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      With love to the real Pamela,
 owner of Ruby Slipper Designs,
 who found her Apollo in Keith.
 Lucky girl!
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      Dear Reader,

      
      Okay, I’ll admit it – authors have favorite books. I know, I know, books are like children and we don’t always want to admit
            to liking one better than another, but it’s true. The Goddess Summoning books are my favorite children.

      
      As with my bestselling young adult series, the House of Night, my Goddess Summoning books celebrate the independence, intelligence,
            and unique beauty of modern women. My heroes all have one thing in common: they appreciate powerful women and are wise enough
            to value brains as well as beauty. Isn’t respect and appreciation an excellent aphrodisiac?

      
      Delving into mythology and reworking ancient myths is fun! In Goddess of the Sea I retell the story of the mermaid Undine – who switches places with a female U.S. Air Force sergeant who needs to do some
            escaping of her own. In Goddess of Spring, I turn my attention to the Persephone/Hades myth, and send a modern woman to Hell! Who knew Hell and its brooding god could
            be hot in so many wonderful, seductive ways?

      
      From there we take a lovely vacation in Las Vegas with the divine twins, Apollo and Artemis, in Goddess of Light. Finally we come to what is my favorite of all fairy tales, ‘Beauty and the Beast.’ In Goddess of the Rose I created my own version of this beloved tale, building a magical realm from whence dreams originate – good and bad – and bringing to life a beast who absolutely took my breath away.

      
      I hope you enjoy my worlds, and my wish for you is that you discover a spark of goddess magic of your own!

      
      P. C. Cast

      
   
      
      
      Prologue

      
      ‘I have made my decision, Bacchus. The portal will remain open.’
      

      
      As Zeus spoke, he turned his back on the corpulent god and rested his hands against the smooth top of the marble railing that
         framed the balcony. He gazed down at the Great Banquet Hall of Olympus. The magnificent room was teeming with young gods and
         goddesses. Zeus’ smile became self-satisfied. The immortals were matchless in their beauty, and when they gathered as they
         did on this evening, their combined allure was more resplendent than all the stars in the heavens. Then his expression sobered.
         No matter how perfect their exterior, he had slowly been forced to admit to himself that there was something lacking in the
         group below him.
      

      
      They lacked the sublimely mortal touch of humanity.

      
      The Supreme Ruler of the Gods indulged himself briefly in a particularly enticing remembrance. Aegina … she had been the most
         lovely of maidens. Her skin had been seductive mortal cream. He could still feel the imprint of its unique softness as she
         had pressed herself willingly against his feathered back when he changed himself into a mighty eagle and carried her away
         to make love to her. No, her body had not had the sheen of perfection that gilded a goddess’s complexion, but she had responded
         to his touch with a naive exuberance that no goddess could ever match.
      

      
      ‘Exuberance!’ Zeus thumped his palm against the balcony railing, causing thunder to grumble across the sky in response. ‘That is what our young immortals are missing.’ He didn’t
         turn to look at Bacchus; instead, his gaze roamed restlessly across the sparkling crowd. Considering, he squinted his dark
         eyes. What was it that Hera had said … They take for granted the gifts of their immortal power. They need to spend time away from the Ancient World. Somewhere they
            are not idolized and worshiped. He had to admit that Hera tended to be right, even though he often had reason to wish his wife’s powers of observation were
         less accurate. He grimaced, wanting to forget the knowing look of her sharp gaze, which always seemed to see into his soul.
      

      
      ‘They have languished too long in Olympus. It is past time that they mingle with modern mortals,’ Zeus said suddenly.

      
      Bacchus tried to keep the irritation from his voice. ‘But I am the only one of the immortals to ever show an interest in the
         modern world. Why must you insist that they clutter up my realm?’
      

      
      Zeus looked over his shoulder at Bacchus. ‘Demeter and Persephone have recently visited the modern world of mortals, and,
         as the Goddess of the Harvest told me, Persephone became so attached to a kingdom known as Tulsa that she has made a bargain
         with a mortal woman so that she may return on a regular basis.’
      

      
      Bacchus drew a deep breath and tried not to squirm under the Thunder God’s gaze. ‘Then why not open the portal in the Kingdom
         of Tulsa?’
      

      
      Zeus shook his head, turning back to his contemplation of the crowded hall. His talk with Demeter had convinced him that Tulsa
         was not a place where young gods and goddesses could come and go without being noticed.
      

      
      ‘No, Bacchus. I have given this great consideration. I have searched the modern mortal world. Las Vegas provides the perfect setting with its fanciful mortal re-creation of Caesars Palace
         and The Forum.’ Zeus chuckled, remembering the silliness he had glimpsed through the portal.
      

      
      ‘But Las Vegas is my realm! You know how much time I have devoted to making Caesars Palace and The Forum mine. They will be
         meddling in a part of the world I have chosen as my own.’
      

      
      Zeus’ head snapped around, and his eyes blazed. ‘You presume too much! Have you forgotten that I rule supreme amongst the
         gods?’ Thunder rolled threateningly in the background.
      

      
      Hastily, Bacchus bowed his head. ‘Forgive me, Lord.’

      
      ‘Do not forget yourself again, Bacchus. What I have given, I can also take away.’ He stared hard at the lesser deity before
         returning to his scrutiny of the crowd. ‘Look at them. The portal has only been opened to them for a short time, but already
         I feel a change. Even the nymphs have become excited.’ He paused, scowling as he remembered how too many of the lovely semideities
         had chosen to be made stars and flowers and trees because they had become so bored with their lives. ‘Exuberance … that is
         what Olympus has lacked. And that is what Las Vegas has breathed into us once more.’
      

      
      ‘But Lord.’ Bacchus covered his growing anger and pitched his voice to a concerned, paternal tone. ‘You know what happens
         when gods and goddesses become too involved in the lives of mortals. Think of Troy. Remember Medea and Jason. Consider what
         became of Heracles and Achilles. Are you willing to doom the world of modern mortals to chaos and heartache?’
      

      
      ‘I do not need to be lectured by such as you, Bacchus.’ Zeus’ voice remained controlled, but his warning was clear. Then,
         changing moods as easily as a spring storm cleared from the mountains, he smiled. ‘But I have already considered such things. I have set into place certain … restrictions’ – Zeus drew the word out carefully, his eyes gleaming – ‘which I intend to announce tonight. My children will simply be
         gracious visitors, enjoying a much-deserved sojourn in the Kingdom of Las Vegas.’ He shifted his head so that Bacchus could
         see his stern, majestic profile. ‘This discussion is over. My will stands.’
      

      
      Bacchus had no choice but to bow and retreat respectfully from the balcony, but his mind seethed. Once again his needs were
         to be ignored as Zeus played favorites. He had made Vegas his own. They worshiped Baccus there. At The Forum he commanded
         the attention of an audience of mortals every day. They cheered for him. They adored him. And now he was to share his realm
         with the young, beautiful darlings of Olympus?
      

      
      ‘We shall see …’ he whispered between clenched teeth as Zeus’ voice thundered from the balcony, calling the attention of the
         Banquet Hall to attentive silence.
      

