered. “You met him once. He tried to recruit you. Or flirt with you, depending on who you ask.” 
 
    “That guy is not Hades,” Juliet retorted. “The Hades I met in Vegas was a fat pimp who dressed bad. That guy is…” 
 
    A glare from Ares cut off her words. Juliet took a deep breath and continued. “Well dressed.” 
 
    They watched as Hades tipped Persephone’s chin up and placed a long, passionate kiss on her lips. They parted as a voice from the town car called to Hades. He kissed her brow then her lips. His arms were hesitant as he let her go. Persephone grabbed Hades hand, following him as he descended the steps. He looked back at her for a long moment then pulled her back to him once more before letting her go. She waved to him as the car drove off, not budging from the spot until it disappeared. 
 
    Athena gasped as her knees buckled. She clung to Mack to keep from falling.  
 
    “Can you make it home?” Mack questioned, concern in his voice. 
 
    “No such thing.” 
 
    They all turned to find Demeter strolling through the yard to them.  
 
    She smiled at them. “The house is clear. Take her upstairs and tuck her into bed. I’ll make supper for us all.”  
 
    “Where is Persephone?” Juliet inquired with her arms crossed over her chest. 
 
    “Juliet,” Ares chided. 
 
    “It’s not fair they can’t be together.” 
 
    “You do realize that’s why we have the seasons, correct?” Demeter countered. 
 
    “Still,” Juliet persisted. 
 
    Demeter rubbed her brow. “For your information, I am currently converting an old stable into a mother-in-law suite for my son-in-law, so to speak. That way they can be alone here when it’s not his time to have her. I’m not entirely heartless.” She waved to the house. “Are we good now? Go. Get it done.” 
 
    Athena squealed as Mack scooped her into his arms. He carried her across the lawn, leaping up the steps two at a time. She tried to hold tight to him, but her strength faltered. He just held her tighter to his chest. 
 
    He climbed the inside staircase and turned for the bedroom. He laid her on the mattress then tugged the sheets free from around her. She snuggled into the pillow and smiled at him. Her eyes widened as he crawled in beside her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m not letting you out of my sight ever again.” Mack stroked her hair from her face. His touch was tender on her bruised skin. She felt her eyes grow heavy. “But my aunt.” 
 
    “Will be fine. Sleep.” 
 
    “Okay.” She felt the pull of sleep drag her under. Just as she drifted away she heard him speak. “I love you, Athena.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    It took two weeks before Athena could walk straight again. She drifted in and out of sleep for the first two days. Each time she woke, Mack was by her side tucked beneath the covers. He carried her to the shower and joined her to help her wash. His touch on her bare skin excited her. It was evident by his near constant erection he wanted her just as much.  
 
    But he wouldn’t give in to his desires. There was guilt in his gaze. As much as she tried to assure him that she was getting better he didn’t shake it. 
 
    The full moon rose on the third day. At twilight Mack disappeared into the woods to change. Demeter took his place caring for Athena until sunup. When Mack collapsed in bed the next morning too exhausted to do much to help, the goddess of the harvest called in the reinforcements. 
 
    Persephone took the first couple of days, pulling out her books of Mad Libs for entertainment. Athena groaned. What Persephone saw in those fool games she would never know. 
 
    Ares took a day or two, then returned daily to train with Mack. A few other gods and goddesses filtered in and out to help. 
 
    On the last day of the full moon, Athena was bundled up on the living room couch with a mug of hot cocoa in her hands. She watched out the window for Mack to return. It made her anxious when he went out to hunt. She had seen him as a werewolf and it was the most terrifying thing she had ever laid eyes on. It still worried her that he could get shot or attacked by another animal. 
 
    She was so consumed with her thoughts that she never heard the steps of high dollar designer loafers enter the room until the voice reached her. “You aunt informed me that it was my turn to take care of you.”  
 
    Athena turned to find Zeus hovering over her beside the sofa. He sucked in a loud breath when he saw her. Time had healed quite a bit but she still looked rough. 
 
    “I didn’t realize it was this bad. You didn’t look like this when I saw you last,” he remarked. “Is there anything I can get you?” 
 
    She raised her mug to him. “I’m fine, Dad. I’m sure you have important meetings to get to. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I cleared my schedule.” Zeus slipped his suit coat off then laid it over the back of a plush, floral chair. He settled in the seat. “Besides, if I left I wouldn’t hear the end of it from Demeter.” 
 
    Athena smirked at him. Her heart raged in anger. “Thanks, Dad. Glad to know you care.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Athena set her mug on the end table then buried her hands in her lap so he wouldn’t see them shake. “First you try to exile me, then it’s a bother to take care of me after I’m attacked and nearly killed.” 
 
