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Chapter One

 


Pepper wished that Kasper
could have been there at her graduation, but alas, she hadn’t been
able to make the trip. Pepper was alone again. She took another
breath and sighed. Turning, she walked off stage after getting her
diploma, and back to her seat in the sea of students. She wouldn’t
give in to self-pity. She knew she was stronger than
that.

She shifted slightly,
listened to the last of the announcements of names, and finally the
group stood up like a rogue wave on the ocean and let their
graduation caps fly through the air. Giddy laughter fell from many
of the students’ lips.

Pepper quickly moved away
from the crowds and the well-wishers, walking to her vehicle. She
pulled off the graduation gown and tossed it and her hat into the
trunk. She was free. She had a job waiting for her at St. John
Industries, but more than that, she was finally free.
Thank God.

Turning on the music,
Pepper began to hum and then sing with a grin as she drove toward
her apartment so she could load the car for the move back across
the country to where St. John Industries Corporate Offices were
located. She had packed everything she needed from her small
apartment so that she could leave right after graduation. She
didn’t really have a great number of friends because she couldn’t
let just anyone into her life. It was far too hard to trust
someone, not when she had been so hurt all her life before Kasper
saved her.

And then she began to
think of them. Two men that had come to keep her cousin safe against an
enemy that Pepper couldn’t understand to this day. She knew that
Kasper had run up against a number of people in the past who’d
thought to destroy her, but she didn’t know how bad it was until
she had seen the people brought in to protect her. Pepper had been
pretty shaken up by two of the men that were part of the protection
detail. Not because they had hurt her, but because they made her
feel things she shouldn’t feel. But that had been four years ago.
Today was obviously different.

Pepper thought back to the
time she’d spent with the two men in question and found herself
once more wishing for things she shouldn’t. She was now legal, at
twenty-two, but the truth was, she knew they weren’t interested in
her. They had made that very clear to her when she had tried to
kiss Lincoln.

Yep, people like her were
doomed to walk the world alone. That was fine with her, however,
because she had gotten free of the monster that had raised her and
was able to receive the education that she knew she wouldn’t have
if she’d stayed with her father and brothers. No, she was better
off where she was.

Once at her apartment she
kicked off her shoes and changed into a pair of shorts and a
spaghetti strap shirt. After putting her clothes in the suitcase
waiting by the door, she looked around and sighed. “Goodbye,
apartment.” She had lived alone for the last four years. She didn’t
have visitors or do the whole group study thing. Her past, or some
stroke of fate, ensured that no matter how many times she made
dates, or tried to make friends, it was derailed quickly, and she
remained alone.

She walked out of her
apartment and stopped by the manager’s office to turn in the key.
“Thank you for having me here, Hera.”

The woman looked up from the magazine
she was reading and gave Pepper a look that could kill. She rolled
her eyes and turned the page of her magazine and with a bored
monotone voice said, “Good riddance. I was trying to think of how
to have you evicted. Saved me the time.”

Pepper would have been
hurt, but honestly, Hera went out of her way to make Pepper’s life
miserable. She walked away from the building with her head held
high and a hope for a better tomorrow. She had a job to get to, and
if all went well she would be able to work her way up in the
company and maybe, just maybe, she would make a friend.

****

Hera let out a frustrated
scream that she contained in the shitty office at the apartment
complex. “That little bitch.” She tossed a pen, and it embedded
itself deeply into the wall. “Gods be fucking damned. She should be
dead by now. Why the fuck couldn’t any of the little bastards pull
it off?” She knew she was speaking to herself, but the fact was,
she had needed Pepper to die before she graduated and went back to
those fucking men. She was very well aware of just who was meant
for that little bitch, and Hera had to stop it. She needed to free
Hades so that Zeus would finally fucking pay for sleeping with
Pepper’s grandmother. Little cunt looked too fucking much like Zeus
now for there to be any doubt as to who she was.

She once again checked her
shielding on the little bitch and sighed. “At least the other gods
still can’t see her. That’s good.” If they could see her they would
know that Hera had been her watcher, and they would also see that
the last one wasn’t descended from one of the lower Gods, but from
the King of them all. “That fucking bastard!”

