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      Death’s a bitch…

      I’ve met her.

      Well, the Queen of the Underworld who sucker-punched me into taking her place if I can’t figure out how to get her mark off me. Add in that Hades still has Dion.

      Add that the God of Fire refuses to help teach me his element, Poseidon is missing and Zeus is trying to kill me. And if I don’t learn to control the magic of all four elements, mankind is screwed.

      Looks like I’m not so different from my ancient ancestor, Pandora. We both messed up. But I have to put everything right or Zeus’ original plan to wipe out all humans will become a reality.

      Bound Secrets is the third book in the steamy Adult Paranormal Romance with Greek Mythology.

      **Note:  This book is intended only for mature readers because of graphic language, violence, and sex. This series is a Slow Burn Reverse Harem which means that one member of the harem is acquired in each book as the series continues.**
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      “Wait.” My chest wheezed like I had a bad case of asthma. “I’m going to rule the Underworld?” A shiver of dread rolled through me at the thought of facing Hades every day. God, no wonder Persephone wanted out.

      Hephaestus stood, clenching his fists. “Why didn’t you tell me Persephone marked you?”

      “I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.” I hauled up the blankets, but I didn’t feel any warmer. “At the time, I was desperate to get Dion back. Neither Poseidon nor Hermes were doing much and she offered me his freedom for the book. It was only later that I was told the ramifications of her having the Emerald Tablet. Now she wants both it and The Ars Almadel. What kind of damage can she do with them and with me as her replacement?”

      “You know what the Emerald Tablet can do when wielded by her?”

      “Yes. Undead rising and mass chaos and hysteria for mankind.” And I was the one responsible for this mess. “Guess I’m not much different from my counterpart, Pandora. She had opened the forbidden box and let loose all of the plagues and misery even us modern-day humans had the joy of dealing with.”

      “Hope was in there too.”

      I shrugged. “As an afterthought. A goddess who wanted to one-up one on Zeus put it in there without his knowledge. Ever since we’ve been fighting a losing battle.”

      “Look, I don’t know you, but I do know that I put courage and bravery into my creation. It’s still in you, just dormant right now.” He gave me a smile and my cheeks heated.

      As though self-conscious about his scars, he turned away.

      “Will you help me?” I asked reaching out and touching his hand but he jerked away. “I need someone to teach me fire.”

      “I can’t help you.” He pushed away from the bed. “And you can’t stay here. Time is faster here, remember?”

      Fuck! He was right. And what about my friends Emily and Daniel? They had to be sick right now with worry about where I was. And my college classes were due to start next week, so I needed to cancel them. No way was I leaving Greece without Dion, Poseidon, and Hermes.

      “Why not? You’re a god of fire, right?” I waved a hand out. “I mean you’ve got a freaking forge.”

      His jaw tensed. “Find someone else. I’m not the one for you.”

      Even though I’d just met him, I didn’t want another god showing me how to master fire. I wanted Hephaestus. There was a connection between us and not just because I was Pandora reincarnated. A spark that I had a feeling would grow into a huge bonfire if he let it. But by his rigid posture, I could tell that he wouldn’t.

      “You are in this with me regardless, whether you like it or not.”

      “How do you figure that?” He crossed his arms, staring at me from the other side of the bedroom.

      “Because you crafted the bracelet for Persephone. The one that can help her walk between realms.”

      “So?”

      “You sided with Hermes. Hell, you even went with me to the Underworld to present it to her. As far as I see it, you’re up to your neck in this trouble too.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m neutral. Don’t want to get involved any more than I have.” He crossed the bedroom to the door. “I owed Hermes a debt—one that has been paid now.”

      I didn’t know why but I had this feeling I would fail if he didn’t help me. “Did you toss out the other Pandoras?”

      He spun, amber eyes blazing. “What are you talking about?”

      “The first Pandora, when she made a mistake and opened the box, did you remove your help then?”

      “Of course not.” His nostrils flared.

      “What about the second or third or however many reincarnations there have been before me, did you turn your back on them?”

      “No.” He narrowed his eyes. “This is different. A modern time. Other gods can help you.”

