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Dedication

For everyone who ever had a time in their lives when they didn’t fit in, this story is for you. You are loved.

To Julie Schrader thank you for knocking off the rough edges and filling in the words I forgot. Any mistakes left are entirely mine – they are probably quirks, lol.

To PJ, keep writing, my friend. 

To JP, I love how your wonderful mind works. 

To my Patreons, your support means more than you can know, and to all my readers no matter where you are in the world, remember that LOVE WINS. 

Hug the ones you love, my friends. 
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Author Note
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I usually preface all of my stories in the Gods Made Me Do It series with an apology to any mythology scholars who might cringe at the lack of accuracy my stories have when compared to ancient writings. And for this story, that apology still stands. Hephaestus is a fascinating character in mythology, but from what I read he struck me as a quiet and lonely man, rarely respected for his great skills despite creating so many of the weapons and tools other gods were known for. Incidentally, for those of you who are used to seeing cyclops written with an ‘e’, I did check and both forms are permissible. I prefer it myself without the ‘e’. 

However, in this story I also need to make a quiet plea for Hephaestus’s shifter mate. Landyn is a black-footed ferret, which is one of the most endangered animals in North America. The World Wildlife Fund has done a lot of work, trying to reintroduce black-footed ferrets bred in captivity, back into the wild, but at the time of writing, there are only five hundred ferrets that live in their natural habitat. The WWF claim that three thousand individual ferrets are needed to help bring the population back from the brink of extinction.  

The WWF has a symbolic adoption system to help fund the work they are doing to return these cute, mask-faced critter populations back to a more sustainable level. You can find out more here - https://gifts.worldwildlife.org/gift-center/gifts/Species-Adoptions/Black-footed-Ferret

Thank you and enjoy the story, and as always, hug the ones you love, 

Lisa xoxo
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Chapter One
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“Not tonight, Bronte.” Hephaestus pushed the cyclops’s hand off his thigh with a sigh. “I’m not feeling it, and yes, I can sense that you and your brothers are definitely up for some fun, but not tonight, at least not with me. Why don’t you go out for a while and find some willing company?”

“Hey Big H, it’s not like you to turn down a romp or a warm mouth around your dick.” Bronte stretched, showing off his large and widely muscled physique. “You’ve barely been at the studio in days, and when we get home at nights, you’re not interested in us either. Is there something you’re not telling us, about a special someone perhaps?”

“Ooh, sire, have you found yourself a new companion?” Steropes, who had been curled up with his brother Arges on the couch opposite them, sat up, looking interested. “Did you go to the gym like Bronte suggested the other day? There’re some lovely looking brutes down there that’d probably be happy to fall at your feet and worship those inches you keep hidden so much of the time.”

“No, I haven’t been to the gym, for obvious reasons.” Huffing with annoyance, Hephaestus got to his feet, hobbling over to the bar that took up one corner of the huge living space he shared with the cyclops. “There is no new companion. I wouldn’t go into a gym if you gave me all the gold on Earth and Olympus combined. Haven’t you ever had a time in your life when you weren’t thinking about getting your rocks off?”

“No.” Arges laughed, quickly mimicked by his brothers. “Honestly, sire, since you decided to live on Earth, there are so many delightful specimens who wander in and out of our days. How can you expect us to think about anything else?”

“I’m very happy for you.” And in his own way, Hephaestus was. He busied himself making a drink – something he could’ve clicked up, but he wanted to do something with his hands and stay out of the reach of Bronte’s grabby fingers. “Why don’t you go and find some of those delightful specimens and leave me to a peaceful evening?”

“But you’d get lonely.” Bronte was sprawled across the couch where Hephaestus had been sitting, like a cat seeking a warm spot – if the cat was six foot five, and built like a tank. “Sire, I know I tease you sometimes, but what’s wrong? You haven’t wanted to share our bed for weeks, which is fine. That’s happened before. We all go through times when we want to be alone. But you’re not going into the studio either...”

“It’s not like you to not want to be creating something,” Steropes added as Bronte trailed off. “Admittedly, there might be some who think making sculptures is nothing like the treasures you’ve created in the past, but here on Earth those sculptures are truly valuable. The reviewer of the last piece you did kept going on about how lifelike it was and how the man could almost believe the woman you created was crying. He loved it.” 