She was pissed. Pissed
because her husband sought comfort in another woman’s arms and
pissed that the Fates had walked up to her the day that Pepper was
born and put the child into her care—after—they told her that the child
was of Zeus’s blood. Those fucking whores needed to pay next, and
once she had Hades free they would ensure that they all
paid.

Rising to her full height
of six feet even, Hera vanished from the apartment manager’s office
and landed in her private quarters on Olympus. Seeing two of her
many men there, eunuchs thanks to fucking Zeus, she smiled, and a
plan formed.

“Oh boys.” She purred the
words, which had them turning to look at her. “I have a job for you
both. It will require that you go to Earth. If you make me happy on
this I will ensure that you get your manhood back.”

Both men suddenly were
very interested in what she had to say. She knew she had them by
the balls, so to speak. “I need you to find this bitch.” Hera
produced a photo of Pepper. “And kill her. Any way that you want
to. Just ensure that she dies.” She smiled, giving them powerful
weapons. The little whore didn’t even understand what power she
walked around with. Idiot.

When the men disappeared,
she walked to her personal mirror and whispered the words,
“Hades, come to me now, lover.”
She smiled when the mirror swirled in angry black
tones.

“What have I said about
calling me your lover?” the angry god stated finally. “Tell me that
you have killed the last key?”

“Not yet. You know that I
could only do so much in order to ensure her life was miserable.
Most people would have slit their own fucking throats by now, but
not her. Damn her fucking eyes.”

“So why are you calling to
me then?”

“Because she’s on a road
trip on her own. I’ve sent two of my men after her, but this would
be the perfect time for your men to get to her as well. The
shielding I have over her is keeping the others from seeing the
final piece in the puzzle. The idiots have gone years without
knowing she was a key.” She shook her head and laughed. “Kill her.
She’s your ticket out,” she stated. “Now, my love, now is the time.
Kill her and be free to rule at my side over all of Olympus so that
we can have the humans bowing at our feet once more.”

“Oh, you have done very,
very well, darling,” Hades said with a smile. “I will send my best
assassins for her now. They are former team members of those twits
that Ares chose to have as the protectors. Thank you, my dear, for
telling me.” He bowed his head and nodded. “Until we are able to be
together we shouldn’t communicate. You will know when she’s dead, I
assume?” When Hera nodded he smiled. “Good. Until then.” The mirror
went dark for a moment before Hera’s visage was once more
there.

Life is
good, Hera said to herself.
Now it’s time for a full spa treatment,
she thought before calling her handmaidens to
come and service her, in all ways. Just because Zeus took the balls
and dicks from her men didn’t mean that the women couldn’t pleasure
her.

 



Chapter Two

 


“What do you mean you
failed?” Hera demanded of the man who knelt before her.

“We ensured that her
vehicle would have issues down the road so that we could pick her
up in a car, but the woman fixed it on her own and we lost that
chance. She’s at a motel right now. We are going to go with the
local gang and ensure that she pays with her life for being born,
but only after they’ve had all the fun with her that they
want.”

This had Hera smiling, and
she nodded. “All right. Make it happen this time or my husband’s
removal of your manhood will be the least of your worries. I will
make you pay if you fail again.”

“Yes, mistress,” the man
said and walked away.

****

It had been a hellacious
drive, Pepper thought to herself. “Thank you,” she said to the
motel clerk and took the last key in her shaking hands. The
rainstorm was getting worse and worse, which caused her to pull off
the roadways and hunker down for the night. She ran away from the
office and toward the room that was hers. Yes, it was a pretty
seedy motel on the side of the highway, but it was the only place
left in the city thanks to five different events happening there
now. Just her luck.

Pepper let herself into
the room and turned on a light. Thank goodness it was clean. She
closed the door and locked it and then put the safety chain on as
well. “Pizza for dinner.” She all but dove for the phone book at
the bedside table and called up the local shop for some food. She
was starving, and fortunately they would deliver drinks as well. It
was the small things that made Pepper so thankful.