      
      ‘Beloved children!’ Zeus beamed at the gathering. ‘It pleases me greatly that you enjoy my latest gift.’ He stretched his
         arms, palms open, towards the two pillars that stood in the center of the hall, between which an opaque disk of light quivered
         and swirled. ‘This evening I announce more news – I have decided that the portal may be open to our lovely legions of nymphs,
         as well as the young Olympians!’ Excited gasps from the minor female deities and semideities present sounded like sweet music
         to Zeus. ‘But remember, my beauties, you are entering a world unused to having gods such as us walk amongst them. You do not
         go to meddle with mortal affairs but rather to observe and to delight in a unique world. Lest you be tempted to forget that
         you are only there to visit, I have decided that the portal shall only be opened at limited times.’
      

      
      The glowing faces below him all remained upturned and listening. Zeus searched the crowd until he found Demeter standing regally beside her daughter. He inclined his head to her
         in respectful acknowledgment before continuing.
      

      
      ‘The Goddess of the Harvest has informed me that modern mortals enjoy most of their revelry during a small cluster of days
         which they call a weekend. So it is during mortal weekends that our portal will be open. You have from dusk on their Friday
         evening to dawn on their Monday to frolic with the modern mortals.’
      

      
      With a small gesture of one hand, he silenced the enthusiastic whispers that his words evoked.

      
      ‘And now, I give to you the Kingdom of Las Vegas!’ The Thunder God clapped his hands together, and the crowd cheered as the
         sky roared in response.
      

      
      Below in the Banquet Hall Artemis laughed and shook her head fondly at Zeus before turning her attention back to her brother.

      
      ‘Father is certainly pleased with himself,’ she said.

      
      Apollo shrugged. ‘I don’t understand the excitement. It is simply the modern world of mortals, not a new Olympus.’

      
      Artemis raised one perfect, golden eyebrow at him. ‘Thus said by the god who spent months spying on a modern mortal in the
         Kingdom of Tulsa.’
      

      
      ‘I was simply performing a favor for Demeter,’ he answered a little too nonchalantly.

      
      Artemis said nothing, but she studied her twin as he flirted half-heartedly with a violet-tressed nymph who had stopped to
         talk in excited little bursts about visiting the Kingdom of Las Vegas. There was no doubt about it. Apollo had been behaving
         oddly ever since the Persephone debacle.
      

      
      Artemis sipped her ruby-red wine, remembering how her brother’s surprise at Persephone’s sudden rejection and odd infatuation with Hades had turned to outright shock when it had
         been discovered that the soul that had temporarily inhabited the goddess’s body had been that of a mortal woman. Persephone
         herself had been masquerading as a mortal on modern earth. So it was a mortal woman who had rejected Apollo and fallen in
         love with the God of the Underworld. Artemis’ lovely lips curled into a sneer. Mortals. In her experience they either whined
         pathetically and needed constant care or were so ridiculously hubris-filled that they self-destructed. All in all, they were
         only good for mild amusement or dalliance. Not that she would ever want to dally with one, but her brother was of a different
         mind. Often he had laughed and shared tales with her about his latest seduction of a hopelessly naive young maiden. Artemis
         took another long drink from her goblet. It was good for a mortal to be gifted by the love of a god. Mortal women should be
         grateful to be noticed by such a god as her twin brother.
      

      
      The chattering nymph had drifted away, leaving Apollo to gaze silently at the swirling portal. Perhaps that was it. Apollo
         needed a diversion. Her brother had spent too much time lounging aimlessly around Olympus, brooding about the silly mortal’s
         rejection. He needed to remember that mortals were weak beings who lived the span of their frantic lives within the blink
         of an eye. They were easily manipulated – then easily cast aside.
      

      
      A slow smile spread over her flawless face. What better place for him to be reminded of the insignificance of mortals than
         in a modern world teeming with the creatures?
      

      
      ‘Come, Brother,’ she said with a cheery smile. ‘Let us visit the Kingdom of Las Vegas.’

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      God, she adored airports. They reminded her of love and excitement and the promise of new beginnings. Not for the first time
         Pamela thought that it had probably been her deep and romantic infatuation with airports that had fueled her relationship
         with Duane. One glimpse of him in his United Airlines pilot’s uniform, and all rational thought had leaked out of her body
         along with her ridiculously girly sigh of pleasure.
      

      
      What a moron she’d been.

      
      That relationship fiasco was over. Finally. Pamela closed her eyes and ran her fingers through her chic new short haircut.
         She wished she’d run into Duane somewhere in the Colorado Springs Airport before she boarded the Southwest Airlines jet. She
         would have loved to have seen his horrified expression as he realized that she had cut off all of that thick, dark hair that
         used to swing around her waist. The hair that he used to take such pleasure in touching and stroking and … Pamela shivered
         in disgust at the memory. Just thinking about it made her feel suffocated. Getting rid of her long hair had been the final
         step she had taken to free herself from the shackles of Duane’s smothering love. It had been six blissful months since she’d
         spoken to him. After months and months of refusing his gifts, sending back his flowers, and reminding him that their marriage
         had made both of them miserable, the end of their relationship had finally sunk in, much to the chagrin of her family, who
         believed that Duane was perfect for her and that she was a fool to have left him. She could still hear her brother, her sister-in-law and her
         parents. He’s not that bad. He gives you anything you want. He makes great money. He adores you.
      

      
      He hadn’t just adored her. He had wanted to consume her. Duane Edwards had appeared on the surface to be a successful, handsome,
         slightly macho, charismatic man. But under that surface, where the real Duane lived, lurked a needy, controlling, passive-aggressive
         boy/man.
      

      
      Pamela rolled her shoulders to release the tension caused by thinking of Duane. On second thought, she was glad she hadn’t
         run into him at the airport. She hadn’t cut her hair to ‘show him’! She’d cut it because that’s what she wanted. It fit with
         the woman she was becoming. She rested her head against the seat back. Her lips curved up.
      

      
      She liked the woman she was turning into. Satisfied, Pamela thought. She hadn’t been so satisfied with herself in years. She didn’t even care that she was mushed into the window
         seat of the Southwest Airlines jet next to a woman whose bony elbow kept poking her while she struggled to work the cigarette-scented
         crossword page of the New York Times.
      

      
      Why would anyone obsessively work crossword puzzles? Did the woman have nothing better to do with her mind? Ms. Bony Elbows cackled and filled in another blank. Pamela guessed she didn’t.
      

      
      No! No negative thoughts. Self-fulfilling prophecies are powerful. Negative thoughts cause negative energy. Now she sounded like her mother, God help her. She sighed and pressed her forehead against the airplane window.
      

      
      Okay, she’d mentally start over. She wouldn’t let the lady sitting beside her bug her, because that was a pointless waste
         of time, as was dwelling on negatives in general. Hell, who was she to judge? She glanced down at the book in her lap. It had been open to the same page for the entire flight. What had she been doing with her mind? Instead of reading Gena Showalter’s scrumptious The Stone Prince, she’d been wasting her time thinking about her horrid ex. She was better than that – she’d worked hard to make it so.
      

