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Dedication

If you are reading this message then please know that you are loved, because I love you. 

Hug the ones you love, my friends and remember...

LOVE WINS.
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Chapter One

[image: ]


“I suppose I should be grateful Olympus is so quiet. In theory, that would give me time to relax.” Ares, the ancient Greek God of War and Courage, and one of the twelve original Olympians, let out along breath as he looked out of his window overlooking the giant meeting hall, that always used to be filled with life and now stood empty. 

He was confident no one was around to hear him – most notable figures from the Pantheon lived life on Earth, and those few who remained wanted nothing to do with Ares. They hadn’t done before, either, so it’s not like anything was different. 

Unfortunately, even if Olympus was starting to resemble a ghost town in places, nothing would shake the low-grade anxiety Ares had lived with for most of his existence. Maybe it was the echoes of people’s hate in the marble columns, or maybe it was knowing Ares would never find approval from either of his parents. Maybe it was simply that Ares hated the pretentiousness of Olympus, forever conscious that he didn’t fit in. Or maybe...Cut it out. 

Striding across his large office space, something he’d modeled on Zeus’s set up, although he’d never mention that to anyone, Ares ran his palm about an inch from the surface of a huge table that dominated one side of the room. 

In response to his magic, the surface of the tabletop morphed from its dark wood grain into a swirl of silver and blue smoke. As the smoke cleared, Ares swiped his hand to the right, flicking through the various “tabs” he had for places of interest. 

The various war zones, he flicked through with no interest. When gods were forbidden to interfere in the affairs of mortals, Ares had privately thought that the desire for warfare would die out completely. It’s not like he’d been worshipped much back in the day. His biggest claim to fame, according to ancient mortal writers had been his affair with Aphrodite. That didn’t stop various members of his family from blaming him for the strife the world had seen through the ages. As if any of that was my fault. Ares had never started an altercation in his life. 

But no, war didn’t die out. The mortals who quickly spread across the land masses still found reasons to fight. Whether fueled by greed, desperation, or a desire for more power, the number of wars ebbed and flowed over time, but never completely disappeared for long. Ares shook his head at the waste and destruction he saw through his lens, a scowl marring his face. The poor fight for their right to exist while the rich stay safe in their castles.

Forcing the depressive thoughts from his brain, Ares quickly flicked through more tabs. He lingered for a moment on the scene of his mother, Hera. She was dressed in a sharp tailored suit, her hair immaculate, using a long stick to point to something on a whiteboard as she addressed a group of men and women similarly dressed. 

Flicking his fingers apart, Ares zoomed in, squinting to read the words on the whiteboard. He could pick out the words “Home,” and “Family,” but then there was something about corporate life, blah, blah. Proving you haven’t changed your ways, Hera. Paulie believed living on Earth would teach you lessons about home and family bonds, but you just found a way to manipulate those around you. 

Ares quickly flicked to the next scene, his memory of his visit to Hera on Earth causing his cheeks to heat. Her capacity for caring for her children hadn’t changed either, especially when it came to Ares. He’d gone to visit, to ensure she was all right after her temporary banishment. He believed she’d appreciate a visit from a friendly face. 

He should’ve known better. The moment Hera saw him, she’d dragged him off to a tiny closet, insulted him and then demanded that he do something, anything, to convince Zeus and Paulie to rescind her temporary banishment. At least she acknowledged that Paulie was Zeus’s mate now, but that was only because she thought Paulie would be a soft touch and easier to manipulate in comparison to Zeus.    

Moving right along. The next scene was Zeus – he was sitting in a large rocker on the porch of the Montana home Ares knew he shared with Paulie, apparently reading to his son, Egan. How domesticated, Ares sneered. In all his eons of existence, Zeus had never given a damn about any of his family members – which numbered in the hundreds. Apparently, it took a tiger shifter getting pregnant for Zeus to remember what the father part of his “Father of All” title meant. 

