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This book is dedicated to the goddess in every woman, no matter where she resides. Though if Mount Olympus really does exist, I imagine it wouldnt be such a bad place to live.

I owe a special thanks to Erika Tsang for keeping me on the straight and narrow with this book.

And, as always, to Helen Breitweiser and her stellar story expertise. Yes, Helen, romance authors swallow tons of chocolate when they plot. Its the only way to get the job done right and still remain sane.
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Chapter 1




Mount Olympus, present day

Am I late? gasped Chloe as she burst into the great hall.

Kyra offered a hesitant smile and shook her head. After tucking a wayward curl of red behind her ear, she resumed her pacing. This was her second performance review in as many centuries and she was a mass of jangled nerves, as were, she imagined, Chloe, Zo, and the rest of the muses. The thought of Zeus judging their successes and failures always left them flustered.

Shed be the first to admit shed become a bit lazy over the past millennium, but it wasnt her fault mortals had grown suspicious of good fortune. Nobody on earth believed in luck or serendipity anymore. No matter how wonderful the incidents that occurred in their lives, they focused on their woes, most of which were mere trifles compared to the plagues and pestilences that had once befallen mankind.

Have you heard from Zo? Chloe hopped into step beside Kyra. Why do you think Zeus wants to see the three of us at the same time?

You know how single-minded Zo gets when shes worried. She probably couldnt resist rearranging the flowers in the dining hall. As to why he summoned us here together

The demi-goddesses stilled at the sound of frantically tapping sandals. Sable tresses askew, Zo skittered to a halt next to them.

Had to stop and straighten the sash on one of the graces gowns, she wheezed. Aphrodite gets so bent out of shape when her handmaidens are in disarray. She cocked her head in the direction of Zeuss office. Has he called for us?

Hes with Polyhymnia. Poor thing looked frightened to death when she arrived for her appointment, said Kyra.

Chloe folded her arms. Well, why wouldnt she? Fat lot of use there is for sacred poetrysacred anythingthese days. Its a wonder he doesnt put us in a soup pot along with the chickens who refuse to lay.


I hear hes reassigned most of our sister muses, so maybe he plans to do the same with us, suggested Zo. You know, have us inspire something that fits better in todays world. I wouldnt mind being the muse of high adventure. Maybe rock climbing or spelunking or

Youre terrified of heights, Chloe reminded her, fluffing her golden curls. Personally, Ive been thinking I might have more success at inspiring good judgment. Someone with a brain needs to influence the movers and shakers of the mortal world.

If Zeus complains about the way weve carried out our tasks, we can simply tell him well try harder, said Kyra. It will give us another hundred years to come up with a decent defense.

I blame these ridiculous performance reviews on the twentieth century. First there was the telephone, followed by the radio, then that miserable box with sound and moving pictures

Its called a television, Zo, and its a form of entertainment. You need to loosen up a little, lectured Chloe.

Zo rolled her eyes. Maybe so, but have you seen his latest gadget? He signed onto the Internet so he can be in touch with the real world. Even conjured a dozen computers. She bent and whispered, Were all expected to use one.

Use a computer? echoed Kyra.

Chloe gave an exaggerated shudder. What does he intend to do with a computer?


Probably send out a virus that will cripple mankinds ability to communicate, answered Zo. Calliope said Zeus came down hard on every muse hes reviewed so far. Claimed mortals needed a calamity of global proportions as a reason to write the poetry shes known to inspire. Hes ready to instigate a cyberspace war just to get the ball rolling. She hissed a frustrated sigh. The last thing Earth needs is more war.

Thunder rumbled. A bolt of lightning split the cerulean sky. The massive doors opened and Polyhymnia raced out in tears. Ive been reassigned, she sobbed. No more sacred poetry. Im supposed to be the muse of blogs. Continuing to sob, she wobbled from the landing. How can I inspire something when I dont even know what it is?

Kyra sighed at the news. At least Zeus was willing to explore the possibility of different tasks. In truth, their father was nothing but a bag of bluster and howling wind. After complaining he had lost the respect a deity of his magnitude deserved, hed become testy and sour trying to adjust to the latest breed of humans. Since the arrival of the twenty-first century, he treated Mount Olympus as if it were a corporation and he its CEO.