      
      Purposefully, Pamela shifted her attention to the view outside her window. The desert was a bizarre mixture of harshness and
         beauty, and she was surprised to realize that she found it attractive – at least from several thousand feet in the air. It
         was so different from the lush green of her Colorado home, yet strangely compelling. Turning, the plane dipped its wing down,
         and Pamela’s breath caught at her first glimpse of Las Vegas. There, smack in the middle of desert and sand, red dirt and
         canyons, was a city of glass and light and snaking highways, which she could tell even from the air were choked with rushing
         cars.
      

      
      ‘It’s like something out of a dream,’ she murmured to herself.

      
      ‘Damn right! Ain’t it grand,’ Ms. Bony Elbows rasped through a throat that had sucked down too many Virginia Slim Menthol
         extra-longs.
      

      
      Pamela stifled her irritation. ‘It is unusual. Of course I knew Vegas had been built in the middle of the desert, but—’

      
      ‘This your first time in Sin City?’ She interrupted.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Oh, girlie! You are in for the time of your life.’ She leaned in and lowered her gruff voice. ‘Remember, what happens in
         Vegas, stays in Vegas.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, well, I’m not here for pleasure. I’m here on business.’

      
      ‘A pretty young thing like you can sure find time to mix the two.’ She waggled her penciled-in brows knowingly.

      
      Pamela felt her jaw setting. She really hated it when people patronized her because she just happened to be attractive. She worked her ass off to be successful. And thirty wasn’t young!
      

      
      ‘Perhaps I could if I didn’t own my own business, and I didn’t care if my client recommended my work to others, but I do.
         So I’m here for professional reasons, not to play.’
      

      
      Her seatmate’s surprised look took in Pamela’s diamond stud earrings – one carat each – and her well-tailored eggshell Fendi
         slack suit, the classic color of which was nicely set off by a melon and tangerine silk scarf and shell.
      

      
      Pamela read the look in her eye, and she wanted to scream, No, I did not have some damned man buy me this outfit!

      
      ‘Just what is it you do, honey?’

      
      ‘I own Ruby Slipper, an interior design business.’

      
      The woman’s crinkled face softened into a smile, and with a start Pamela realized that she must have once been very pretty.

      
      ‘Ruby Slipper … I like that. Sounds real nice. I’ll bet you’re good at it, too. Just lookin’ at you I can tell you got class.
         But it don’t look like Vegas class. What are you doing here?’
      

      
      ‘My newest client is an author who is building a vacation home in Vegas. I’ve been hired to decorate it.’

      
      ‘An author …’ She fluttered long red fingernails at Pamela. ‘That’s big stuff. Who is it? Maybe I heard of him.’

      
      ‘E. D. Faust. He writes fantasy.’ Pamela only knew that because she’d looked him up hastily on Amazon during their first phone
         call. The man had proclaimed himself, ‘E. D. Faust, bestselling author.’ She’d had no idea who he was, but when she typed
         his name into Amazon’s search box, her screen had blazed with page after page of titles like Pillars of the Sword, Temple of Warriors, Naked Winds, Faith of the Damned… and on and on. At that moment he’d instantly had her undivided attention, even though Pamela didn’t particularly care for
         male science-fiction and fantasy authors. She read a little of everything, so she’d tried a few of the giants of the genre, but it seemed they
         were all too much alike. Swords, magic, spaceships, blood, testosterone … blah … blah … yawn. But she wasn’t stupid. Far from
         it, and one of her primary rules was never, ever say negative things about a client. So she put on a bright smile and nodded
         in response to her travel partner’s blank look like she thought E. D. Faust was Nora Roberts.
      

      
      ‘His current release is Pillars of the Sword, but he’s published more than fifty books, and most of them have appeared on all the major bestseller lists.’
      

      
      ‘Never heard of him, but then I like a good crossword puzzle more than just about anything.’ She cackled again. ‘Well, anything
         except a long, tall man in a cowboy hat with a cold beer.’
      

      
      She elbowed Pamela as she laughed, this time on purpose. Pamela was surprised to feel herself smiling back. There was something
         honest and real about the old woman that made her craggy face and her gruff manner strangely appealing.
      

      
      ‘Pamela Gray,’ she said, holding out her hand.

      
      ‘Billie Mae Johnson.’ She returned the handshake with a firm grip and a warm smile. ‘Pleased to meet ya. If you need a friendly
         face or a cold beer, come on by the Flamingo. I’m usually working at the bar on the main floor.’
      

      
      ‘I may just take you up on that.’

      
      The stewardess announced that they were landing, and Pamela returned her seat to the full and upright position. Billie Mae
         shook her head and grumbled at the squares of the crossword puzzle, most of which were still empty.
      

      
      ‘Ya have to know that the hoity-toity New York Times has gone to hell when they start lettin’ divorce lawyers from Texas write their puzzles.’ She sighed and concentrated on
         one of the questions before looking askance at Pamela. ‘Hey, the snooty clue is “metaphoric emancipation.” The answer has seven letters.
         All I can think of is Budweiser, but that’s nine.’
      

      
      ‘Is the attorney who wrote the puzzle a man or a woman?’

      
      ‘Man.’

      
      ‘Try alimony,’ Pamela said, smiling wickedly.

      
      Billie Mae filled in the letters with a satisfied grunt, then she winked at Pamela as the plane touched down. ‘You just earned
         yourself a free beer. Hope you’re as good at decoratin’ as you are at crosswords.’
      

      
      Pamela approached the uniformed man who was holding a sign that spelled out Pamela Gray, Ruby Slipper, in gold embossed letters.
         Before she could speak, the man executed an efficient little bow and asked in a clipped British accent, ‘Miss Gray?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I’m Pamela Gray.’

      
      ‘Very good, madam. I shall take your luggage. Please be so good as to follow me.’

      
      She did, and had to hurry to keep up with his brisk pace as he whisked confidently through the crowded airport and out to
         the waiting limo. Pamela wanted to stand and gawk when he opened the door to a lovely vintage stretch Rolls-Royce, but she
         slid into the dove-colored leather seat gracefully, thanking him before he closed the door.
      

      
      ‘Well met, Miss Gray!’ a deep voice boomed at her from across the limo.

      
      Pamela jumped. Out of the shadows a man leaned forward, extending a beefy hand. As she automatically grasped it, the crystal
         chandeliers hanging from both sides of the car blinked on.
      

      
      ‘I am, of course, E. D. Faust. But you must call me Eddie.’

      
      Recovering her composure, she smiled smoothly and returned his firm grip. Her first impression of E. D. Faust was one of immense
         size. As soon as he had hired her, she had gone immediately to the nearest bookstore and purchased several of his novels,
         so she was familiar with his author photo. But the pictures in the back of his books hadn’t begun to capture the size of the
         man. He filled the space across from her, reminding her of Orson Welles or an aging Marlon Brando. And he was dark. His hair,
         which formed an abrupt widow’s peak, was thick and black and tied back in a low ponytail. His long-sleeved silk shirt was
         black, as were the enormous slacks and the glistening leather boots. Though insulated by layers of fat, the strong lines of
         his face were still evident, and his age was indeterminate – Pamela knew he must be somewhere between thirty and fifty, but
         she had no clue exactly where. He watched her watching him, and his brown eyes sparkled with what might have been a mischievous
         glint, as if he was used to being the center of attention and he enjoyed it.
      