“He was just another asshole with more money than sense.” Hephaestus rested his elbows on the bar, so he could ease the pressure on his aching leg. “And no, I’m not saying all our customers are like that, but he was. Imagine anyone commissioning a life-sized likeness of his dead wife.”

“A lot of people like to keep a likeness of their dearly departed around them,” Bronte pointed out. 

“And if that was all it was, I’d be proud of the finished piece.” Hephaestus took a long swallow of his drink. “But most people, when they want a likeness of their loved one, they want to be reminded of how happy and beautiful that person was in life. That asshole wanted tears. He wanted a depiction of his wife, deeply sad and mourning the fact she had to leave his side. She died of cancer. A terrible illness that ravaged her features and ask me how I know? Because he had pictures. Lots and lots of pictures of his wife’s suffering.” Hephaestus shook his head in disgust. “I truly don’t understand people sometimes.” 

“That was a little unusual,” Bronte agreed, “but that piece went out weeks ago. In fact, I remember us all partying together when it finally left the studio. No.” He twirled around, sitting up, his feet planted on the carpet as he fluffed his fingers through his dark blond hair. “This is something else. Something deeper. Tell us, sire. You’ve never kept secrets from us before.”

Not that you know about – that’s why they’re secrets. But Hephaestus wouldn’t say that. The three cyclops had been his companions almost since the dawn of time and indeed were older than he was. As he struggled to think about what to say, Arges jumped in first. 

“Is this about that little car incident last week, sire? Are you still upset you didn’t see that tiny shifter?”

“Didn’t see him?” Hephaestus bit back his words that threatened to spew from his throat. Inhaling deeply he said in a calmer tone, “The mortal could’ve been badly hurt or even killed. What was worse was I couldn’t get out of the car fast enough to ensure he was all right.”

“You didn’t have to because I did it,” Bronte said. “I picked him up and dusted him off. Yes, his bicycle was a bit battered, but it looked like it was still functional. He could push it. It was he that said he didn’t want to involve the authorities. He wouldn’t even take the hundred-dollar note I tried to give him for any repairs the bicycle needed. I ended up stuffing it in his jacket pocket just before he disappeared. But he moved away fast enough. He didn’t appear to be in any pain.”

Putting his head on the counter, Hephaestus groaned before lifting his head again. “You didn’t stop to think that he might have disappeared purely and simply because he was being loomed over by a giant in a muscle shirt? Or that he might’ve been intimidated by the other two equally large loons, leaning out of the car windows yelling at you to hurry up because your damn pizza was getting cold?”

“Well, it was.” Bronte looked at his brothers for support. “I don’t know how mortals can handle cold pizza. It really doesn’t taste the same once it’s lost that freshly cooked heat, even if you reheat it. The fat from the cheese congeals in the wrong places and the crust never tastes the same.”

“You could’ve at least taken the time to get the shifter’s address, so we could have done a welfare check on him.”

“Sire, I don’t believe the little shifter was hurt,” Arges said, always trying to be the voice of reason. “The car bumper barely hit his wheel and...”

“He went sprawling face first into traffic.” Hephaestus thumped the counter with his fists. He didn’t think he’d ever forget that sight for the rest of his eternal existence. And to know he caused it...

“I saw him, or should I say, I caught a glimpse of him two nights ago. I’m fairly sure it was him,” Steropes said. “Remember, Arges, when we were walking back from that club we were at that night? Bronte got lucky and we thought we’d take a walk down by the lake. I’m sure I saw that little shifter then. If it was him, he was huddled under that little overpass, the one by that building – you know...”

“Oh, yes,” Arges said. “I know where you mean. That place they call a beach but it’s a lake with sand on the edge of it. Near to where the boats are. 31st Street Beach, I think – somewhere like that. There was a bit of a park with some trees, and that grass area. Anyhow, it looked like he was planning to sleep there. Not sure how comfortable it would be, but there you go.” 

Hephaestus’s blood went cold. “The shifter I hit with the car was unhoused? You didn’t think to tell me?”

“That was hardly your fault,” Bronte protested. “Chances are he was already living on the streets when the car nudged his bicycle. We’re not allowed to interfere in mortal affairs, remember? If he was someone special, and the gods knew about him, they would send in someone to help him out.”

“Yeah, Zeus and Hades do that all the time,” Steropes agreed. “They have that wolf shifter, and that demon fella...”