      I pushed out of bed, wobbling on my feet. “Fine. You don’t want to be my mentor? I’ll learn on my own. Can’t be that hard.”

      “Careful, girl, or fire will burn you to a crisp.”

      “Then I’ll fry. I’ve no other choice. I have to do this.” Would he change his mind? Surrender to the fate that had brought us together?

      “You mentioned your friends. Where are they?” he asked.

      “The Royal Hotel downtown⁠—”

      His clap sent me there. I stood in the lobby, people one second acting like they didn’t know I was there, to do a double-take the next.

      I ground my teeth and marched to the elevator. After I settled things with Emily and Daniel that I hadn’t been kidnapped or anything, I was going back to Hephaestus. No way was I going to let him throw me out like that.

      He said I couldn’t handle fire? I chuckled. Well, he could just watch me.
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      Why was I doing this again? Getting wrapped up in a female who I knew was going to break my heart as soon as she got what she wanted.

      What was I saying?

      I didn't have a heart anymore, not after my divorce from Aphrodite. I'd given her everything and she'd snubbed me and slept with every god and mortal she could, including Ares.

      My wife had known that I had a complex about my looks and how I was revered by mortals like she and the other gods were. How I had wanted to be Ares, the handsome and powerful god of war. What hurt worse was how great they had looked as a couple.

      Even I couldn't deny them that as much as I hated the idea of her with anyone else.

      Took me a millennia to put my life back together after she left and I'd only recently come back to myself and now I was treading in a dangerous minefield by getting involved with Pandora's reincarnation and pissing off Zeus and a fucking hella string of gods who disliked humans.

      I marched across the white marble floors of Olympus, my head down, and my eyes averting Zeus and Ares as they discussed the latest countries to go to war and how many of the humans may die.

      "Hephaestus," Ares called out. "I need new armor for battle."

      "What happened to the last one I gave you?" I didn't bother looking up at him. Didn't want to see the look of disgust when they saw my scarred face. The ones on my arms from working the forge for them were bad enough.

      "Aphrodite says I need something shinier. And you know women...oh wait, you don't." His laughter filled the throne room and I didn't have to look to know Zeus smirked right along with him. "Maybe I could give you some lessons on how to entice a woman. You know, keep her from straying from your bed?"

      His words stung me even though I should be used to this by now. Used to him and his taunts. I kept walking past the crystal throne of Zeus high above the others.

      Even my mother, Hera, thought she was powerful enough on her own. Never understood why she didn't leave the bastard. He treated her like shit and slept with anything female.

      Yet, she never returned the favor. Worse she had done was use her power to create me—her one and only son—I had no father, no family. Just my mother who had to keep from showing me too much affection in front of her husband lest he lash out.

      I winced, the beating he'd given me too many times across my body aching from the lightning bolts he'd used.

      "Shouldn't you be in the forge?" Zeus's voice rumbled like thunder.

      "I have a meeting I need to attend."

      "Oh?" Zeus chuckled. "Who among the great gods has summoned you?"

      I kept walking, proud my steps didn't falter. He knew that I saw my mother once in a while, but I wasn't going to add to his anger by pointing that out, so I kept my head bowed and kept forward. My hands clenched into fists as I wanted nothing more than to have each of them in one of my hands and squeeze the godhood out of them.

      Not that it was possible. Without a father, I was considered less of a god—hell, even less than a demigod. Zeus bragged about his sons Hercules and Perseus to all who would listen.

      While I had no one.

      I passed under the archway and down the halls to the minor chambers of the gods. When I reached my mother's room, it was empty. Her scent of Jasmine and Myrrh was slight. I turned and headed to the gardens where the ambrosia trees and stripped roses grew.

      Hera sat under the shade of a willow tree with a book in her hand, but she was staring out at the dawn rising over the earth.

      "Mot—Hera," I bowed from the waist, then rose to meet her bright blue gaze. Knew better than to call her mother or any term of endearment. Doing so would get both of us beaten. Zeus hated the fact I even existed.

      That my mom had bested him by having a son without him or any other god or man. Though if she had slept with anyone else, they'd be tortured worse than Prometheus who had his lungs ripped out every day for eternity.