With food on the way, she
peeled out of her wet clothes and hung them to dry in the bathroom
on the shower curtain pole. She pulled on a pair of pajamas that
she had in the small backpack that she always had with her. With
that all done, she lay upon the bed and turned on the television,
hoping to drown out some of the sudden noise of people screwing in
the room on the other side of hers. Great.

When the pizza came she opened the
door and paid for the slice of heaven. She looked over his shoulder
and frowned at seeing all the cops that were there. “What in the
world happened?”

The kid shrugged. “From
what I heard, it’s some gang hit gone wrong. Evidently the cops had
someone give them a tip that a murder was about to happen. Wouldn’t
want to be them right now.” The kid laughed and
shrugged.

When he was gone Pepper
shook her head and locked the doors again. “Good grief. I don’t
understand why people want to hurt each other.” She still carried
the scars of the abuse she’d suffered most of her life. That abuse
made her the woman she was today, shy and reserved but thankful as
heck to be alive.

Settling back on the bed,
she watched some show on HBO and devoured her pizza.


Chapter Three

 


Athena winced as the halls
of Olympus were suddenly inundated by the screams of their Queen.
Hera was having a royal shit fit, but her temper was her downfall.
“That fucking bitch! How does she keep getting out of the best-laid
traps!”

Athena frowned. “What
woman?” She wondered to herself as she walked to the well once
more. They had to find the final missing descendant. They needed to
find her before Hades’s acolytes found her.

That was when it dawned on
her. “Oh, hell.” Without hesitation she popped out of Olympus and
appeared at the doorstep of the Farm. She could feel Ares inside,
along with all of the men and their mates. Lifting her fist, she
knocked. She had to talk to them and prayed she was
wrong.

Athena wasn’t surprised
when Mikhail answered the door with a frown on his face. “I need to
talk to all of you. I know who the watcher is for the final woman,
but I can’t divine who the woman is without serious help on a power
scale. May I enter?”

Nodding, Mik stood aside
to wave her in. “Ares!” he bellowed. “Athena’s here, and she’s got
something big. Through there,” he said pointing the way to the
kitchen. A good thing since inside the farmhouse her abilities
didn’t do shit.

Athena felt the drain on
her abilities, but she didn’t care. Seeing Ares standing there she
walked to him quickly. “Have you been able to see the sixth, at
all? Even a glimpse of her?” When he didn’t answer she continued.
“All of the keys we knew about. We could glimpse them in the well.
We could feel them even if we couldn’t view them. All but this one.
Why?” She whispered and began to pace. “I think that Hera has done
something. I don’t know what, but we can’t feel or see the sixth
because of Hera. We should have known when she said she would
protect a line, though she would never admit it or who it really
was. She was one to always look out for herself. How could we have
been so blind?”

Ares let out a string of
curses, and shoved a hand through his hair. “I told you letting her
protect one of the lines was a dumb fucking idea. That bitch only
has one agenda.” His whole body froze, his expression going blank.
“She only has one agenda.”

“You said that already,”
Victor said.

“No, I mean that bitch has
only one agenda. Getting back at Zeus for fucking around on her
with human women, and flaunting them in her face. She will do
anything to fuck him up. What would do the most damage right now?”
He posed the question to Athena.

“Exactly,” Athena said and
paced even more. “But we can’t see her. Somehow Hera has hidden
her. What the hell is that woman doing to the poor girl? She can’t
hurt her, right? Directly she can’t cause her harm. The Fates would
be ready to tear down the Halls if so. Right?” Athena frowned
again. “Wait. When was the last time you saw those three
bitches?”

“Fucking hell, Athena,
give a guy a chance to answer a few questions before you bury him,”
Ares protested. “No, Hera can’t directly hurt her, but if she asks
someone to do it for her it doesn’t come back on her. As long as
it’s not another god of course, or demi-god. As to the Fates, who
the fuck knows with those three? The last I saw them they were over
at Dionysus’s place raiding his bar while he was on Earth. They
took off with an armload of bottles the second they saw me coming.
That was, shit, two weeks ago Earth time.”

“It’s
been longer than that since I saw them last. And yes, those women
are slippery as eels. At least we know who the watcher is. Now we
have to find the girl, because before I came down here Hera was
screaming bloody murder asking why she keeps getting out of the best-laid traps.
Her words, not mine, by the way.”