      
      ‘It’s nice to finally meet you, Eddie. And please, call me Pamela.’

      
      ‘Pamela it is then.’ Abruptly, he tapped the dragon-head handle of his black cane against the half-lowered panel of glass
         that divided the passenger area of the limo from the chauffeur. ‘You may carry on, Robert.’
      

      
      ‘Very good, sir.’

      
      The sleek limo pulled away from the curb.

      
      ‘I trust your journey has not overly fatigued you, Pamela,’ he said.

      
      ‘No, it was only a short flight from Colorado Springs.’

      
      ‘Then you would not be opposed to beginning your work immediately?’

      
      ‘No, I’d be pleased to start right away. Does this mean you’ve made a decision about the style you’d like for your home?’ Pamela asked eagerly. If this exquisite car was an example of Eddie’s
         taste and budget … her head spun at the possibilities. A showcase! She would create an exquisite vacation paradise fit for
         the King of Fantasy Fiction.
      

      
      ‘I most certainly have. I know exactly what I desire. I found it here in this magical city. All you need do is to replicate
         it.’ Eddie tapped the window again. ‘Robert, take us to Caesars Palace.’
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘Caesars Palace? Isn’t that a casino?’
      

      
      The folds in Eddie’s face crinkled as he smiled. ‘That is exactly why you are perfect for this job, Pamela. You’ve never been
         to Vegas, so you will see everything with fresh eyes, eyes that can truly appreciate and capture the unique ambience I desire
         for my home. And you are correct. Caesars Palace is a casino as well as a hotel. Actually, except for duplicating some of
         the elements of the hotel’s pool, it’s not the Palace on which I want you to focus your attention, but rather the incredible
         shopping mall that is attached to it. The Forum holds the magic I wish for you to replicate.’
      

      
      ‘A shopping mall?’ Had she heard him correctly? How could he possibly want a vacation home – or any home for that matter –
         to resemble a shopping mall?
      

      
      ‘You shall see, my dear. You shall see.’ Eddie pointed a thick finger at a silver bucket filled with ice and several bottles.
         ‘Would you like to refresh yourself with champagne or Pellegrino?’
      

      
      ‘Pellegrino, please.’ She had a feeling she would need a clear head for what was to come.

      
      A shopping mall vacation home. Now that was an odd request. Not that odd requests from clients were in any way off-putting
         to Pamela. Since she had established Ruby Slipper three years ago, one of the things that she loved most about having her
         own design business was that it gave her the freedom to cultivate unique clients and to help those clients turn their individual visions into comfortable, tasteful homes. While
         Eddie poured Pellegrino into a crystal wineglass she thought about Ruby Slipper’s very first client, Samantha Smith-Siddons.
         Ms. Smith-Siddons, formerly Mrs. Smith-Siddons, had wanted to completely redecorate the eight-thousand-square-foot home she
         had kicked Mr. Smith-Siddons out of after walking in on him while he was having sex with his twenty-one-year-old office assistant.
         Unfortunately for Mr. Smith-Siddons, he had also been wearing women’s lingerie, red pumps and a blond wig – a fact that his
         many patrons (Mr. Smith-Siddons owned the largest chain of funeral parlors in Colorado) would have found deeply disturbing
         if it had become public in a messy divorce. Mr. Smith-Siddons’s unique fondness for women’s lingerie had not become public
         knowledge, and Ms. Smith-Siddons was awarded a sizeable settlement for her tactful silence. When she hired Ruby Slipper, she
         had explained to Pamela that she could not tolerate any color except shades of white because she wanted to begin anew and
         use the purity of color to banish the stain that had been her marriage. Undaunted by the bizarre restriction, Pamela had focused
         on textures rather than colors. She had used aged, whitewashed wood floors and shabby chic fixtures, as well as the barest
         hint of blush and pearl and pewter within shades of snow and champagne and moonlight. The end result had been so spectacular
         that it had won Ruby Slipper its first full article in Architectural Digest.
      

      
      If she could make Ms. Samantha Smith-Siddons’s sterile, almost colorless house into a masterpiece, she could certainly do
         the same for Eddie’s mall fixation.
      

      
      ‘I must tell you again, Pamela, how very impressed I was by the exquisite job you did on Judith’s boudoir.’ He chuckled, causing his bulk to vibrate in one gelatinous mass. ‘Venus rising, indeed. I would have never believed that Judith’s rather
         strange decorating idea would have turned out so lovely. Charles says he doesn’t even mind sleeping in a bed that appears
         to be a giant seashell surrounded by pastels and feminine overtones. Every time Judith steps out of that spectacular bathtub,
         he can’t help but believe he’s bedding a goddess.’
      

      
      ‘It was a challenge, but it came together well.’ Pamela sipped her bubbly water, thinking that the challenge had been toning
         down a decorating style that Judith thought of as glamorous old Hollywood, when in actuality it had been bordello-like and
         tacky. Judith had wanted garish; Pamela had managed to morph it into opulent but tasteful. Charles and Judith Lollman had
         been so pleased with her work that they had hosted a huge party to showcase their new bedroom suite. Charles Lollman not only
         produced some of the most successful shows on prime-time TV, but he was a science fiction and fantasy fanatic. One of the
         many guests he had flown in for the soirée had been the best-selling fantasy author, E.D. Faust. Eddie’s phone call had been
         the first of several referrals that had come from that very successful job.
      

      
      ‘A challenge …’ Eddie lingered on the word like it was a pastry. ‘Do you like challenges, Pamela?’

      
      Pamela squared her shoulders and returned his steady gaze. Smiling smoothly, she said, ‘I think challenges make life interesting.’

      
      ‘Ah, the correct answer.’ His smile suddenly reminded her of Dr. Seuss’s Grinch.

      
      ‘Excuse me, sir.’ Robert’s cultured voice drifted to them. ‘Shall I take you to the front of the Palace, or do you prefer
         the VIP entrance to The Forum?’
      

      
      ‘The Forum, Robert. And call James. Tell him to meet us in front of the fountain.’
      

      
      ‘Very well, sir.’

      
      Eddie checked his gold Rolex. ‘Excellent. We should be arriving just in time. I want you to get the full effect.’

      
      Pamela wanted to ask him what he meant by ‘the full effect,’ but as they turned the corner, Eddie pointed and said, ‘It looks
         deceptively simple when approaching it from this angle. But I’ve booked a suite for you at the Palace through next weekend,
         to give you plenty of time to absorb the ambience. You will, of course, want to explore the main entrance, as well as the
         casino and mall, at your leisure.’
      

      
      She blinked at him in surprise. He wanted her to stay a full week just to do research on a shopping mall? She had several
         other jobs she was in the middle of. Could her assistant handle them alone? Before she could voice any objections, he waved
         his hand dismissively.
      