      “Hephaestus,” she greeted in a warm voice and patted the ground beside her. Her dark auburn hair fell down her back. She wore a toga-style top with gold discs holding it up at her shoulders and white dress pants.

      "What brings you so early to me? I didn't think we had a meeting scheduled until tomorrow."

      "It's the girl." I lowered my voice as Zeus had spies everywhere. "Paige."

      Hera's peacock-colored eyes sharpened on me. "What of her?"

      "She's made a deal with Persephone and will become the queen of the dead if we don't do something."

      My mother's breath hissed out of her. "Is she insane? God, who would want that job and to have to deal with Hades for eternity. The god is a brooding monstrosity.” She shook her head. "Honestly, I thought she was smarter than her predecessors."

      I wanted to counter that Paige was, but I didn't really know her enough. She'd swooped into my life and demanded I help her. The only reason I agreed was I was stunned at how she looked at me. Like I wasn't a freak with scars running all over my body.

      She showed no outward sign of being repulsed by me and I was intrigued and found myself accepting to help her. But now I didn't know what to do and I didn't dare to hope for anything more than aiding her in her quest to beat Zeus. If she succeeded, it would be worth whatever punishment he could inflict on me.

      "Who else knows about this?" Hera stood, dusting off her white pants and vanishing her book.

      "Hermes...Selene, Helios, and possibly Dion."

      She nodded. "What about Hecate or Hades?"

      I shook my head. "Not sure about either. I came to tell you as soon as I could step away. And I'll need to check on the forge again, make sure my staff are keeping up with the demands. Though Ares wants another set of armor."

      "He has dozens of new armor he's never worn. He should be renamed the god of conceit."

      Didn't argue with her on that one, but in case Zeus' little spies were listening, I shrugged. "He is the god of war and must keep up appearances."

      Hera tilted her head to the side, tapping her finger to her lips as though in thought. "Yes, we must make something extra special for him, and the war I fear is approaching us on swift wings."

      I caught her meaning and gave a brief nod. She wanted me to fasten inferior armor so that no one would be able to detect any weakness until after a fatal strike. Doing so could mean banishment, but if I could tip the scales against Zeus and others like him, the chance would be worth even my life.

      Quickly, I bowed my head, rising just in time to see the tears glistening in her eyes. How she longed to hug me like a mother, even a goddess, would her child. Yet neither of us had that luxury...something which had been denied both of us from the moment of my birth.

      So, I walked away with my chest constricting and headed for the forge. As I weaved through Olympus to my mountain forge, my mind drifted to Paige. The delicate curve of her face with her gray eyes that I swore could read into my soul.

      But she'd see that my scars weren't skin deep, they went all the way down to my fucking soul.
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      My teeth chattered as I jogged down the sidewalk to the hotel. Emily and Daniel had to be worried about me since I'd been gone. How much time had passed? A day...two? I'd only been in Hep's forge for a few minutes and had no idea what the time correlation was. Hell, I couldn't even keep time zones straight sometimes.

      All I wanted to do was see my friend and let her know that I was okay. Then I was going to soak in a hot bath and change clothes before returning to the forge. I had to learn how to control fire and right now I was so cold I think I could roll around in flaming coals and not get burned all thanks to damn Persephone for gipping me.

      I hunched over, wrapping my arms around me as I entered the hotel.

      "Paige?" Emily's shout rang through the lobby. Her blonde hair in a ponytail swung back and forth as she crashed into me and hugged me. "Holy fuck, where have you been? We've been looking everywhere for you. I even filed a missing person's report."

      "Really?" A wave of cold washed over me and I shuddered, pulling out of her hug. "H-how long was I gone?"

      "You don't know?" She frowned at me. "Two and a half days, Paige. I thought we'd find you dead. Was it those guys…the ones you introduced me to …did one of them drug you?"

      "No, no." I couldn't tell her I was with Hermes and as he was a god teaching me to use the power of air. "He's fine. I went sightseeing with him and lost track of time."