With depression pressing heavily on his shoulders, Ares quickly flicked onto Demetra’s new life on Earth life. He blinked and instinctively reared back from the table at what he saw. Taking a second to recover, Ares quickly flicked to the next tab. There was no way he needed to see that woman’s naked ass, especially when she had company. 

I didn’t know you had it in you, he thought as he checked the hive that was Persephone’s home for the foreseeable future. That tiny crown was a cute touch. He gave a thumbs up at the scene, aware that it was Paulie’s influence, not Zeus’s. 

Sighing, Ares checked on more of his kin – Poseidon was busy with his wolf. Artemas, Hades, Lasse, and even Baby - all with mates. Even Thanatos had a mate...but not me. It was easy for Ares to feel bad for being overlooked. 

His hand hovered above the table as the last image came into view. Hephaestus. Out of all of his kin, Hephaestus was the only one who actually had good reason to hate him. Ares had been sleeping with Aphrodite for most of her marriage to the God of the Forge. Although, after they’d been caught and shamed before everyone on Olympus, Aphrodite refused to have anything to do with him anymore. 

“I’m glad you’re happy, old man,” he murmured, watching as Hephaestus greeted his smiling mate, his belly swollen with new life. “If anyone deserves it, it’s you.” 

Feeling decidedly maudlin, Ares swiped the smoky scenes away, returning the tabletop to its wooden form. Making his way back to the window, he thought a large black coffee into existence, sipping it slowly as he looked at the deserted area below. 

Not quite deserted. Ares moved back out of sight as Athena glided through the marble columns and stone benches before disappearing in the direction of Zeus’s computer offices. I wonder what that schemer’s up to now. With Demetra, Persephone, and Hera all temporarily banished from Olympus, Athena was one of the few women left. And with Zeus away...?

Ares wasn’t silly enough to wander down that mental path. Admittedly, Zeus spent barely any time on Olympus anymore. If the rumors were true, apparently, Paulie didn’t like the place, and frankly Ares couldn’t blame him. Olympus was the sight of some of his biggest embarrassments. 

But Olympus was still Zeus’s realm, and Zeus had a very loyal staff. Nothing went on at Olympus without him knowing about it. It was one of the reasons Ares was anxious all the time. Every time he scratched his ass, Ares wondered how long it would take for Zeus to think he had the shits. 

I need a break from this place – I need to be somewhere else. Going back to his table, Ares thought of his homes, swirling the wood away so he could see what was happening at the four houses he owned on Earth. Each one was picked for different attributes, and Ares had lived in them all for varying periods of time, depending on what he needed at the time. 

His house in Hawaii was for when he was in the mood for sunshine and socializing, surfing and swimming. Ares never stayed there for long because there was a limit to how long he could walk around with a smile on his face. But it was fun in short doses, and it always served to remind him of why he typically avoided people.

His house in France was perfect for that. Ares lived in a large old chateau, and rarely went to the village. The cautious nature of the people who lived there made him laugh when he was alone. They didn’t mess with him, but they weren’t interested in his day, either, which was perfect as far as Ares was concerned. 

Ares was just thinking France would be a good idea when he got a notification on his phone. Picking it up with a frown, because no one messaged Ares just to say hi, he saw it was an automatic alert from the security company who managed the cameras in his house in Westwood on the outskirts of Boston. When Ares chose his US home, he was determined to be as far away from Zeus’s little clan in Montana as possible, and the home he found was isolated enough for his needs. 

Usually. Typically. But according to the notification Ares had just received, someone had been caught lurking in his back garden by one of his cameras at the rear of his house. Ignoring the camera picture attached to the notification, Ares used his table, zooming in on the area behind his house. 

There was a lot of it. One of the things that attracted Ares to his address was the twenty-plus acres the house was set in. He did have neighbors across the road, but his house couldn’t be seen from the road as it was set back down a long driveway. The entire area around the driveway was covered in trees, and Ares even removed the silly mailbox on the roadside so no one would know a house was there. 