      
      ‘I understand your time is valuable.’ He reached into one very deep pocket and pulled out a wad of large bills, counted out
         several, and handed them to her. ‘Is five hundred dollars a day an agreeable amount with which to compensate you for the extra
         time this decorating challenge will require?’
      

      
      Pamela wanted to shout, Hell yes! Instead, her smile was calm and professional as she shoved the money deep within her purse. When she got a minute to herself,
         the first thing she was going to do was to speed-dial her assistant. Vernelle was going to have a heart attack when she found
         out that this job was surpassing everything they had imagined. And together she and her assistant had excellent imaginations.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Eddie. That will adequately cover the expense of being away from my studio for a week.’

      
      The limo slid to a smooth halt. Robert opened the door and helped her out. Pamela studied the outside of the huge building
         while Eddie extracted his bulk from the car. The exterior relief of The Forum was simple. It looked like an enormous white
         marble block with hidden columns forming most of the decoration. Not bad, she thought, even tasteful. If this was an indication of the interior of the shopping mall, she could expect long, clean lines and understated elegance.
         Challenge? She wanted to laugh out loud. As Vernelle would say, this job would be as simple as selling feather boas to gay
         guys.
      

      
      ‘The Forum is through here.’ Eddie led the way through a plain set of white double doors, moving with a surprisingly spry
         step for such a big man. ‘I delight in this entrance,’ he explained to her as they walked down a stark white hallway that
         looked like it should belong to a large furniture warehouse. ‘It always makes such an impression. I like to suppose that I’m
         leaving one world and entering another.’ His chuckle was deep and infectious. ‘But mayhap that is because I create worlds
         for a living. So, you tell me, Pamela.’ His eyes sparkled as he opened an ordinary-looking fire door for her and gestured
         magnanimously that she should precede him. ‘Behold, The Forum!’
      

      
      Sweet mother of God, was Pamela’s first thought. Her second was that she needed to close her mouth. Then she was caught up in a vortex of sight
         and sound. People crowded what had been built to look like the pretend streets of Rome. Emphasis on the word pretend. It was tacky beyond belief. She and Eddie had emerged between stores that emblazoned Versace and Escada in gilded letters
         meant to imitate ancient Rome. But instead of evoking old-world elegance, it reminded Pamela of a cartoon caricature. It was
         like someone had taken a crayon to history and architecture.
      

      
      ‘Spectacular, isn’t it?’ Eddie boomed.
      

      
      ‘The … the ceiling has clouds painted all over it,’ was all she could manage.

      
      Delighted, he nodded. ‘It is the exact effect I want for the ceiling in my home. Do you see how they have it lit?’ He pointed
         up. The mock facades that fronted the stores were tall, but they did not reach the domed ceiling. It was obvious that atop
         the fake roofs were spotlights that shined up, illuminating the pretend clouds. ‘As you see, right now it appears to be midday,
         which is what I wish for my home. I want it to be perpetual daylight, so that I may write in an eternal sun.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, God …’ The words escaped Pamela’s lips before she could think to reclose her mouth.

      
      Eddie’s laughter rumbled between them. ‘You had no idea it would be like this.’

      
      ‘No idea,’ she agreed numbly.

      
      ‘Come! The best lies before us.’ He quickly checked his watch. ‘We must hurry. There are only five minutes left before the
         show begins.’
      

      
      ‘The show?’ Pamela forced herself to stop gawking and hurried to catch up with him.

      
      ‘Yes! It is what I want you to create as the centerpiece of my home. The spectacular fountain.’

      
      ‘You want a fountain inside your home?’ Her voice was pitched to be carefully optimistic. She loved water features and believed
         they were an important part of creating positive chi within a home. Her mind was already whirring … she would hire an excellent
         artist and create … she glanced up and tried not to grimace … a tasteful version of the sky blue and cotton white paint-by-numbers scenery above them. Then she would offset that garishness with
         a fabulous fountain. Perhaps one imported directly from Italy. Eddie would like that, after all, The Forum was a play on Rome, so it would be natural to want a fountain
         from …
      

      
      They turned to the left, and Pamela stumbled to a horrified halt.

      
      Opening up in front of them was a monstrosity that spewed bubbling water and naked gods and goddesses. Pamela could feel her
         head shaking back and forth as if it didn’t belong to her. It was atrocious. Huge marble horses lunged from the lighted pool
         as water frothed around them. Zeus or Poseidon or some other naked god stood atop a platform holding a pointed trident as
         he stared sternly down at the billowing water. Against one side of the fountain diners sat in little café tables of an obviously
         popular Italian restaurant. Pamela wondered how they could hear one another over the roar of the erupting water.
      

      
      ‘No, no, no, not this fountain,’ Eddie touched her back, guiding her easily past the wet hulk. ‘I have no need for an imitation
         of Trevi. I want something truly unique.’
      

      
      Relieved, Pamela gave him a weak smile.

      
      ‘I do not like that, either,’ Eddie said as they hurried by The Disney Store, which hosted a life-sized Pegasus sticking out
         of the top of it. ‘A winged horse seems a little too much to me.’
      

      
      Pamela nodded silently. A winged horse was ‘a little too much,’ but a domed ceiling painted to look like the sky lit with
         eternal sunlight wasn’t? She set her jaw. She liked a challenge. Really. She was an excellent, experienced interior designer
         with a keen sense of taste and style. She liked eccentric clients. No, she reminded herself firmly, she didn’t just like them,
         she preferred them. There was no project so weird or tacky or bizarre that she couldn’t take it and whip it into something
         tasteful and refined.
      

      
      A crowd of people milled in front of them, from the middle of which a tall man’s raised arm caught Pamela’s attention.
      

      
      ‘Ah, there is James. He has chosen an excellent spot.’

      
      Eddie tucked her against him as he plunged into the crowd, propelling them forward like a whale cutting through a school of
         guppies. When they reached the tall man, Eddie pushed her forward. A little short of breath, she smiled a greeting, but the
         expression died on her face as she realized where they stood.
      

      
      It was in front of another massive fountain. This one was shaped like an arabesque window. The center of it was dominated
         by a gigantic stone man sitting on a throne. Three standing statues ringed the throned figure, but Pamela didn’t have a chance
         to get a clear impression of them because at that instant the eternal sunlight that shined off the domed ceiling faded, and
         a thick fog began pouring from openings at the base of the throne. Pamela sneezed at the tangy scent of dry ice.
      

      
      ‘Bless you!’ Eddie said from behind her. Then he leaned down to speak in her ear. ‘It begins. Watch closely.’

      
      Maniacal laughter erupted from the middle of the fountain, and Pamela felt a weird little jolt of shock as she realized that
         the center statue had become animated. The laughter was issuing from its moving lips. In amazement, Pamela watched as the
         seated figure swiveled on its dais so that it was facing them.
      

      
      ‘It is time! It is time!’ The talking statue proclaimed. ‘I am Bacchus! Come one – Come all! Come to the mall!’