She didnt mind the new order. But she did mind being lumped with two other muses, as if she werent good enough to merit an appointment of her own. She loved her sisters, but Chloe had always been a self-centered diva, spreading happiness willy-nilly to whatever mortal struck her fancy. And Zo was more a fusspot than a muse. Though Zeus would never admit it, deciding that mortals had to be inspired to properly plan a meal or brighten their personal space was a dumb move.

Righting the skirt of her flowing white chiton, Kyra peered around the doorway. What was once a beautifully appointed dais with magnificent marble thrones now resembled an office straight from the pages of one of Earths many design magazines. Zeus sat in a cushy chair that seemed to be massaging him mechanically, drumming the fingers of one hand while he guided a mouse with the other. The fax machine was spewing pages, while CNN blared from an overhead television.

Squinting at the screen, Kyra gasped. The diabolical deity was playing solitaire! She ducked when he raised his head of flowing white hair.

Dont stand there gawking, daughter. Enter. And bring those two good-for-nothings with you.

As one, the trio threw back their shoulders, pasted smiles on their faces, and walked into the royal suite. Zeus spun his chair around and shuffled papers on the blotter, then gazed at them with a raised brow.

I assume you know why youre here?

Yes, sire, they chorused.

Chloe snapped to attention. And were thrilled to report our accomplishments over the past one hundred years. Ive inspired seven humans to find true happiness


The divorce rate among mortals is staggering, he responded, causing Chloe to hang her head. As is their suicide rate and the number of pills they ingest for depression.

Thanks to Martha, at least their home dcor is exciting, Zo chimed.

Martha? Zeus sounded as if hed never heard of the home dcor maven. What about bustles, plastic shoestoe rings! Each was a terrible idea. You havent inspired a thing of value since washable wall paint.

But everyone loves Martha, Zo continued. And they especially like my most important contribution: Its a good thing has become a worldwide catchphrase.

Thunder rumbled, its sound as ominous as Zeuss growl. Oh, that Martha, he groused. Perhaps you should have given her stock tips instead of decorating advice.

The lottery is a huge success, Kyra interrupted, hoping to lighten the moment.

Zeus wrinkled his already craggy forehead. Poverty around the world is on the upswing. Many people cant make ends meet, and have declared bankruptcy in lieu of paying their bills. Most are positive the world is against them. He frowned. The three of you are not going to talk your way out of your failures this time. Im still top god around here.

Kyra opened and closed her mouth, but was at a loss for words. Any moment now, she expected their father to throw up his hands and banish them from the room. Instead, he shook his leonine head.

You three are the least successful of my daughters. None of you has inspired much of anything, therefore mortals have never taken you seriously. I created a dozen muses, but the history books only speak of nine. Not only have you lost your edgeyou never had one to begin with. He tapped a bony finger on the desk blotter. Perhaps a bit of time as handmaiden to Hera He appeared to consider the thought. No, no, not after the last altercation.

But sire Kyra began. Would they never live down the incident with Hera and the pigand the pigeonsand the ambrosia?

Zeus raised a hand. Hear me out and be grateful for my benevolence. You have two choices. First, you may stay on Mount Olympus and accept a loss of status. Instead of gossiping or flirting the day away, you can muck out the stables, toil in the kitchen, or work in the dairy. There are any number of chores that will allow you to earn your keep.

The sisters moved closer together, as if united in fending off the disgusting tasks.

The second offer is more challenging, therefore of greater risk, and eventually of more value, as well. Each of you may go to Earth and take a final stab at fulfilling your destiny, which means doing the things for which you were createdto inspire mankind. If you succeed, you may return here and live forever in splendorno more performance reviewsjust frolic and fun. But if you fail He leaned forward. You will remain on Earth and live as a mortal until your dying day.

Kyra tugged her sisters into a huddle. What hes offering is impossible.

Handmaiden to Hera the Harridan is impossible, moaned Zo. The other choice threatens our very existence.

