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Chapter 1
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As the Ferrari’s car doors winged up, Nik crawled out from beneath them. They were moving too slowly to suit him. Normally, he enjoyed this modern-world-imitation of Pegasus, winged offspring of Poseidon, but he had no time for its mechanical magic today. 

He hoped Juliette, the eighty-year-old mortal who was his client, was well. He’d tried calling her several times in the last two days with no answer. Not like her. Not like her at all. He clicked the button on the car’s key fob, but didn’t watch them wing down, instead ran down the stone-paved path to the door of the three-story house where she lived. Even when she was busy working on her next book, she would answer the phone when he called, since she was of that generation.  At first, he was relieved. Their relationship in the last months felt more like grandson and grandmother than the professional one of his usual mortal assignments. Not good. 

And now? He had a bad feeling. He could have asked his mother and her sisters to use the scrying pool, but he wanted to check on her himself. The breeze off the ocean whisked through his hair. He smoothed it back. Hammered silver clouds hung low and the strong breeze spurred white horses in the sea beyond the cottage. He loved when the wind and water were a little wild. Another time, he’d be tempted to shuck his shoes and socks and go wading. Instead, he raised the door knocker. Cast in the shape of a turtle, it was a symbol for the endearing old woman of protection, persistence and long life. He knocked several times, shifting back and forth as he tried to wait a reasonable time before knocking again.

He waited. One minute. Two. He knocked again, harder, cocking his head to listen for footsteps or a voice. Nothing. A chill sneaked up his spine, compelling him to pull out his seldom-used key to the cottage. She wanted him to have it even though she was usually here whenever he arrived for a visit.

Pushing the door open, he called out, “Juliette?” He walked into the open living area with its floor to ceiling windows framing the sea. She wasn’t on the deck or the beach in front of the cottage, and inside, everything was tidy. But the silence. Where was she? He leaped up the stairs to the second floor. 

“Juliette?” Her bedroom door stood open, the bed neatly made, but she wasn’t there. The bedroom he used when he stayed with her and the other bedroom were empty as well. Hoping he was wrong; he opened the door to the third-floor stairs and raced up them two at a time. Stopped. Took a breath. The old woman sat slumped over her desk, unmoving.

“Juliette!” he whispered. He didn’t want to know. But he knew.

Swallowing, he reached out and touched the arm that rested on the desktop, her fingers slightly curled, her pen lying just beyond their reach, a few handwritten pages spread out beneath her. Her skin was cool. He slid his fingers to her wrist. No beat of life. He hated this. As a Voice, he wasn’t supposed to get attached to his mortal clients, but that didn’t mean the deaths were easy for him, especially this one. 

He pulled his cell phone from his breast pocket and dialed, hoping the one he needed was currently in the mortal realm and would answer. Three rings. He was just about to hang up when—

“Nikos? That you?”

He sighed. “Yes. You’re needed at Juliette’s. She’s gone. Alone.”

Silence. Then, “I’ll be right there.”

“I’ll call the lawyer. He can handle the rest.” He delivered the message of Juliet’s death to her lawyer’s secretary so she could tell her boss and he could inform the family. It wasn’t Nik’s job to deal with family, undertakers, and medical personnel with too many questions he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, answer. He hung up just as Hermes materialized, dressed in silver tunic and hose. His white hat with its white crane feather brushed the sloped ceiling of the room as he bent his head to gaze at the old woman. 

His face softened. “Even though she never knew exactly who you were, Nikos, or what you did for her, this mortal honored us well. She understood how doing something with creativity and love breathes life into the universe, and she did it with passion and fullness of heart.”

Nik nodded; throat tight. She’d honored them and her creative spark so well that, with his help, she’d amassed a healthy sum of money.

“Juliette,” Hermes said loudly, and held out his hand, “come! Your time here is done. Come with me, dear mortal.”

Nik curled his fists as, slowly, the bright, yet almost transparent form that was Juliette’s shade rose from her body. 

“Madame,” Hermes said, tipping his head to her, a rare courtesy not granted to many. 

Her shade hesitated, looked around, down at her body, then placed her hand in Hermes’. He flashed his gaze to Nik. “Will you stay until...”