      
      The animated Bacchus lifted his goblet, which suddenly glowed golden. But Pamela spared only a small look at the new special
         effects. Bacchus’ face had captured her attention. She decided he resembled a grotesque reproduction of the Three Stooges’
         Curly all dressed up in a toga with grape leaves around his bald head and several chins dangling down his neck. More laughter spewed from his mouth as he pretended to drink a toast to the crowd.
      

      
      ‘Caesar! Welcome the visitors to our Forum!’

      
      At Bacchus’ command, the standing statue that was farthest from them began gesturing with his arms and said something about
         Bacchus pouring a feast for the crowd. From where she stood Pamela couldn’t quite make out his words. The newly animated arm-flailing
         statue reminded her of Fred Flintstone.
      

      
      ‘Bloody buggering hell,’ she muttered to herself, using her assistant’s favorite oath, ‘it’s like a car wreck.’

      
      ‘On with the party!’ Bacchus’ statue yelled. ‘Artemis, speak to your subjects.’

      
      The second of the standing statues raised her arm, and Pamela was horrified to notice that her mountainous breasts bobbled
         in time with her movements.
      

      
      ‘From the forest and the hunt only you could entice me to leave – so it is to your Forum that we all must cleave. Shop, drink
         and be merry – especially if it is Visa that you do carry!’ The female voice was tinny sounding, and as she spoke a quiver
         of arrows and a bow slung over her shoulder glowed an awful neon red.
      

      
      ‘Well spoken, my beauty!’ Bacchus’ head wobbled up and down with a jerky, mechanical movement. ‘But now it is your brother’s
         turn. Play for the gathering, Apollo!’
      

      
      The statue directly in front of her began to turn until it was facing the crowd. The harp in Apollo’s hands glowed bright
         green while he stroked it. Music came from a speaker semi hidden at Pamela’s feet.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Bacchus, with my lyre I shall delight and inspire.’

      
      ‘It touches my heart!’ said the fat statue in a canned voice. ‘Oh, Apollo, what a romantic spell you cast. But enough! It
         is time to summon the light of day!’
      

      
      The Apollo statue bowed awkwardly to Bacchus before raising his hand. Abruptly, the domed ceiling came alive with lasers,
         bouncing in bright colors from cloud to cloud as Bacchus’ pleased laughter filled the dry ice air. The slicing lights finally
         culminated in a burst of brightness that left the fake sky lit as if it was midmorning.
      

      
      ‘Now, my friends,’ Bacchus said as the other statues dimmed and died, and a pink-tinged spotlight illuminated his florid face.
         ‘Eat, drink and be merry! And remember – you must return for the special evening show at eight o’clock sharp! Until then,
         carpe diem!’
      

      
      As his maniacal laughter faded and spontaneous applause broke out, Pamela overheard a woman wearing red sweatpants say to
         her friend, ‘Ain’t it better than last time we was here?’
      

      
      ‘Yep,’ her friend replied.

      
      ‘Oh, God …’ Pamela groaned.

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      ‘No, you are not to fret. I know exactly what has you looking so concerned.’ Eddie patted her hand. ‘Money is not an issue.
         I will spare no expense to make my vision come to life.’
      

      
      ‘You may trust his word, ma’am. Eddie will provide you with all the funds that you need.’

      
      Pamela blinked woodenly up at the tall man.

      
      ‘How insufferably rude of me,’ Eddie said. ‘Pamela, let me present you to my assistant, James Ridgewood. James, this is our
         much esteemed interior designer, Pamela Gray.’
      

      
      ‘A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.’ James took her hand in a firm, dry grip.

      
      Eddie slapped his palms against his thick thighs. ‘I can hardly contain my excitement! Now that you have seen the marvelous
         fountain, tell me, Pamela, what do you think?’
      

      
      ‘What do I think?’ Pamela stalled by repeating the question. She and Eddie were sitting beside each other on one of the faux
         marble benches that surrounded the now-silent fountain. Because of the author’s girth, the bench that would normally have
         held three or even four people was full, so James stood beside them. Pamela looked helplessly from Eddie’s sparkling eyes
         up to James, who returned her gaze with the steady, attentive expression of a schoolboy. No help there, she realized. James
         had bought into the decorating disaster, too.
      

      
      ‘Yes! What do you think of fashioning the centerpiece of my home after this fountain?’
      

      
      Pamela studied Eddie carefully. The big man wasn’t pretending. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a joke. He really wanted the wretched
         thing. She cleared her throat and took a deep breath before plunging into her answer.
      

      
      ‘It is definitely an unusual idea.’

      
      Eddie and James nodded their heads in enthusiastic agreement.

      
      ‘I do, however, have some initial concerns. First’ – she gestured at the enormous water fiasco – ‘the size. If I remember
         correctly, you said your home was roughly twelve thousand square feet. That is, of course, a spacious home, but I’m afraid
         that even an estate of that size cannot accommodate a fountain of such’ – she paused, silently editing out words like monstrous and grotesque – ‘magnificent dimensions.’
      

      
      Eddie threw his head back and laughed heartily, causing several people to stop and stare at him. ‘Now I understand your shocked
         expression, my dear. I do not want the fountain inside my home. Rather, I want it to be a focal point in the courtyard. James, show our Pamela what I mean.’
      

      
      Smiling, James lifted a beautiful burgundy leather briefcase and extracted a thick manila folder, which he handed to her.
         She opened it to find detailed color pictures and floor plans of an exquisite Italian-style villa. It was built in a huge
         U shape around a lovely marble-tiled center courtyard, which was obviously meant to be the focal point of the home. Pamela
         felt herself nodding in appreciation of the architectural excellence of the home. Then she blinked and took a closer look
         at the picture. Across the color rendition of the tasteful courtyard someone had scrawled in changes with a pencil. Take out trees. Replace with Roman columns, gold perhaps, as in Forum?

      
      Gold columns? Her eyes drifted to a column near them. Like a bizarre cross between a whorehouse and a funeral parlor, it was
         covered with tacky faux marble paint. The top of the column was encrusted with gaudy swirls of gold. She was glad she was
         sitting down, because her knees felt decidedly weak. She looked back at the penciled-in notes. Instead of tiles, make floor to look like Forum streets. Horrified, Pamela glanced down. The ‘streets’ of The Forum were nothing more than cement that had been textured to look
         like cheap imitation stone, and then painted muddy brown and varnished. Surely Eddie didn’t mean to exchange the fabulous
         travertine with cement.
      

      
      ‘Do you understand now? I want to transplant this fountain into the courtyard of my home.’

      
      Pamela felt her mouth open and close, fishlike, as she struggled to find something to say.

      
      ‘Of course I realize that even though my courtyard is large, it is not big enough to hold an exact replica of the fountain.
         So, what I have decided is that I want a miniature version. Cut out Caesar, Artemis and Apollo.’ His gaze shifted fondly to
         the center-most statue. ‘You must keep Bacchus, though. God of the Vine and Fertility. In my home wine is always welcome,
         and fertility’ – his chuckle rumbled – ‘well, the rules of chivalry remind me that such risqué subjects are not fit for a
         lady’s ears, so for now I will simply say that I wish to encourage the fertility of creativity and the written word.’
      