I have no intention of pulling udders or shoveling horse droppings until the end of forever, said Chloe. We are demi-goddesses, created to inspire. What else can we do?

Closing her eyes, Kyra weighed the options. If they did nothing, an eternity of boredom and toil awaited them. If they accepted the challenge and failed, their fate was the life and death of a mortal. But, if they should succeed, they would reap rewards of splendor and enjoyment forever. She whipped her head around and asked, Is that all?

Well, there is one more thing. Zeus stroked his snowy beard, a hint of evil glinting in his ebony eyes. Falling in love with a mortal is not allowed. Dally if you must, but keep your mind strictly on your work, so Im certain youre taking this challenge seriously. Dire consequences await you if you return here more impassioned by a mortal than your job.

Fall in love? Not bloody likely, said Zo, more to herself than her sisters.

Itll never happen, muttered Chloe.


Kyra shrugged in agreement, silently vowing to keep her mind on the required task.

The sisters locked gazes. After joining hands, they stepped closer to the desk. We accept the challenge, they said as one.

And are grateful for it?

They nodded.

Zeus smiled, though it appeared more of a grimace. Good, good. Now here are the conditions.

Kyra bit her tongue to keep from screaming. With Zeus, there were always conditions.

You shall live independently of each other, hundreds of miles apart, for a single earthly year. During that time, Kyra must inspire mortals to achieve and believe in good fortune; Chloe, you must help however many mortals you meet to have a future full of happiness. He raised a brow in Zos direction. You, daughter, must find a way to enhance their lives through appearance or design, but no more idiotic ideas or tainted mavens. He raised a finger skyward. And above all, remember the love thing. He leaned back in his seat. If you fail in these tasks by midnight of the final day, beware my wrath. Are there any questions?

How many mortals must we inspire? Zo asked.

Zeus raised a bushy eyebrow. Ill decide how many when Im good and ready, and not before. Do I make myself clear?

Yes, sire, she answered in a dour tone.


And youll need to learn the use of one of those. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating the computer. So we can stay in touch.

Chloe stuck out her lower lip. Why cant we use Hermes?

That boy hasnt taken wing since the day I installed the telephones. Hes in charge of networking the system. Ill allow you a day to become proficient, so we may communicate via the Internet.

Chloe stomped her foot. Thats not fair. The others dont have to

Zeus shot to his feet and lifted his arms. Thunder shook the clouds around them. Silence!

Without warning, Kyra rose like thistledown, floating, swaying, cresting on waves of cool dry air. She looked left and right and saw her sisters do the same. Thanks to Chloes disrespectful actions, theyd lost the time to prepare.

Darkness overtook her as she felt herself spiraling downward, a lone leaf tossing in the wind, unable to control her destination.







    

Chapter 2




Monte Carlo

A wave of satisfaction rippled through Jake Lennoxs stomach as he turned over his cards in a gesture honed through years of self-control. Though he considered himself a minnow, maybe a marlin on his best day, in the world of high rollers, hed outlasted four of the five whales who had started this big-money poker game several hours ago, and won enough to pull ahead a hundred thousand for the night.

A full house, aces and jacks.

Socrates Themopolis shook his bald head, his smile that of a benevolent godfather. You never cease to amaze me, son. Just when Im positive youre bluffing, you manage to show a winning hand.

Grinning inside, Jake stacked the mound of thousand-dollar chips. What can I say, Mr. T? Youre a worthy opponent. Its always a pleasure sitting at your table. And taking your money.

The man some thought should top Bill Gates as the worlds wealthiest, tapped steepled fingers to his lower lip. We go back a long time. What were youeighteenwhen your father had an aneurysm in my casino? Still say it was a damned shame it happened on your birthday.

Jake remembered the gracious treatment he and his mother had received from the hotel magnate on one of the worst days of their lives. Hed always thought it fitting that Themopolis had paid for his fathers funeral. Hell, his dad had lost so much money at his casino Mr. T should have named a slot machine in his honor.

It was thirteen years ago. Ive come a long way.