Hephaestus hung his head, filled with guilt as he remembered the last three messages he had from Zeus, all within the last week. He knew damned well his arrogant father wouldn’t be sending anyone to help the shifter because in Zeus’s eyes the person who was meant to help him was already in town. And if I let my insecurities get in the way of helping him...

“So, do you want to come out with us, sire?” Bronte jumped to his feet. “I can understand if you’ve gotten tired of Arges’ saggy ass, but now you know the shifter’s going to be all right, or not, depending on what the Fates decree, but nothing to do with you,” he added quickly. “Getting out for a bit and mixing with others would be the best thing for you. You know you just have to sit looking all broody and interesting and you have men and women all competing with each other to catch your eye.” 

Just the thought of doing that made Hephaestus feel sick. “You go,” he said firmly. “Your mention of Zeus reminded me he’s been trying to get in touch with me for the past few days.” That wasn’t a lie. “I’ll contact him, and catch up with you later.” 

“You’re going to Olympus?” Steropes’ mouth dropped open in shock. 

“Zeus has set up home in Montana with his mate, Paulie.” Hephaestus shook his head. Cyclops were considered intelligent and skilled, but if something didn’t involve them, information just sailed in one ear and out the other. “They even have a new kid... hmm. That would make the new one my half brother, I think, but more importantly, Zeus has a phone. Still, go, go.” He made shooing motions with his hands. “Have fun. I’ll see you when I do. Go.”

“He needs to get laid big time,” Bronte stage-whispered to his brothers as they left the house. But sex was the last thing Hephaestus was thinking about. 

How on earth does someone tell their prospective mate that they hit them with a car? 
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Chapter Two
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Landyn pulled the edges of his jacket so it fit tighter against his skinny frame. He was chilled. Water had seeped in through the holes in the bottom of his worn sneakers, and the tears in the knees of his jeans were no barrier against the brisk breeze. I should shift – at least I’d be warmer then. But the last time he’d done that someone had come along looking to steal his clothes, probably thinking they were unattended. When Landyn tried to defend his few meager possessions, still in his shifted form, the thief’s dog tried to eat him. So no shifting for me. 

Not that Landyn was sure he’d even have the energy to shift because he had no food, either. Landyn’s stomach had gotten past the rumbling stage and just felt like an empty pit all the time. For the past two nights, Landyn had been so tempted to shift, especially when he’d spotted a mouse scuttling just a foot from where he was trying to sleep. It would be so easy. His ferret would be overjoyed to have something in their guts, but Landyn just couldn’t. He really didn’t have the stomach to kill anything, and the irony wasn’t lost on him. Things aren’t that bad yet. 

The breeze whistling under the bridge he was huddled under seemed never ending. He’d wondered, originally, why none of the other seasoned rough sleepers had staked out their territory in his spot. The overpass wasn’t big, or particularly tall, although Landyn was short enough he could almost stand upright in the space. It kept the rain off and gave Landyn the illusion of shelter even when there wasn’t any. 

It took two nights sleeping there to realize the wind was why the spot was always empty. Seasoned rough sleepers had the warm places in the city already booked out, and Landyn knew better than to try and encroach on someone else’s space. It’s all right, Landyn mentally chanted. Everything will be all right. 

Although, when the night was cold, and the yells of youths roaming the streets having their parties on the sand or in the parking lots made him cringe and wish he could be invisible, it was getting more and more difficult to hold onto a positive attitude. 

It hadn’t been so bad when he had his bike. Landyn had been able to make a few dollars running deliveries all over town. An entrepreneurial rough sleeper had alerted him to that possibility on one of his first days in town, and Landyn had been grateful for the help. The money wasn’t enough to give him somewhere to stay, but he could eat regularly, and for his type of animal spirit that was important. 

But one moment of inattentiveness had ruined all that. Landyn blamed himself entirely. He had been daydreaming about the food he could buy when he’d finished the delivery he was making. 

He wouldn’t have been able to get much – he never seemed to be able to earn enough to buy foods that would sustain him, but it would’ve been something. He’d been hungry for what felt like months, and so he was rushing, trying to deliver a package just two blocks over from where he was hit. 

He hadn’t seen the car – he didn’t even think he’d been in the line of traffic, but clearly he had been because one minute he was sure he could smell pizza and the next minute he was face first on the asphalt. 