      
      Pamela ignored the mischievous glint in the big man’s eyes. She certainly didn’t want to get into any kind of fertility discussion
         with him.
      

      
      ‘Let me see if I understand you correctly. What you want is the aura of this fountain, something with its basic shape and
         design, only on a smaller scale.’
      

      
      ‘Exactly!’ Eddie grinned. ‘And, of course, I will require it to be animated.’
      

      
      This time when Pamela’s mouth dropped open, she didn’t bother to close it.

      
      ‘Ex-Excuse me, uh, M-Mr. Faust?’

      
      Pamela turned to see three zit-faced teenage boys standing behind her. Each of them clutched a hardback copy of Pillars of the Sword as they stared rapturously at Eddie.
      

      
      ‘It-it is you, isn’t it?’ the tallest of the three stuttered.

      
      Eddie nodded. ‘It is I, E. D. Faust.’

      
      ‘Awesome!’

      
      ‘I told you it was him.’ The tall boy gave his compatriots a victorious look. ‘We just bought our copies of Pillars. It would be, like, amazing if you would please sign them for us!’
      

      
      Pamela couldn’t help smiling at the boys. They were cute in a gawky kind of a way, like young colts. Then she noticed that
         the pudgy boy standing closest to her was trying to look down her blouse. She frowned at him and rearranged her jacket. Men:
         whether they were fifteen or fifty, some things stayed the same.
      

      
      ‘It would be my great privilege to affix my signature to these books for you young lads! Come! Tell me your names.’ Eddie
         gestured magnanimously.
      

      
      ‘Taylor!’ The pudgy kid forgot about her cleavage as he beat past his two buddies who were shouting, ‘Jamie!’ and ‘Adam!’

      
      Eddie’s laughter boomed good-naturedly, but as the boys surged forward, Pamela noticed that the author shot his assistant
         a pointed look.
      

      
      ‘Miss Gray,’ James’s voice was hurried as he bent and spoke in her ear. ‘I’m afraid we don’t have much time. Everything you
         need is in this briefcase,’ which he handed to her, ‘including your room key. I have already checked you in, and Robert had your bags delivered to your room.’
      

      
      ‘It is E. D. Faust.’
      

      
      ‘I thought I recognized that guy from somewhere!’

      
      Pamela looked around in surprise. Several people were pointing at Eddie and shouting.

      
      ‘It is Eddie’s wish that you spend this weekend simply soaking up the ambience of The Forum and Caesars Palace. On Monday
         morning he will send a car for you, and you will be taken to the home itself. All the details of that are in the briefcase.
         Until then, think of the next couple days as a pleasant sojourn within the magic of Las Vegas.’
      

      
      ‘E. D. Faust! Wow!’ said a breathless man who rushed up to Eddie, knocked aside the glaring teenagers and pumped his hand
         vigorously. ‘I have all your books.’
      

      
      ‘I applaud your taste in literature, sir!’

      
      Eddie’s tone was jovial, but there was no mistaking the pained look he gave James.

      
      ‘There are more instructions in the briefcase, as well as contact numbers if you need to reach us before Monday. Now I must
         tend to him,’ James finished quickly.
      

      
      Pamela watched as James maneuvered through the growing crowd to Eddie’s side and announced that Mr. Faust must be going, he
         had an important interview for which he could not be late. Eddie lifted his bulk from the bench, winked at Pamela, and began
         making his way with well-practiced reluctance to the exit. The crowd followed him, still vying for him to sign a T-shirt or
         even the back of a hand.
      

      
      Left behind, Pamela shook her head slowly in amazement. She looked at the crowd as it moved away down the pretend street after
         the fantasy author, and she felt a little like Alice after she’d fallen down the hole. And the crowd kept growing, mostly teenage boys and men with combovers who wore white socks pulled
         up to their knees. They were mobbing him, and Pamela could see James’s tall figure hustling his boss forward while the author’s
         distinctive laughter drifted back to her. Eddie was like a rock star – a dorky rock star, but a rock star nonetheless. It
         was amazing. She’d had no idea.
      

      
      Her gaze shifted back to the atrocious fountain that was at the moment, thankfully, silent. She sighed. One step at a time, she reminded herself. She’d go to her room, freshen up, check in with Vernelle, then come back down here for dinner and
         – she thought about what the statue had said – she’d catch the evening show. It couldn’t possibly be any worse than what she’d
         already seen.
      

      
      ‘Say again, Pammy, I couldn’t have heard you right.’

      
      ‘You heard me right, V. The horrid thing talks. And lights up in honest-to-God neon colors. And he wants one like it in his
         courtyard.’ Sitting on the edge of the king-sized bed in her opulent suite, Pamela pulled off one of her stiletto pumps and
         rubbed the arch of her foot.
      

      
      ‘The courtyard in the gorgeous Italian villa-like home?’

      
      ‘The very same.’

      
      ‘Bloody buggering hell.’

      
      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Pamela said.

      
      ‘It’s worse than Venus rising.’ V snorted. ‘Silly tripod.’

      
      The term made Pamela laugh, as it always did. Tripod, Vernelle had explained to her when they had begun working together three years ago, was a lesbian slang word for a man.
         V was most definitely a lesbian. Not a man-hating, cynical lesbian. Vernelle Wilson liked men. She just didn’t like sleeping
         with them. She had explained it to Pamela like this: ‘Men bore me. After I’ve been with one for a little while I think I’d rather blow my
         brains out than wake up next to him and listen to his inane, manly blather for the rest of my life. Now women …’ Her hazel
         eyes had sparkled and her grin had turned her face pixielike. ‘Women I can listen to forever.’
      

      
      And that was one of Vernelle’s many strengths: listening to women. She never rushed a decision from any female client, and
         she seemed to innately understand exactly what one meant when she wanted ‘that purpley-blue shade somewhere between the night
         sky and a pansy.’
      

      
      Although not formally educated in interior design, Vernelle was a professional artist and graphic designer – as Ruby Slipper’s
         amazing Web site and unique logo could attest to. She had an eye for color and texture; she was also a sharp businesswoman.
         Hiring V as her assistant had been the first of many savvy decisions Pamela had made when she began her own business. V liked
         to say that it showed how highly evolved Pamela was that she had chosen her over the bevy of gay guys who had applied for
         the job.
      

      
      Pamela stifled her laughter before it became hysterical. ‘I don’t know, V. This may be the job that I can’t turn tasteful.
         I mean, please. He wants Roman Liberace. Totally tacky.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, it’s too early to give up. And remember, it’s Friday night, and you’re in Vegas.’

      
      ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever. More importantly, how is the Katherine Graham project coming? You’re obviously still breathing,
         so she must not have driven you to suicide yet.’
      

      
      ‘Hey, give me some credit. I like the old broad.’

      
      ‘Sure, like as in you like going to the dentist,’ Pamela said.
      

      
      V laughed. ‘No, really. She’s growing on me. I still hate her zillions of cats, and I have no idea how a woman who chain smokes and drinks brandy like it’s water can still be alive and
         kicking at eighty-seven, but her raunchy sense of humor has become almost charming.’
      