      "You know this isn't the dark ages, Paige." She placed her hand on her hip. "You have a cellphone, you could've called or even left a note at the hotel desk."

      "Yeah, I'm sorry. I lost my phone." Along with the book that was supposed to help me learn magic and my life if I didn't figure this out. Zeus wouldn't have to kill me though, I'm sure Hades would as soon as he found out what his wife had done. "Look, I'm really tired, can I go to our room and have a bath?"

      Emily felt my forehead. "Geez, you feel like ice. What exactly happened to you?"

      She deserved an answer, but I couldn't tell her. She'd never believe me anyway. "I guess I'm coming down with something."

      "Hey, Paige," Daniel said coming up to us from the hotel desk. "Good to see you're okay."

      "No, she's not okay, look at her." Emily huffed, then laced an arm through mine. "When was the last time you ate or drank anything?"

      "I-I don't remember."

      "God, I'm going to kill your Greek boyfriends when I see them again. No wonder you're cold, you're dehydrated and undernourished." She led me to the elevator. "We're going to order room service and you're going to eat and drink while we get you warmed up."

      "That sounds like heaven." I'd never had a meal in the bath, and I wasn't going to turn down the chance now.
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      Thirty minutes later, I sank into the steaming water. I'd drank half a gallon of water and ate a ginormous cheeseburger with extra fries. My stomach still rumbled, but I was content without going into triple meat territory. Emily had been right though, I did feel much better after having gotten food and water.

      I scrubbed myself down and washed my hair before leaning my head against the edge of the tub. The hot water barely kept me warm, but at least I wasn't shivering uncontrollably anymore.

      My eyes drifted closed and I clung to the warmth for as long as I could before it slipped through my fingers.

      Water cocooned me and I floated on the waves. I glided along, all my muscles relaxed and supported in the cooling liquid. Where was I? I kicked for the surface, yet all I could find was more and more water. Where was the surface? My legs treaded in the water as I spun around to find my bearings. There was no sign of the sky or anything just a vat of water all around me like I was stuck in a giant liquid bubble. But I couldn't breathe. I had to get air.

      I dove up, kicking as hard as I could. Grasping for purchase where there was none. Now I knew how ants felt locked in a fat, thick raindrop.

      There had to be a way out of this. Where the hell was I anyway?

      Wait, I'd been in the bathtub at the hotel. Had I drowned?

      A tightness struck my chest and I wanted to inhale so bad my throat constricted. I slapped my hands in the water, desperate to know how to wake myself up, to get out of this nightmare.

      "Paige," Poseidon's voice whispered inside my head.

      I jerked backward and the god stood in all of this water. His platinum-white hair floated around him like a jagged halo. He wore skin-tight shorts that lined every muscle in his legs. His skin was bronze and illuminated from within. His trident pulsed and made the gold seem unearthly.

      Help me! I pleaded in my mind. Gods were telepathic, right? I swam toward him when he pointed his trident at me and a blast sliced through the water right next to my head. I tumbled backward, knocked away from the residual power vibrating through the water. My head spun and I held back a gasp. If I breathed, I was dead. But I couldn't hold out forever.

      P-Poseidon, please. Don't do this.

      His kind face twisted into a snarl. Hermes had said he thought Zeus had overtaken him since he hadn't returned. I had to help him get free. But how. He had all of the advantages here, plus he was a freaking god.

      Dion's magic of earth wouldn't be enough if my guess of being in an endless sea was correct. Air...Hermes power.

      I closed my eyes, concentrating on bringing air to me. My lungs ached and I clenched my fists. Nothing was happening. Tears burned the backs of my eyes. I couldn't give up, I couldn't die here. Not like this. Not when I had so much to live for.

      When I was with Charron on the river Styx, I'd used air with ease, why couldn't I now?

      Unless there was no air.

      Poseidon's second blast punched me in the stomach. Pain surged through me as my body was flung head over heels in a never-ending cyclone. My throat convulsed, yearning to breathe. Every cell in my body screamed for oxygen.

      I was going to die.

      Spots danced before my eyes and an exhale broke free from my restraints. Freezing cold water surged into my lungs and burned all the way down to my soul.
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