Thinking back on the scene now, Landyn felt it was possible the big guy who jumped out of the huge car was probably trying to help. Landyn didn’t get the sense the guy was particularly caring, but the man hadn’t hurt him. Unfortunately, history had taught Landyn to fear anyone big and all he could see were the ham fists and a wide chest. Every instinct in him was telling him he had to leave. He got away as quick as he could, pushing his bike out of the way of other cars. 

It wasn’t until he was on the footpath that he realized the front wheel of his bike was buckled in two places and there was no way he could afford to get a new one. He got five dollars from the guy at the bike shop who bought his only mode of transport for scrap metal. Without it, Landyn couldn’t offer the few companies that did use him for local deliveries a speedy service. He’d been as careful as he could be with the hundred dollars the big guy had thought he was being sneaky about, stuffing it in his jacket pocket, but that, like any hope of a hot meal, was history. 

I just wish it wasn’t so cold. Landyn knew he was on the point of giving up, although there might be some who’d think he had nothing left to give. Looking out between the concrete pillars at the water lapping gently on the shore, Landyn thought longingly of a warm house, a soft bed, or his favorite fantasy - a huge dining table stacked high with his favorite foods. Landyn had never been a fussy eater, but since he’d been on the run, even the occasional cockroaches he saw were starting to look tasty. 

The problem with Chicago, the way Landyn saw it, was that it was just too big, too noisy, and too scary. Originally, when Landyn had stumbled into town, he thought he could hide in plain sight. No one noticed him or paid attention to him, but for Landyn the city was a huge culture shock. By the time he’d reached the lake, Landyn realized he couldn’t run any farther. He was done. Just the thought of going anywhere else was too tiring to even think about. All he could do was hide and pray no one would find him. 

“There you are. I’ve been scouring the whole park area looking for you.” 

Landyn jumped and then froze, his knees turning to water and his heart beating out of his chest. He couldn’t have jumped up or shifted if he’d tried, he was so scared. All he could see was a large shadow, blocking his view of the water and he realized in that moment that when it came to praying, no one had been listening to him. 
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Chapter Three
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Despite what he’d said to his friends, there was no way Hephaestus was actually going to talk to Zeus. It had been centuries since they’d had a civil conversation. Besides, in the modern age there was no reason for gods to congregate or socialize with each other. They had no input in mortal affairs, no one worshipped them anymore. 

There had been many times throughout history when Hephaestus had wondered why ancient gods didn’t just fade away instead of being forced to exist for eternity. But apparently because of their part in history, the gods were still important to mortal existence. They just had to find something to occupy their days that didn’t involve meddling in mortal affairs. 

Just because he didn’t talk to Zeus, however, didn’t mean that Hephaestus hadn’t kept up with what the ruler of their pantheon was doing. Zeus had even made that easier for any interested gods when he introduced the Paulie app that was automatically added to phones connected to the godly network. Zeus said it was to stop hackers gaining access to information mortals weren’t meant to have, but Hephaestus privately thought Zeus had only created the app so he could lord over the others about the fact he had a fated mate. 

The Paulie app, despite being another way Zeus tried to exert his influence over other gods, was a useful source of information. So when Hephaestus heard his friends leave the house for the evening, he pulled up the app, ignoring the red message icon that was flashing at him. 

“Paulie.” Hephaestus cleared his throat, staring at the screen and feeling really self-conscious about talking to what was essentially a box. “What is the main indicator used by the Fates to alert any ancient god to the fact they might be in the vicinity of the person chosen for them?”

“Good evening, Hephaestus.” The Paulie app was always polite. “Not all gods have found their fated mates yet, however early indicators are that the person, when seen by the god, will be highlighted, as though lit up by a light from an unseen source.” 

“A very bright light?”

“Again anecdotal evidence varies, but it would appear that the light is definitely visible, and only to the god concerned. It should be noted that the individual would remain lit up, in the god’s eyes, until after the claiming is complete.”

Hephaestus thought that would have to be the case, otherwise every mated ancient god would get a headache if they looked at their fated one for longer than five minutes, and sleep could be virtually impossible. “Paulie, can you tell me what happens in the case of where a god sees their mate, and yet doesn’t pursue that person in any romantic or relationship way?” 

There was a long moment of silence, broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock Hephaestus had in the corner of his living room. But finally Paulie asked, “Are you referring to the impact that negative decision might have on the god concerned or the mortal?”

“Both, I guess. For example, I understand that Zeus was aware of his mate for the better part of a year before claiming that person, and even then it was his mate who made the claiming bite first.” 