“Okay, okay,” Ares said,
beginning to pace. All the men cleared out a path for him, and
watched as he went back and forth. “Hera can’t do anything to
directly harm the woman. This is a fact. She’s a vicious bitch, and
has it out for Zeus, well known fact even on Earth. The last key
has to be of his line. It makes the most sense of why she was
insistent of being the watcher for the child. Which means,
depending on how far back the connection is, the descendent is
going to give off clues as to where she is based on her stress
levels. Going on the big assumption that it’s one of Zeus’s
offspring, that means rain, thunder, and lightning during high
stress situations or extreme mood swings. Get back to the well and
see if there have been any storms that weren’t supposed to happen,
huge ones, lots of rain and so forth. Might be able to give us a
clue. Focus on America only. They’ve all been here so far, so we’ll
clear it first before going elsewhere.”

Athena nodded and took a
deep breath. “I will see what I can find. With the way that
humanity has hurt the environment it’s going to be hard to find
something that isn’t natural.” She looked to the others and bowed.
“I’m sorry that I disturbed you. I will go back and try to find
her. If I do, I will call for you immediately.” With the power
dampeners in the house other than for those who lived there, Athena
had to actually walk to the door and out of it so that she could
flash back to Olympus.

****

“Is she going to actually
be able to find anything?” Mikhail asked Ares once the goddess was
gone. “She’s right about us fucking the world up. It’s not going to
make it any easier, will it?”

“No, it’s not, but she
will find her. She’s relentless as you know,” Ares replied. “If the
girl is truly descended from Zeus, there would be rain showers when
she’s sad because she can’t control her power. She will also create
thunder and lightning. Not much, of course, because the old man
still has the thunderbolts, but there will still be some. Now, if
it’s his daughter or granddaughter, that’s something else
altogether. You see, the first two generations have the full power
of the god that they descended from. I know how crazy that sounds,
but that’s the truth of it.”

“Good,” Gareth nodded. He
was looking at Lincoln and Thomas. Shifting closer to the god, he
lowered his voice. “The sooner we find her, the better. How sure
are you that it’s Zeus’s line the woman is from? I mean, you
sounded damn sure, and your line of reasoning made sense to me, but
are you really sure? I don’t know if they can hold out hope for one
wild goose chase after another.”

“I’m absolutely positive
that she’s of Zeus’s line. If Hera is as upset as Athena said,
there’d only be one reason. She’s trying to stick it to the old man
and failing. Seriously, the hate that your people have written
about between the two of them is nothing compared to the truth.
There is hate, and then there is holy-fucking-hell-watch-out-below
sort of hate. That’s the hate that she has for him. She would do
anything to make him hurt since she can’t outright kill him. She
can’t do that because of the lightning bolts. Fucked up, I know,
but there it is. Just like they can’t kill Apollo because of the
sun or Artemis because of the moon. It’s all linked.”

“Yeah, I’m starting to get
an idea of how pissy she is for the fucker. She’s a raving bitch,
isn’t she?” Shaking his head, Gareth rubbed a hand over his face,
and sighed. “So she’s keeping the woman shielded from you guys.
What happens if we find her while the shield’s still in
place?”

“You wouldn’t know she’s a
key,” Ares said. “Until that bubble is gone you wouldn’t know her
if she was standing in front of you. Shit, if you were touching her
you wouldn’t know. Hera has always been fucking good at shielding.
The best. Athena will be able to find a general idea of where the
girl is, but we have to find a way through that shield. Honestly, I
don’t fucking know how.”

It was Brooklyn who
responded. “Thomas and Lincoln.” Everyone looked at her. “Love.
Hate is something, but love is something more. Love is unstoppable.
It will overpower everything that’s in the way. Trust me. Ask
Aphrodite if you don’t believe me, but if Athena can find a general
area, send them and they will know who it is. Their souls and
hearts will tell them who she is, if they don’t already
know.”