      
      ‘And her color scheme is …’

      
      ‘I’ve talked her out of the purples and pinks. We’ve practically decided on yellow, sage green, and a hint of red. When we
         get done with the exterior, that gihugic Victorian will look like it’s ten years old rather than one hundred and ten.’
      

      
      ‘Then we’ll get to work on the inside.’

      
      Together, Pamela and Vernelle sighed.

      
      ‘So, that’s going well. How about the Starnes reupholster job?’

      
      ‘It’s fine, Pamela. And so is the flooring for the Bates formal living room and the window treatments for the Thackerys. Would
         you please not worry about work? You tied up all the loose ends before you left – and I can take care of the ongoing jobs.
         If I get stuck on anything new, I’ll call you.’
      

      
      ‘Promise?’

      
      ‘Absolutely. And hey, here’s a thought. How about you take some time for yourself. You’re in Las Vegas, for God’s sake! Hang out, have some fun. Hell, you might as well gamble a little.’
      

      
      ‘Gamble?’

      
      ‘Pammy, that is what Vegas is all about,’ V said.

      
      ‘I don’t think I’d like gambling. It doesn’t make sense to me. I’m supposed to give up my money and I don’t get food or wine
         or clothes or a piece of furniture in return? I can’t imagine it being fun.’
      

      
      ‘Pammy, I think you’re missing the point.’

      
      ‘Which is?’

      
      ‘Be a little crazy! Let loose! You might hit the jackpot.’

      
      Considering, Pamela cocked her head to the side. ‘You might have something there, V. Maybe I’m looking at this project all wrong. Instead of thinking tasteful, I should be thinking whimsical.’
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ V said. ‘The guy’s loaded, and even though he sounds a little over the top, you said he seems nice.’

      
      ‘He is,’ Pamela said.

      
      ‘Well then, look at it like this: E. D. Faust creates fantasies for a living. He is simply asking that you create one for
         him to live in. Stop stressing about turning it into an Architectural Digest layout. And, Pammy, when I said that you should take some time for yourself, I didn’t mean it should have anything to do
         with work.’ She paused, and her voice became serious. ‘How long has it been since you’ve had a vacation?’
      

      
      ‘You and I went—’

      
      ‘No, I’m not talking about trips to market,’ V cut her off. ‘I’m talking about a vacation.’
      

      
      Pamela sighed. V knew the answer to that question as well as she did. It had been years. The last vacation she’d taken had
         been with Duane, and it had been a nightmare. Just the two of them, alone at a chic Mexican resort that catered to couples
         and their privacy. The resort had provided all the booze Duane could swill and lots of alone time for him to obsess over her.
         He hadn’t let her out of his sight for six days. Just thinking about it made her feel short of breath. Since she’d left him,
         she really hadn’t thought about taking a vacation. When had there been time?
      

      
      ‘I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories, Pammy,’ she said softly into the silent phone. ‘I just want you to think about how
         long it’s been since you’ve relaxed and really had fun.’ V paused, took a deep breath, and continued in the same soothing
         tone. ‘You haven’t even had a date since you left Duane.’
      

      
      ‘I have, too! I went out with … uh …’ Pamela struggled unsuccessfully to recall the name of the textile representative who had taken her to lunch a few months ago.
      

      
      ‘A gay guy doesn’t count – especially a gay guy whose name you can’t remember,’ V scoffed.

      
      ‘What’s-his-name wasn’t gay.’

      
      ‘If you’re calling him what’s-his-name, it doesn’t matter whether he’s gay or not. Who besides him?’

      
      Pamela chewed on her lip.

      
      ‘That’s what I thought. Pammy, you’re in Vegas. It’s Friday night. You have plenty of money. You are single and very available.
         No!’ she said before Pamela could begin to argue with her. ‘Don’t start. The sticky booger ex-husfreak hasn’t bothered you
         in six months, and you’ve been officially divorced now for a year and a half. You are definitely not one of the aged or infirm.
         Hell, you even have all your teeth. If I’m any judge of women, what you are is ripe and ready – and you know I’m an excellent
         judge of women.’
      

      
      ‘You think I’m going to leap into some kind of tawdry weekend Vegas affair?’

      
      V didn’t need to see Pamela to imagine the stern line she’d pressed her lips into. ‘Hell no! I’m not that hopeful. Seriously,
         Pammy, all I’m suggesting is that it’s time you loosened up and allowed the opposite sex at least a chance with you. You don’t
         have one damn thing to do until Monday morning, so here’s an idea – flirt a little.’
      

      
      ‘Flirt?’

      
      ‘Flirt. As in engaging in coy, seductive conversation with a tripod .’

      
      ‘May I call him a tripod?’ Pamela giggled.

      
      ‘Only if you want to join my team.’

      
      ‘It might be easier.’

      
      ‘That’s yet another heterosexual myth about homosexual relationships, but we’re not talking about my pathetic love life, we’re
         talking about your nonexistent love life. Pammy, it’s the right time and the perfect place. You don’t have to open your legs
         – just open your mind. See if you can interact with at least one man in more than a businesslike fashion.’
      

      
      Pamela heard the undercurrent of worry in her friend’s voice. Had she really only interacted with men as business associates
         since her divorce? She didn’t even need to finish formulating the question in her mind. She already knew the answer all too
         well. As she thought about it, Pamela felt a little spark of anger begin to stir within her. Duane would be thrilled to know
         that he had turned her into an asexual workaholic. It would mean he could still control her.
      

      
      ‘Flirt,’ Pamela said.

      
      ‘Flirt,’ V repeated sternly.

      
      ‘Okay, you’re probably right.’ Pamela forced cheerfulness into her voice. ‘I have been working too hard. I’m going to think
         of this weekend as a little escape from the real world, and this job as an adventure into the fantastic.’
      

      
      ‘And maybe you’ll even gamble a little?’ V coaxed.

      
      ‘Maybe … a little.’

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      ‘Modern mortals are odd,’ Artemis told her brother as she watched a row of dowdy matrons pulling the arms of machines that
         twinkled and clacked and blared obnoxious things like ‘Wheel of Fortune.’ ‘It is as if the shine and the glitter of the boxes
         casts a spell on them.’
      

      
      ‘Slot machines,’ Apollo corrected her.

      
      Artemis gave him a quizzical look.

      
      ‘Remember what Bacchus told us? They are called slot machines.’

      
      ‘Slot machines or shining boxes, what difference does it make? Leave it to Bacchus to actually listen to mortals.’

      
      A middle-aged woman in an appliquéd sweatshirt and leggings paused to frown at the goddess before she fed her machine more
         money. Apollo took his sister’s elbow and guided her out of earshot of the row of machines.
      

      
      ‘You shouldn’t let them hear you speak that way. And don’t be so hard on Bacchus. You know Zeus commanded him to explain the
         customs of modern mortals to us so that we could blend more easily with them.’ Apollo paused as he watched a man in a gaudy
         white jumpsuit encrusted with rhinestones cause a group of women to squeal in delight as he gyrated his hips and sang something
         about being ‘all shook up.’
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