“Nik!” Juliette’s shade interrupted when she turned to see whom Hermes was talking to. “It is you, dear boy. I always believed that you were more, did more, than you shared with me. Thank you everything. You were a light in my life...” He could have sworn she twinkled at him, “and the inspiration for so many of my heroes.”

Nik swallowed, “I’m sorry I was not here when you...”

She reached for his face. He barely felt her hand. 

“I was in my own world, Nik. I was happy. You have your work, I had mine.” She gestured at the paper on her desk.

“Mortal, time to go,” Hermes said, tugging at her hand.

“Please, a moment.,” She turned back to Nik, “Promise me one thing?”

What could she possibly ask of him now? 

“If I can.”

“Promise me you will do for my granddaughter as you did for me. And I don’t mean make her money.”

“What?”

She looked at Hermes who smiled at her and back at him. “I know what you are now. What you can do. Please, work your special magic on MJ. Deep inside, my granddaughter is at war with herself, and has been for years. I did what I could when she was little, but I haven’t been able to help her since... Well, she needs someone to encourage and support her creative dreams. Someone who isn’t an old woman. Will you help her as you helped me? Please?”

“I can’t make that promise, Juliette. Apollo...”

“Won’t mind,” Hermes spoke over him, flashing a grin. “Give the lady her promise, Nikos. We must depart.”

Troublemaker. Anything to annoy Apollo. Why should Nik help the granddaughter? From all he’d witnessed, she was—how did the mortals put it—a lost cause. 

“What was in her heart as a child is still there, Nik.” Juliette’s shade reached a hand to his heart. “Please?”

Apollo might not mind, but Erato, Nik’s mother would. He wasn’t thrilled either. After the last centuries, he was tired of being a Voice, always in service to someone. But the hopeful look on Juliette’s face... Reluctantly, Nik nodded.

“Bless you, Nik.”

Hermes winked at him, then looked at Juliette’s body. “You’ll stay until...?”

“Of course.”

Hermes clapped him on the back. Then he and Juliette’s shade faded from the room. All Nik could do now was wait for the undertakers, then he’d return to Mt. Helicon and break the news to his mother, of his promise to help Juliette’s granddaughter, MJ.

If that was possible—even for him. 

***
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MJ sighed heavily as she sank into a chair at her grandmother's mahogany dining room table in the old house that Gran and Gramps lived in after their only son was grown and gone. No tea party beneath the table today, her Gran dressed as a fairy godmother serving hot chocolate with tiny marshmallows and dry ladyfingers for dipping. Instead of the sparkly crinoline princess dress her grandmother had stitched for her when she was five, MJ wore a simple black sheath similar to her mother’s. Her long hair was neatly pulled back and braided. No glittery gold paper crown made with Gran’s help. No more magic or make believe or their private game of “What if?” No Gran. 

Across the table with its light coating of dust, her mother sat, a model of ladylike demeanor, every hair in place beneath her black, brimmed hat and veil, her lipstick fresh, hands tucked in her lap, avoiding the dust. 

MJ straightened in her chair, clenching her hands in her lap, and swallowed again. Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Seated next to her, her father reached over and squeezed her hands lightly, then returned his hand to his lap. Slumped in his chair, his tie was askew at his throat, his hair stuck up in places, and he looked every bit the middle-aged professor. Weariness and sorrow etched lines around his eyes and mouth.

Her mother's lips tightened before she turned her sharp regard to the lawyer. "Well, Mr. Lewis," she said and cast another impatient glance at her watch. "What are we waiting for? Let's get this over with so we can go home, and my husband can rest."

Mr. Lewis cleared his throat and straightened the papers—the will, MJ presumed. "We are waiting for Mrs. Montague's man-of-affairs."

"Her what?" Her mother's eyebrows arched under the veiled brim of her hat.

Mr. Lewis adjusted the knot of his tie, "That is what Mrs. Montague called her business manager and financial advisor. Her little joke."

"Of course she did," her father whispered to MJ.

"This is no time for jokes." Her mother glared at Mr. Lewis.

"No, no, of course not." The lawyer ducked his head, "I do apologize..."

A man’s voice said, "Apologizing for me, Mr. Lewis? I can do that myself."