Another positive point for the property was that there was no foot traffic. His street didn’t even have a sidewalk, and the road itself was narrow and typically only used by locals and delivery people. Ares scanned the area around the back of the house, frowning as he saw a sudden flash of light disappear into the trees. 

What the fuck? It was the middle of the night in Boston. It was also the middle of winter. In January and February, the temperatures could get quite chilly. Fuck it, I’ll go and see for myself. Ares set his tabletop back to wood and disappeared. The person, whoever it was, had clearly left, but Ares wanted to get out of Olympus anyway, so using the excuse that he needed to do a spot of investigation at one of his properties was as good as any.  

It'll give me something to do. For any god who felt he’d lived too long already, that was a gift in itself. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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“That was a close call, Marty, old man. Those camera lights coming on was a shit-yourself moment, for sure. You need to take more care.” 

Marty was used to talking to himself and could agree with the statement. “But I got strawberries.” He was used to arguing with himself as well. Sometimes he thought the other side of the argument was his grumpy responsible self, whereas he tended to live on the wild side. “I mean who grows strawberries in the middle of winter? Even in a hot house, that’s wild. I’m sure that garden is magical, absolutely magical.” He made a kissing noise with his lips, his mouth already salivating at the thought of sampling that juicy sweetness. 

His responsible side didn’t reply, so Marty knew he was right. Of course, you’re right. You’re both sides of the argument. His raccoon didn’t always understand the way Marty’s mind worked, but that was okay, too. Not many people did, which was why Marty was camping out at the back of a huge house that had been empty for months. 

Walking through the trees at night wasn’t an issue – his raccoon was really useful in that regard. Marty hummed quietly, making sure to move silently but quickly. One of the reasons Marty liked the little corner of the world he’d found was because most of the houses were lived in by people who paid so little attention to what went on outside of their houses. Or the houses were empty and appeared to have been for ages. And yet they have such amazing gardens. For Marty, it was like wandering around his own personal supermarket filled with his favorite goodies. 

He smiled as he reached his little encampment. It was tucked between three older trees that had sturdy trunks. Depending on which way the wind was blowing, Marty could usually be sheltered from the worst of it. He’d fashioned a small shelter out of branches. There was just enough room for him to curl up underneath it when he was sleeping. No one would consider it grand or particularly sturdy, but it kept most of the rain and snow off him. Mostly. 

Marty’s prized possession was still warm. He hurried over, setting his supplies down on the plank he used for a plate, holding one hand and then the other as close to the large cauldron as he dared, while he grabbed his hoodie and pants and pulled them on, slipping on his worn sneakers. His little butt was going numb. 

Marty didn’t use the cauldron to cook in, he used it to keep his fire contained and hidden. It wasn’t easy starting a fire without a match or a lighter, but when he did get one started, the trees around his tiny encampment provided plenty of fuel to keep one going. 

“Ooh, I am doubly blessed this fine night.” Marty shivered happily as he dropped a few more twigs into his fire, before brushing off a few flakes of snow from the log round he’d rolled over to his spot from a neighboring yard and sitting on it. He reached down, picked up one of the six strawberries he’d scored for the night, bit into it and stared up at the beauty that was the night sky. 

These strawberries are worth almost getting my ass caught, Marty thought happily. He was nearly always happy. He fixed his eyes on a glistening star. “You don’t blame me, right?” He held up his half-eaten strawberry. “This poor thing was saved. Some of his kin were rotting on the strawberry beds. Rotting. Such a waste.” Marty didn’t like waste of any kind. He quickly popped the second half of the strawberry in his mouth, savoring the sweetness. 

The issue, Marty decided, was that he had needed thumbs to open the door to the hot house. His raccoon was very clever and had crazy flexible little paws, but there was something about that darn door that his animal side couldn’t open. Marty had been watching those strawberries blossom and grow for weeks. 

He always visited private gardens in his animal form. Most security cameras didn’t pick up on animals, so he could wander around to his little heart’s content. The garden attached to his current abode was his best place for staying by far. Marty had no idea how the house owner did it, but the garden never had any weeds, and the plants all grew straight and beautiful. 