You certainly have, and Ive developed a lot of respect for you since then. The way youve taken care of your mother, learned to play a thinking game, never got in over your head

The respect is mutual, Mr. T. Its the reason I stay out of your casinos when Im in the States. It wouldnt be polite to take advantage of a mentor.

His gaze fixed on Jake, Mr. T leaned back and spoke to the dealer. I think were through for tonight, Jimmy. You can close the game room.


When the dealer left, Jake started to rise, but Themopolis gestured that he remain seated. Youre a hard man to track down. To be honest, one of the reasons Im here is because I heard you were in town. I want to ask you something.

Curious, Jake settled back in his chair. Men like Mr. T usually acted first and asked questions later.

The billionaire opened an exquisitely carved humidor resting at his side. Taking out a Havana, he lit up and worked the cigar until gray-blue smoke floated in the air. You travel in the right circles. Have you caught wind of a problem Im having at my Las Vegas hotel?

Jake had heard rumors of some minor cash flow troubles at the Acropolis I, but hadnt given it much thought. The gambling grapevine was full of gossip, most of it exaggerated or untrue. Theres buzz on the street, nothing I took for gospel.

Mr. T narrowed his gaze. Someones skimming money, but Im not sure from where. The casino is always packed, so is the hotel, yet revenue is down by a million a month. My accountants are stymied, as is the GM.

Have you called the gaming board?

I will, once weve caught the culprit. Whoever is running the scam is clever; the lost revenue could be from anywhere.

What about hotel security?

Mel Turcotte was forced to retire after his stroke. His second in command, Rupert Ardmore, is competent and expects to be named Mels successor. He claims hes investigating, but Im not confident hes doing a good job. Mr. T set the cigar in a cut-crystal ashtray. Things have escalated over the past month. At the moment, the only person I trust is my surveillance chief, Herb Molinari. Hes been with me since I started in Las Vegas.

Jake didnt believe in Lady Luck. Proficient gamblers won using their brains, instincts, and wiles. So why was it he had a gut feeling the elusive female had just taken a seat on his shoulder? Lately, hed been pondering a new career, something that would allow him to come clean with his mother. But all he knew how to do was play the odds in cities far from upstate New York. If Socrates Themopolis were indebted to him, thered be no limit to what he could achieve.

And youre telling me this because

Last time we talked, you intimated you were getting tired of the gambling life. Is that still true, or have you changed your mind about leaving the business?

Lets just say if the right opportunity came along, Id give it serious consideration.

Good to hear, because Ive decided to slip someone into the Acropolis I can trust, someone who knows his way around, but isnt familiar to my employees or the regular players. The old-timers might remember you because of your father, but Vegas is overflowing with new blood. With the cover I propose, people will figure theyve seen you around, but I doubt theyll remember where.

Im flattered, but I have to ask, whats in it for me?

How about the chance to use the business degree you earned in college and manage a casino, instead of trying to beat one? And a percentage of the nightly take.

Jake thumbed his stack of chips. Earning a steady paycheck while being part of a business he enjoyed and understood, inside and out, suddenly became a heady lure. You just said you have a competent manager.

Competent, but not stellar. I want stellar, Jake. Themopolis took a long drag on the cigar and blew a smoke ring. I want you.



Kyra faced Rupert Ardmore across his impressive desk. Shed seen the hotel manager around, even delivered coffee to this office when hed met with her ex-boss, Ms. Simmons. In the eleven months since her arrival in Las Vegas shed done her best to take mortals at face value, but there was something off-kilter about this man, something she couldnt put her finger on, and it made her uncomfortable.

You understand Ms. Simmons left us in the lurch. With little more than a week before the grand finale of the Voice of Vegas competition, theres no time to hire a replacement. Since you were Ms. Simmonss assistant, I assume you know as much as she did about the project and the other giveaways we offer our patrons.

Yes, of course. When shed first begun her life on earth, the only employment Kyra had been able to obtain was the arduous job of a cocktail waitress in the huge casino. A few months later, shed brought Ms. Simmons a drink and offered her a shoulder to cry on when shed found the woman flapping around the lobby over some promotion gone wrong. Ms. Simmons had been so grateful, shed given Kyra a position everyone considered a move in the right direction: personal assistant to the special event coordinator.