    Zeus threw up his hands. “I don’t even understand why, or how you were attacked. There is nothing under Olympus that should be able to do this to you.” 
 
    “Try a Sumerian death demon, that can kill gods.” 
 
    Zeus’s countenance darkened. “The werewolf’s opponent for his fight.” 
 
    “Yes. Namtar.” 
 
    “So this is Mack Bradshaw’s fault. The demon hurt you instead of him.” 
 
    “No, Dad. It’s yours. Namtar wants to destroy the King of the Gods. He knew he couldn’t attack you directly. He knew he’d have to weaken you first. So he tried to kill the one he believed you loved. Too bad for him he was way off base.” 
 
    Zeus’s face fell. “Athena, that’s not true. He had it right.” 
 
    “Really, Dad? Exile.” 
 
    “I wanted to get you away from that werewolf. Ever since he’s come into your life you don’t call or text as much. And I hardly ever see you.” 
 
    “Exile would fix that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was furious. I didn’t think it all through. Then when I heard you were attacked, I assumed it was him.” 
 
    “It wasn’t. His only transgression was that he left me alone that night. But then he did ask me to be his wife and I said no because I didn’t want to disappoint you.” Tears pooled in Athena’s eyes. “So there’s that.” 
 
    There was silence for a long moment before Zeus spoke. “Do you love him?” 
 
    Athena didn’t answer. She just nodded. 
 
    Zeus huffed. “Do you want him as your husband? Taking my influence out of the equation.” 
 
    Athena shrugged as she wiped at her damp cheeks. “I never want to let him go. So yes.” 
 
    “Then you should.” 
 
    “The offer is off the table.” 
 
    “I could demand he ask you again.” 
 
    Athena let go an awkward laugh. “I don’t think it works that way, Dad.” 
 
    “I’m the King of the Gods. If anyone can do it, it’s me. Or Aphrodite, I suppose.” 
 
    He chuckled with her then cocked his head. “I’ve never seen you cry this much before.” 
 
    “Well, I guess you should know. It’ll be obvious soon. Juliet isn’t the only one pregnant. I am too.” 
 
    Zeus’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Mack and I are having a baby.” 
 
    She could see the war of emotions going on in his eyes as he stared away from her into the dining room. The one he ended up with was resignation. “The baby survived the attack?” 
 
    “Thanks to Apollo, yes.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful news. Are you happy?” 
 
    She couldn’t help but smile. “Yes. Very.” 
 
    “Then I’m happy for you. Just do me a favor? Keep it from Hera for a while. She’s still not handling Ares and Juliet’s news well. Two little demigods on the way. We’re going to have our hands full.” 
 
    Athena’s smile grew wider. “Yes, we are. Grandpa.” 
 
    He stared at her, dumbfounded. She didn’t miss the tinge of pink in his cheeks when he finally smiled with her. 
 
    They both turned as the front door swung open. Mack strode in wearing only a pair of sweatpants. His bare flesh glimmered with sweat.  
 
    Athena swallowed hard. She hoped he got over his guilt soon. She wasn’t sure how much more she could take of looking but not touching. 
 
    Zeus stood slowly and turned to face Mack, his face like stone. 
 
    Mack glanced from father to daughter and back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt. I wanted to check up on Athena and grab a bite for breakfast before I met up with Ares.” 
 
    Zeus offered his hand to Mack. “You weren’t interrupting. I’m here to take care of Athena. It’s good to see you again, Mr. Bradshaw.” 
 
    Mack shook his hand. “It’s good to see you too, Mr... ummm...Senator Lynch? Your excellency? Forgive me. I’m barely knowledgeable on how to address my own people.” 
 
    Zeus chuckled. “Just call me Zeus. It’s easier. Why don’t I find something for us for breakfast?” He glanced at the couple one last time before disappearing into the kitchen. 
 
    Mack sank into the sofa next to Athena. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    Athena laughed softly. “We talked. We’re on the path to working things out.” 
 
    “But he wanted to exile you.” 
 
    “I brought that up. I brought a lot of things up. Like the baby.” 
 
    Mack rolled his eyes. “Now I’m a dead man.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight. “He took it better than Hera did about Ares and Juliet’s pregnancy. He is by no means completely happy about us. But he’s coming around. And he gave…”  
 
    Athena clipped her words short. Just because her father gave any union between her and Mack his blessing didn’t mean the offer was on the table. It wasn’t. She’d screwed up and rejected it. 
 
    Mack brushed a lock of hair from her face. “Gave what?” 
 
    “Nothing. I talk too much. Could you hold me? I’m a little cold.” 
 