“It’s magic.” Marty was determined it had to be. He had no idea what type of magic, but there were little things he noticed on his nightly forays for food that weren’t common in places he’d camped at before. 

“Did you know,” he told the star as he reached for another strawberry. “There’s no bird poop on the walls of that house, not a speck of dust on the windows, no spiders’ webs around the door frames. In case you didn’t know, that’s not natural.” 

Although, chewing on his strawberry, Marty thought about the slight buzz he felt anytime he got close to the walls of the house. I like it, his raccoon said quickly, and he did. Marty liked it, too, because it made his fur stand up from his body, which was kinda fun. He wasn’t as sure why his raccoon liked rubbing against the walls of the house – sometimes a full body rub – but Marty was a go-with-the-flow type of shifter. 

“You have to wonder what type of person would ward their house against spider webs.” Marty thought as he chewed, imagining a handsome man with a loving wife who spent so much time looking after their three picture-perfect children that her husband set up wards, so she didn’t have to damage her beautifully soft hands by wielding a broom, fighting the spider war. 

Marty knew a lot about spiders. He had one living in the corner of his shelter. In his head, they’d come to an agreement – the spider wouldn’t spread their web too close to where Marty slept, and Marty would share his space. 

Sighing, Marty quickly worked his way through the last of his strawberries. Six pieces of fruit weren’t going to keep his stomach happy for long, but in the cold, he took what he could get. Tomorrow, we will stay away from the strawberries so we can eat other things. A good idea in theory, but Marty wouldn’t hold himself to it.  

He did miss sharing his space with someone else. Marty glanced over the second log sitting on the other side of his cauldron fire. I was clearly feeling optimistic when I dragged that there. But Marty knew if he had anyone in his space, the moment they had a conversation, that person would realize Marty saw things in a unique way...and they would leave me. 

“No point in thinking about that now.” Marty stood up, dusting off the few flecks of snow from his pants. It was definitely chilly, and while his temperature typically ran warmer than most, he was feeling it in his hands and toes. “Let’s stock up the fire and then shift to sleep, I think. That blanket of mine is getting a little thin. But it works, and that’s the main thing. Who knows what impossible things might happen when I wake up. The opportunities are endless.” 

Five minutes later, with the cauldron fire quietly feeding on a wider log, and Marty’s threadbare clothes folded and put into a plastic bag to stop them getting damp, Marty shifted, and his raccoon spent a bit of time sniffing the blanket before curling up to sleep. Maybe tomorrow will be the day the Fates send someone who is as much of a misfit as me. Then we can be misfits together. The raccoon was smiling as he closed his eyes against the snow. 
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Chapter Three
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Mortals wrote that it was Athena who had the intelligence to strategize during wartime, while Ares was the bloodthirsty one who thrived on blood and chaos. A being who was cruel and cowardly, a god with no heart. Ares wasn’t going to comment on fiction either way, but being so roundly hated gave Ares an advantage very few considered. He watched and listened to the people around him, and while he usually kept his opinions to himself, he did have them and often acted accordingly. 

Back when Hera and her merry crones had decided to confront Zeus in his private enclave created for privacy with his mate Paulie, Ares had been dragged into it by Hera. Hera, in her arrogance, seemed to believe she had the votes – which still stunned Ares because Olympus was hardly a democracy – but Hera believed she had the votes to insist that no gods be allowed to take mortals as mates. 

Ares had been rude to Zeus that day. That was a normal interaction between father and son, but when Zeus hit back and Paulie declared his status as the mate of Zeus, then Ares disappeared. Hera had called him a coward because of it. Ares saw it as a strategic retreat. He already knew Hera didn’t have a leg to stand on and saw no point in hanging around. His father had finally found someone he was prepared to fight for, and that was unusual enough for Ares to step out of the situation completely. 