Since accepting the assignment, shed done nothing more challenging than fetch files, take messages and, when shed finally learned how, answer e-mails. Ms. Simmons had treated her as more of a glorified go-fer, but the job was still better than standing on her feet and serving drinks for hours on end. It also allowed Kyra, as the Muse of Good Fortune, to indulge freely in her favorite pastimewalking the casino floor, chatting with guests, and offering luck.

Las Vegas is celebrating its one hundredth birthday, hence the new, updated ad campaign. I expect the singing competition to run without a hitch and make a name for the hotel. If you handle things with competence, Im prepared to offer you the title and salary of special events coordinator permanently. If the night is a disaster, youll be fired on the spot. Ardmore sat back in his leather desk chair and gave a smarmy smile. Do you have any questions?

Then and there Kyra decided she had no use for the man. Zeus had been threatening, but he held her fate in his hands. Ardmore was a puffed-up rooster with a lame my-way-or-the-highway attitude she despised. Working here had given her the ability to inspire good fortune in mortals. If not for that opportunity, shed walk out now.

And Id still be in charge of the Wheel Deal and other promotions? she asked, making certain her time remaining would continue in the same pleasant manner. The singing competition was scheduled for the night Zeus was scheduled to summon her back to Mount Olympus. Surely, with so many mortals winning money and prizes, shed inspired enough to believe in good fortune. Only after she returned home would she know if her father saw it the same way.

Absolutely.

Kyra held back a grin. By the time the Voice of Vegas was over, shed be back to her world in a flash of glory. Then Ill take the position.

Very well. Ardmore scribbled on a notepad. His phone rang, and he frowned. Thats all, Ms. Degodessa.

Though the hotel manager hadnt said so, Kyra assumed Ms. Simmonss office now belonged to her. Which meant she no longer had an excuse for why she occasionally missed answering Zeuss weekly e-mails. It was a minus for the new job, but shed worry about it later. First, she had to tell Lou the good news.

She took the stairs to the casino floor and headed to the service bar, hoping to find her best friend with a few free minutes to chat.

Hey, Kyra. Whats shakin? asked Eddie, a vertically challenged bartender with spiky black hair.

Nothing much. Is Lou around?

Shes serving drinks. And from her cranky attitude, I think shes having trouble at home again.

Louise Chandler, the sole support of her eighteen-month-old daughter and frail mother, lived in an outlying town in a shabby but neat two-bedroom duplex.

Who was it this time? Her daughter or her mom?

Eddie shrugged. Hard telling.

Its tough trying to lend Lou a hand when she wont accept whats offered, Kyra said more to herself than the bartender. Are you still slipping extra chips on her tray?

I do my best, but shes sharp as a tack. Eddies eyes narrowed. Ixnay on the situation, doll.

Heres a new order list, Eddie. Lou sighed as she placed her tray on the bar, then turned tired eyes on Kyra. Last night was rough.

Katie get another earache?

Yeah, and she woke my mother, which set them both to complaining. Kids and their healthits tough enough keeping them in clothes and toys, add doctor bills and its a guaranteed trip to the poor house.

Kyra had never spent much time with children, as each of the gods and goddesses had been born fully formed by Zeus. But shed heard enough of Katies antics and ailments from Lou to know kids were a handful, especially toddlers.

Then this is for you, said Kyra tucking a twenty-five-dollar chip into Lous fanny pack, all she knew the waitress would accept. I found it over by the slot machines.

You are the luckiest woman I know. But you cant keep giving me chips you find on the floor. If the hotel hears about it, youll get fired, Lou chided.

Before Kyra could respond, Eddie brought over a drink-laden tray. All set. He gave Kyra a hopeful grin. Sure you dont want to have dinner with me after work?

No thanks, maybe tomorrow.

He rested his knobby elbows on the bar. Why do I get the feeling tomorrow is never gonna come around?

Youre too sensitive, Kyra said. I told you I dont mix business with pleasure. And speaking of business

I heard Ms. Simmons quit this morning. Something about not being appreciated. Lou caught Kyras smile and jumped up and down. Oh my gosh, you got her job, didnt you? Youre the new special events coordinator!