    “Of course, love.” He held her close to him, tugging her onto his lap. She laid her head against his chest to listen to the steady rhythm of his heart. She would love this man until the end of time. She just wished she hadn’t been such a fool.  
 
    * * * * 
 
    Mack rubbed his taped hands as he waited for his turn. There was no anxiety, there was no fear. There was just the deep seeded, undying need to enact revenge. 
 
    He didn’t let Athena go with him to the weigh-in. She had recovered remarkably well and all that was left from Namtar’s attack was a slight limp, which would go away, and two heinous scars that never would. She joked with him that they made her look badass. As far as he was concerned, she didn’t need them. She was the most badass woman he’d ever known. 
 
    He begged Demeter and Apollo to check on their child. The abuse Athena had gone through tore him apart. Losing his son or daughter would kill him. Both assured him that the little tike had a heartbeat like a raging storm and was growing like a weed. Whoever they were, they were bound to give their parents lots of challenges. 
 
    He sighed as he drove a fist into the palm of the other hand. If only Mom and Dad could be together to watch him or her grow up. Both Athena and Zeus had made it clear that marriage was not an option. He carried the ring everywhere he went hoping for the perfect moment to ask again. But he knew it would never happen. 
 
    Little did Zeus and Athena know, they weren’t getting rid of him that easily. He had a new job working for Hades and Ares. He sold his truck and was going to move his things from the swamp in the next week or two.  
 
    Hades even struck a bargain with Artemis to use her forest when he needed to change. Of course, he couldn’t touch any animals unless she directed. Hades told Mack he agreed, with an eye roll. At some point, Artemis needed to get a grip. 
 
    He heard someone clear their throat and looked to see who was in the room with him. Speaking of the devil, so to speak. 
 
    “Yeah, boss?” Mack greeted with an amused grin. 
 
    “I was just waiting for the train of thought you were riding to return to the station,” Hades replied with a smirk. He appeared naturally, with no illusion, dressed in a black designer suit. The more Mack thought about it, he hadn’t seen the Las Vegas pimp version of him in a long time. 
 
    “I’m good. What’s going on?” 
 
    “You’re one fight out. Ares will meet you at the curtain. I will be with the lovely ladies.” 
 
    “You’re not cornering me with Ares?” 
 
    “Do you really need me shouting nonsense to you? I don’t have any idea what this all is yet. What I do know, is that you better not disappoint me. If you win, Namtar will be a distant memory. If not, he will have the opportunity to strike again.” 
 
    “I’m not losing,” Mack replied. 
 
    “Good. I’ll walk you to the curtain.” 
 
    Mack stood and strode to the door, holding it open for the lord of the underworld. Together they wove their way through the corridors beneath the arena to the curtain separating the backstage from the crowd. Hades nodded to both of them, then slipped through the black fabric. 
 
    “Ready?” Ares asked. 
 
    “I’ve never been more ready to beat someone down,” Mack answered.  
 
    The crowd roared to signal the end of the match before his. Out of the corner of his eye he could see Namtar approach like a cat on the prowl. The demon looked much worse for the wear. Hades had beaten him within an inch of his existence for hurting Athena. 
 
    Tonight, Mack would finish the job. 
 
    Ares gripped his shoulder as a classic rock song shook the building. “In the cage, Mack. Save it for there.” 
 
    Mack growled at Namtar then stormed to the cage with Ares on his heels. He stopped before the official and popped out his mouth guard enough to prove it was there. After the official nodded in acknowledgement, he patted Mack down.  
 
    He saw Athena when he turned to get last instructions from Ares. She sat beside Hades dressed in a long ruby sleeveless gown. The slit framed a slender knee crossed over the other. Her long blonde hair flowed free over her shoulders. She looked like a movie star. It was hard for him to believe someone so beautiful was carrying his baby. 
 
    On the other side of Hades sat Persephone cuddled up to her husband also dressed in an evening gown. Demeter sat beside her daughter in a floral blouse and jeans looking none too pleased. Beside Athena sat Juliet in a lilac gown. Artemis sat beside the nymph dressed in black jeans and a T-shirt looking like she was ready to throat punch someone. 
 
    Ares rubbed the petroleum jelly on Mack’s face then gave him a quick hug. Mack hopped up the steps into the cage, making his way to his corner as the crowd chanted his name. 
 
    A foreign tune rang through the building as Namtar stalked toward the chain link structure alone. He presented himself to the official to go through the same routine as Mack had before joining him in the octagon. Namtar’s blood red stare never left Mack as he went to his corner.  
 