But he did know about strategy, and it was strategy he was relying on in his current situation. Arriving at his house in Westwood, Ares went over the whole house, noting nothing had been disturbed. The entire house was warded, and not even dust dared settle on the pristine surfaces as he walked through the many reception rooms and, later, upstairs to the numerous bedrooms and bathrooms. 

He was tempted to go outside and check his back garden, but there’d be no need. It was doubtful the intruder would come back that night, and if the person was spending the night outside somewhere...well, he was welcome to. Ares didn’t see the point in getting cold chasing someone who wasn’t there. 

Adjusting his wards so it still looked as if the house was empty from the exterior, Ares lit fires in all of the fireplaces in the house before moving into the kitchen and stocking the pantry shelves and refrigerator with another wave of his hand. 

Zapping up a bowl of his favorite pasta, Ares went through to the smaller living room, choosing a book from his extensive collection. As he sat down, he added a glass of brandy to sit on the wide arm of his chair. The anxious knots in his belly quietly disappeared under the peace and comfort of a home Ares knew no one would disturb him in. This is exactly what I needed. Thank you for giving me a reason. Ares silently toasted his intruder as he settled in for a quiet night. 

/~/~/~/~/

The next morning, Ares felt more refreshed than he had in a while. As he made himself a hearty breakfast – sausages, bacon, and eggs were frowned on in Olympus because of the smell the cooking caused – he pondered on why he persisted in staying on Olympus at all. 

Daddy issues? Ares had them by the bucketload, but daddy Zeus didn’t live on his realm anymore. He preferred living as a family man in Montana. Ares didn’t blame him for that. 

Mommy issues then? Hera wasn’t living there, either, and wouldn’t be for a while. In fact, thanks to Paulie, Ares didn’t have to have anything to do with Hera at all. 

Ares stuffed some bacon into his mouth. You’d think I’d be over that parental shit by now anyway. The situation is never going to change – they are always going to hate me because they hate each other. It’s about time I had a fucking life of my own. 

That was the main issue, the way Ares saw it. He really didn’t have a purpose. Zeus still ran his online network that allowed all godly figures to stay connected and maintain a presence on Earth. Hades and Poseidon still ruled their domains and were raising new families of their own. 

Baby had the right idea. Ares paused eating to consider that random thought. After years of traveling around, and apparently sleeping around as well, Baby, who was Poseidon’s son, had bought an old house to renovate by hand. Poseidon had been heard bragging that Baby was using no magical powers at all. Yeah, but then he met his mate, had kids, and now they are all living happily ever after, as well. 

Finishing his meal, which in Ares’ opinion was cooked damn well considering it had been a while since he’d cooked anything, he rinsed off his cutlery and pots and pans, stacking them all in the dishwasher.  His mind was still mulling over the “what can I do with the rest of my eternity” issue, but as he wasn’t coming up with any answers, he decided to focus on his more immediate problem – who had been intruding in his back garden and why?

Was it a big deal? No. Truly, Ares didn’t care that much. There was a good chance the intruder would never return, but Ares was still curious as to why the person was there in the first place. It could hardly be opportunistic because there was no foot traffic in the area. Hopefully, he’d get some clues when he went outside. 

That involved another glamor. If someone was watching the house, then Ares didn’t want to be seen, and being a god had its uses. It was definitely chilly, although it was already after eight in the morning. Ares grinned as he shivered. Olympus never had seasons. Being out in genuine fresh air instantly lifted his mood. 

The immediate garden out the back of the kitchen was laid out in a grid system with a number of raised beds. Ares didn’t have anything to do with the planning – that was the way it had been when he bought the house. He’d infused the ground with magic so that he didn’t have to worry about hiring a gardener to mow the lawns, pull weeds, or trim plants. They were all neat and tidy, which was all Ares worried about. If a house appeared untidy or empty, then it was like putting out a sign for any rogue elements looking for somewhere to hide.  

I’m not sure those vegetables are supposed to be growing in winter. Ares bent slightly to get a better look. He had beans, peas, corn, broccoli, and cauliflower growing in one bed, with cucumbers, lettuce, pumpkins, and watermelon all growing in another. 