Enveloped in the womans childlike glee, Kyra was suddenly proud of the position, even if Ardmores offer had come in a backhanded manner. Im on trial. It wont be mine permanently unless the Voice of Vegas goes off without a hitch.

Congratulations. I know youll do a top-notch job, said Eddie. He scanned the area with a practiced eye, then raised a brow. Heres another bit of news. Have either of you met Mr. Ts nephew?

Mr. T has a nephew? asked Lou.

So goes the rumor. Hes the straight arrow standing by the cashier windowsreminds me of a cop. Names Jake Lennox.

Kyras scalp prickled, but she managed to stay calm as she glanced casually to her right. The man in question was dressed in a white shirt, red striped tie, and perfectly tailored gray suit. Tall, with thick dark hair, black eyebrows, and a scowl, he appeared the direct opposite of the hotels convivial owner.

She recalled seeing Mr. Lennox as he strode through the casino this past week and remembered that, more often than not, he wore a smug expression, as if confident and secure in his abilities. Hed intrigued her when shed first seen him from afar, and caused her to wonder at the reason behind his superior grin. When shed found herself thinking about him as she lay in bed at night, she realized shed broken her one and only personal rulenever dwell on any mortal manand pushed him from her mind.

Viewing Jake Lennox tonight placed him right back on center stage. How long will he be here?

As if to prolong the anticipation, Eddie busied himself wiping down the counter. In the time Kyra had worked at the casino, shed found the brash bartender to be a fount of information, much of it correct.

No telling, Eddie finally said. Word is, Mr. T wants him to learn the business, so Lennox will be conducting one-on-one interviews with a few of the employees. He has full access to any area of the hotel. I didnt know the old man even had a nephew, so Im checking my sources. The whole setup sounds fishy to me.

Lou hoisted her tray. Hes good looking, in a brooding sort of way.

Kyra had determined months ago that she couldnt spare a serious thought for anyone of the opposite sex, brooding or otherwise, while residing on earth. She wasnt about to get involved with a mortal and risk falling in love when she had the chance to return to Mount Olympus and live forever in splendor. As hard as shed worked, she wasnt sure which of the mortals in whom shed inspired good fortune would count with Zeus.

Which employees? Kyra asked, concerned about being alone with a man who might be trouble in a very personal way.


Management, a few peons here on the floor, even the guys in valet parking if he wants.

Just what she didnt need to hear. Interesting. Kyra turned in the direction of the womens lounge. Well, Im heading for home. Tomorrows my first full day in charge, and I cant afford to be late. She waved a good-bye. See you in the morning.

As she passed the bank of cashier windows her skin tingled. When tiny bumps rose to attention on her arms, she knew immediately she was being assessed by Jake Lennox, and not as a co-worker, but as a woman.

You wish, was her first thought.

Shed had plenty of chances to date, and almost as many offers to skip the courting ritual and get right to the nitty-gritty of down-and-dirty sex. Throughout the ages, the citizens of Mount Olympus had dallied at will, with each other as well as with mortals, enjoying the freedom of a no-strings arrangement. Unfortunately, as centuries passed, people lost belief in the gods. These days, when a deity came to earth, it was usually to make mischief instead of love.

Chloe had slid into the habit of consorting with men soon after arriving here, insistent that she would never be involved in a complication of the heart. Kyra had stayed celibate. She had no need to resurrect a flaw haunting her since birth. Though her sisters thought it was in her mind, Kyra knew it to be true. Whenever she gave her body, she couldnt help but give her heart. When the time came to end the affair, it always took her forever to move on.

Shed already decided that the next time she got involved, it would be for eternity. And it would be with a man of Olympus, where she could spend forever in the company of gods. Not a mortal with dark eyes and wavy hairand a brash killer smile.

Though she hadnt talked to Chloe or Zo in a week, she was certain they would tell her that, imagination or not, she had to guard her heart. With only a short time left of their exile, each sister was determined to return home in triumph.

As a daughter of the mighty Zeus, she would notcould notfail.
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