Hephaestus wasn’t sure if the Paulie app could see his face, but he kept his smirk to himself just in case. “Likewise, I heard tales of how Owen, the Native American god, knew about Baby being his mate for thousands of years, and yet them staying apart for so long didn’t seem to have any negative impact on either of them prior to their claiming.” 

“Neither situation was ideal.” If it was possible for an app to sound disapproving Paulie was doing a darn good job of it. “In the case of Owen and Baby, however, both parties were gods and were therefore already immortal. I am aware though, that when Owen did finally introduce himself to Baby, their relationship had a rocky start when Baby found out how long Owen had been watching him through that Oracle of his.” 

“And in Zeus’s situation with his mate – the person you are named after?” Hephaestus couldn’t resist pushing. He wanted to know if Zeus had built a failsafe into the app that refused to let the app ever say anything against the god who created it.  

“The Almighty Zeus was able to keep an eye on his mate through his office, ensuring Paulie was safe. When it became clear the young man was in trouble, he sent operatives to ensure the young man could live a happy life until he was ready for them to be together. As with all gods, Zeus has to abide by the non-interference law that binds all ancient gods.” 

That was about as close an admission that Zeus fucked up that Hephaestus was going to get. “So, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that not claiming or taking up with a mate, even after seeing them - that delay doesn’t have any adverse effect on either party?”

“You forget, Hephaestus, that in the case of Baby and Owen, and Zeus and Paulie, those parties were all immortal by virtue of their birth or how they came into being. For most gods, their mate will most likely be mortal until after they’ve been claimed. Examples of this include Thor with his shifter mate, Hades with his shifter consort, Poseidon’s mate is also a shifter, and so is the mate of Thanatos. In all cases, those shifters were mortal prior to claiming. 

“If you, hypothetically, had seen your mate and then failed to render aid or make yourself known to them for whatever reason, believing you had time to make their acquaintance later, that might not be possible. Mortals are in danger every day of their existence. They are born knowing death is just around the corner. 

“Failing to claim a mate, hypothetically, is refusing to allow that individual’s right to the gift of immortality that the Fates intended for them. Indeed, that rejection by the god could even cause an earlier demise for the mortal, because of the rejection.” Paulie paused and then said, “I can’t imagine why anyone would treat a gift from the Fates that way.” 

“Not all gods are mate material,” Hephaestus snapped, although he instantly regretted it. You’re talking to an app, not Zeus himself. 

Paulie didn’t seem fazed by his tone. “The examples I’ve cited prove your point. And yet all the gods who have claimed their mates so far have found a renewed sense of purpose, happiness, and even the chance to raise new families with someone they know they can love and trust by their side. That is a precious gift one would be foolish to squander. Was there anything else?” 

“No, thank you.” 

“All hail the mighty Zeus and his beloved mate Paulie.” 

Hephaestus thought the app would close down, but it didn’t. The message light seemed to glow brighter, growing until it dominated the screen. Sighing, Hephaestus clicked on the icon to see that yes, there were three messages from Zeus, all saying the same thing. 

What the hell do you think you’re doing?

Deleting all three messages with a swipe of his finger across the screen, Hephaestus put the phone back into his pocket and leaned back against the couch, his mind swirling with a mix of memories old and current. The worshippers who’d claimed to be devoted to him, who then forgot about him as the sands of time moved on. The relationships mythology claimed he had with Aphrodite and the Graces. In truth, no one had ever loved him, and if Hephaestus was truly honest with himself, he’d never loved anyone in return. 

And mates were meant to love and be loved in return. 

Bronte, Arges, and Steropes were the three beings who had been in his life the longest. For all Bronte’s talk, their sexual escapades were infrequent, and while they met a physical need, Hephaestus always knew he stood apart from the cyclops and the bond they shared between themselves. 

For the longest time that hadn’t mattered. I’ve never believed in love. Yet Hephaestus couldn’t ignore the tug in his soul when he’d seen that young shifter sprawled out across the road. As he closed his eyes and thought about the scene in more detail, looking past the horror that he himself was responsible for the man’s pain, other details became clearer, and Hephaestus’s concern grew. 

The shaggy hair. The pale, thin face and faded clothes. By the forge, his shoes had worn right through. I could see the grubby soles of his feet. How did I not remember seeing that at the time? But Hephaestus already knew why. He’d been
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