Yeah, that’s not right. Ares went to change it and then remembered he was actually on a quest to find out what an intruder was interested in, so he made a mental note to tweak the garden magic before he left. As he paid more attention to the stalks of some of the plants, he noticed someone had been harvesting his vegetables. Is this a need-for-food situation? 

That bothered Ares more than he expected, and as he kept walking around, he noticed a few more signs of vegetables being removed. The flower beds hadn’t been touched. 

He got his second clue at the door of the hothouse, which sat to the right side of the house. There was a partial footprint in a patch of slush next to the door. Not unusual in itself, Ares already knew he’d had an intruder, but the footprint had toes...the intruder had been barefoot. 

Frowning, Ares pulled out his phone and clicked on the original notification he’d gotten. All he’d seen in his tabletop was a light disappearing into the trees. Clicking on the picture attached to the message, Ares’ eyes narrowed as he studied the blob captured by night vision cameras. 

Naked? The image of the individual didn’t show a lot of details. Ares knew he could get someone on Zeus’s staff to enhance it for him, but he could already imagine how that would go. The staff would do it. Ares was still a god, even if he was a hated one. However, if the person in the image was naked, then Ares could already hear the gossip sweeping Olympus about how Ares needed help seeing his porn pictures. 

Putting his phone away, Ares stepped inside the hothouse, which was climate controlled, again all due to his magic. The air smelled sweet and was hot and heavy with humidity – something else that wasn’t found on Olympus. Moving slowly through the rows of plants and flowers, Ares stopped at the raised bed of strawberries that had definitely flourished since his last visit. 

Strawberries were one of Ares secret pleasures. It reminded him of happier times with Aphrodite when they’d share strawberries and wine, along with their bodies. Even after the shame and Aphrodite’s refusal to ever speak to him again, he still had a love of the fruit that reminded him of happier times. 

Frowning, Ares noticed that quite a few of the fruits were rotting on the plants. While death was a natural part of life, it just didn’t look right to him. Moving closer, he noticed a few stalks with missing fruit. Have they rotted already? But no, when Ares moved the leaves, there was no sign of decomposition under them. 

So, my little intruder likes sweet fruit, too. Ares grinned as he waved his hand. The rotten fruit disappeared, and fresh fruit was instantly dotted over the healthy plants. A very tempting display in other words.

I’ve set the bait, and now all I have to do is wait. Ares left the hot house, making sure he didn’t lock it after him – he even disconnected the cameras at the back of the house. He didn’t know for sure if the intruder would be back, but he had a feeling. 

If he doesn’t come snooping, then I’ll have strawberries for breakfast tomorrow. He headed into the house. He rather fancied cooking a roast beef, he had plenty of books to read, and if he put on some music, he could have a perfectly relaxing time, waiting for night to fall. 
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Chapter Four
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You don’t need any more strawberries. His raccoon seemed very adamant about it, but the problem was, Marty thought that he did. Strawberries were seasonal – it was unheard of getting them in the middle of winter – so to Marty, they were a treat that should be enjoyed while he could. 

“I’ll get some vegetables that I can roast as well.” The fire had been out when Marty had woken up, and he’d spent the better part of an hour getting it going again. “Hot veggies followed by delicious fresh strawberries. It will be a meal fit for a king, or at least for me. I promise we’ll get the vegetables first.” 

Stripping off his hoodie, Marty shivered with the sudden chill on his skin as he dropped his pants and kicked off his sneakers. His raccoon was quick to come through, thank goodness, stopping to sniff and rub himself against the bottom of the nearest tree. 

Food. We need food, Marty urged his furry half. Those strawberries were a full day behind him, and while he knew from experience it was possible to live on one tiny meal a day, keeping a positive mood was easier with a full belly. He could get water – the house he was camping behind had a pool, complete with an outside tap, which was handy - but food was a constant need, and Marty couldn’t remember the last time he had felt full.

The raccoon hurried to the tree
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