All the men in the kitchen
nodded. “She’s right,” James said quietly. “Hera may be powerful,
but that bond is something beyond her. In range it will reach out,
and they’ll know. It’s like being hit by a bolt of lightning, no
pun intended, guys. Right between the eyes, and you know. Deep
inside, you just know.”

“Exactly. I knew that
Antonio and Stefan were mine the moment that I met them. I love
that connection that I share with them. I don’t know how the guys
felt, but I’m telling you I knew when I first saw them that they
were mine.”

“So essentially we are
waiting for Athena to pick up the weather problems and then
shipping Lincoln and Thomas her way?” Rachael asked.

“I’m going to go and help
her. Once we have a location I’ll be back for you two,” Ares said.
“I will get you there as fast as I can, and if we have to keep
hopping locations, we’ll do it. For now, get your gear together,
and be ready at a moment’s notice. I’d better get back and see what
she’s come up with already. Everyone good here?”

They all nodded, except
Thomas and Lincoln. Those two looked antsy, and a little lost. Not
a good combination.

Brooklyn turned to Thomas
and Lincoln. “With that all being done, what do you need for me to
do so that we can have you guys ready?”

Lincoln shook his head as
he got to his feet. “We’ll go grab our go-bags. That’s all we can
do right now. At least we’ll be able to take full gear with us
since we’ll be traveling god airlines.”

Mik pushed off the counter
and nodded. “I’ll get some food on while you two see to that.
Everyone make sure your bags are ready as well, in case support is
required. Then we eat, and everyone gets some sleep. I know you
don’t feel like it, but we do what we can in the moment. Kas, want
to help?”

“Sure.” Kasper stood and
walked to where Mik was standing. “I’m thinking that we should make
something that can be stored, just in case.” Everyone was looking
at Thomas and Lincoln, both of whom looked like they had been
kicked. It wasn’t a good look on either of them.

 



Chapter Four

 


“I’ve found her.” Thomas
jolted when Athena popped into the backyard amidst all of the
people there preparing for a cookout. “At least the general area.
She’s in Oklahoma City. I’ve followed strange storms that started
in Rhode Island and were moving, oddly enough, in your
direction.”

Thomas forced himself to
slowly push up from his seat. He let out a breath when he felt
Lincoln stand next to him. “Here? Why here?” he
muttered.

“Is she stationary?” Ares
demanded.

“For the moment, yes.
She’s had to stop and take shelter I’m assuming. The storm that’s
brewing around her is a big one. It clashed with whatever she’s
bringing along with her. Also, I can’t find Zeus. I wanted to ask
him when he was last on Earth to have created a descendant, but I
can’t find him. As for why here, I have no damn idea. I just know
that the fucked-up weather patterns all across America are moving
in this direction.”

“Good enough for me, grab
your bags. It’s time to hit Oklahoma City.” Ares pulled a face, and
shook his head. “Never thought I’d hear those words out of my
mouth.”

“Pretty sure you can make
that claim on a lot of things that pop out around us,” Mik said
with a smirk.

“You are so lucky I like
you, Mik.”

Mikhail blew the big god a
kiss, and then got up. “Go grab your stuff, guys. I’ll get the
supply pack for you, and you can head out. Yes, Ares, I put a
little something in there for you, too. That you don’t get to have
until you get them close.”

Athena laughed at the look
on Ares’s face. “I’m going back to the well. If anything changes I
will contact you.” She bowed to the men and women and touched
Thomas’s and then Lincoln’s shoulders briefly as they walked past
her. “My blessings to you both. Find her. Save her. There is no
telling what kind of mess she’s in, so be patient.”

Thomas nodded. “We’ll
try,” he said. He damn well wasn’t making any promises though. He
felt like there was a clock running down, and they were way at the
other end of the field without enough people to break through the
opposing team. No way in hell could he describe it to anyone else,
but he knew they were about to be running on fumes. Turning for the
house, he jogged inside and up the stairs to his room to grab his
go-bag, jacket, and other items. Doing a once over with his mental
checklist he took a quick look around, and then headed back
downstairs.

When they all came back,
the women were there waiting for them. Athena was gone, and Ares
waited. “Are you ready?” Thomas could hear the worry in his voice,
and that didn’t make
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