    The referee motioned the two opponents to the center of the mat to go over the rules. Mack fought back a grin. If the poor man had any idea he was addressing a werewolf and a demon, he might understand the rules were null and void.  
 
    He sent them back to their corners. When both of them were ready, he dropped his hand. “Fight.”  
 
    Mack shuffled out of his corner looking for an opening to attack as he threw a combination of jabs, crosses and hooks. None landed on Namtar. The demon seemed to be bouncing in and out of Mack’s reach at an inhuman rate. 
 
    The first punch Namtar landed struck Mack’s temple, dazing him. A moment later another hit the back of his head. Mack raised his hands up and turned to face Namtar, but the demon was never in his sight. The blows kept coming through all over his head. The room swayed a little as his vision clouded.  
 
    Mack stopped in his tracks as another punch landed in his eye socket. There was a pattern. He took a quarter turn then braced for the blow to his cheek as he counted. He got to the number two before the fist hit his face.  
 
    Mack counted to two again then lashed out with a back kick. No punch landed on him but he heard a grunt as his foot embedded into Namtar’s belly.  
 
    Mack pivoted to take advantage of the kick. He brought a knee up into Namtar’s face then downstroked with an elbow. The demon collapsed onto the mat, blood trickling down his cheek from the cut left by Mack’s elbow. 
 
    Mack descended on him, straddling his hips to rain strikes down on him. The referee pulled him off as the sixth or seventh blow left Namtar lying there senseless. Mack retreated to his corner as he raised his hands in victory. His heart thundered in his chest as Athena mimicked him, a brilliant smile on her face. Ares was by his side a moment later. He wrapped Mack in a bearhug that lifted the big man off his feet. 
 
    Once Namtar was on his feet again, the referee motioned Mack back to the center of the mat. As the announcer declared the winner, the referee raised Mack’s hand over his head. The roar of the audience was deafening. It wasn’t nearly as satisfying as getting to beat the crap out of the one that nearly killed the woman he loved.  
 
    Once the referee dropped his arms, Mack turned to watch Namtar shuffle from the cage into the crowd. As he passed, Hades stood. He winked to Ares and Mack before following the demon from the building. 
 
    “Is he?” Mack inquired, 
 
    “He won’t be threatening any of us again. Hades is going to make him a resident of the underworld. He told me he had Cerberus back there somewhere to finish the job. I have no idea how. That dog is louder than hell.” 
 
    The officials motioned them from the cage and back towards the corridors. They didn’t make it to the curtain before they were joined by the women waiting for them. Ever Demeter looked overjoyed at witnessing an MMA fight. He got a hug from each of the five women before Athena took his hand and led him to the locker room. 
 
    It took all the willpower in him not to strip the ruby gown from her body the second the locker room door shut. His now swollen cock went to war with his cup. If he didn’t suspect the rest would come through the door any second, he’d pick her up in his arms and bury himself inside her. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and kissed him. It didn’t help the state he was in. 
 
    “Congratulations,” she murmured against his lips. 
 
    “Thank you. If we go home, I can show you just how thankful I am.” 
 
    “And you leave for Georgia in the morning?” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    She let go of him and retreated a few steps.  
 
    He frowned at her. “What is it?” 
 
    Athena hugged herself tight. “How are we going to raise this baby in two separate states?” 
 
    He cocked a smile at her. “We’re not. I haven’t had a chance to tell you. I’m going to Georgia to pack and finish the sale paperwork on my truck. I’m moving to DC. I work for Ares and Hades now.” 
 
    “You’re fighting for them?” 
 
    “I’m Vice President of talent. I recruit fighters. I book fights. I put the fight card together. Yeah, I’ll be fighting when I want, and I’ll be traveling, but I will live in the same city as you. And if you’re so kind, possibly the same house.” 
 
    She grinned as she closed the distance between them again and hugged him tight. She bit her lower lip. “I know I screwed up and the offer is off the table, but if you ever wanted to ask me to marry you again, I would say yes. There would be no question. And Dad gave me his blessing the morning he came to take care of me, in case you might ask again.” 
 
    He gazed at her quizzically. “The offer was never off the table. You may have said no but the question still stands. The ring is in my bag. I carry it wherever I go. So, marry me. Just don’t make me get on my knee again.” 
 
    She laughed as she pressed a long, deep kiss to his lips. “No, no knee. And yes, I will marry you Mack Bradshaw. I want to be your wife.” 
 
    He swept her into his arm as he parted her mouth with his. He’d never looked for love. He’d spurned it every time it had reached for him. He’d lived all his life believing love was for suckers. 
 
    That was, until his goddess fell from the sky into his arms. All he knew was that he never wanted to go back. And he would never let her go. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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