MJ jerked her head in the direction of the archway of the dining room where the man stood. She blinked. Wow! No wonder her grandmother called him her man-of-affairs. If she had a business manager who looked like him, she'd call him other things as well. Hottie came to mind. Smiling at the possibility, her first smile in the long, sad day, she took in the long dark hair that brushed the collar of his steel grey suit, the strong lines of his clean-shaven jaw, the wide mouth with its full lower lip and— The lips quirked and MJ flicked her gaze up to his eyes, eyes fastened on her, eyes like dark honey that seemed to take her measure. Her heart beat a little faster and she darted a glance at her mother. Thankfully, she was looking at the stranger, too, but with irritation.

The lawyer stood and gestured to the man. "Mr. Montague, Mrs. Montague, MJ, this is Nikos Stefanopoulus, the late Mrs. Montague's business manager."

“And friend, I like to think.” The man stepped forward, hand outstretched to her father. "My sympathies, Mr. Montague. Your mother was a fascinating and imaginative woman, and I will miss working with her."

Friend? He sounded as if he knew her better than MJ as of late. Guilt curdled in her stomach. Why had she let so much time go by?

"Mrs. Montague." He nodded at her mother. "MJ. I do apologize for my tardiness. And please, call me Nik."

He called her MJ, just as her grandmother had, not Marie Juliette as her mother insisted on doing. Narrowing her eyes at him, her mother said, "Mr. Lewis, now that Mr. Stefanopoulos is here, perhaps we could get started."

"Of course, of course.” He waved a hand at Nik, who took the empty seat next to the lawyer, smoothing his grey-on-black striped tie to his chest. The lawyer looked at her father.

"Your mother's estate is in fine order. There are no outstanding debts except of a minimal amount on her two credit cards. As you might expect, since you, Mr. Montague, are her only child, she left most of her estate to you, along with this house and its furnishings."

"Most?" Her mother's tone was sharp.

"Er, yes, she left a few small bequests to organizations she supported and—"

"And this is where I come in," Nik interrupted.

MJ looked at him, then out the window to her left at the blue sky, instead of his striking features. She couldn't ignore the charm and attraction of the man, but her mother would not be happy with her for checking him out. Was he really just Gran’s advisor? 

"Mr. Montague," that whiskey-smooth voice continued, "your mother hired me to manage income and investments from her recent career."

What? Her gaze shot back to him. 

Her mother leaned forward. Her brows drawn together. "A career? What kind of career? Do you know anything about this, Thomas?"

Her father opened his mouth to say something, but her mother barreled over him. "What? Did she knit afghans and sell them on that website, what's-its-name?"

MJ refrained from shaking her head. Knitting was not her grandmother's style at all. Or was it? After all, except for brief visits with the family at holidays, she hadn't spent any real time with her grandmother for... She swallowed against the persistent ache in her throat. She'd lost the one person in her life who loved her without measure, who encouraged her imagination and wildest dreams, even if it had gotten her in trouble. But how had she had a career if she had become as “dotty” as her mother implied?

"Martha, please, let Nik tell us what he is here to tell us." Her father dragged a hand down his face. Her mother sat back, crossing her arms and fixing her gaze on Nik, who had taken a card from his pocket. He looked at MJ.

"From the beginning, your grandmother intended that whatever success she had in her career," he held up his hand as her mother opened her mouth to speak, "which I will tell you more about in a moment, she intended it to be a legacy for you, Ms. Montague."

God, she wanted to crawl under the table. Her grandmother had thought of her even though MJ had done little in the last few years to warrant it. Sensing her distress, her father reached over and again covered her hands with his.

"What is this legacy?" her mother snapped. "Just tell us so we can go home."

The advisor flicked a glance at her mother, then turned his attention back to her, "Mrs. Montague's legacy includes the income from the stories she wrote and published over the last ten years...”

Remember, MJ, “once upon a time” are the most magical words in the world.

“...that paid for the purchase and maintenance for her second home where she spent most of her time in recent years writing, her cottage on Block Island. Her income also grew into a nice, as she called it, nest egg for her senior years.” He reached inside his suit jacket and pulled out a small but bulky, blue envelope. “The cottage, the nest egg, the continuing income from royalties is all yours, Ms. Montague, if you meet one condition. In order to receive the legacy in its entirety, you must first spend the summer at the beach cottage on Block Island."

MJ closed her eyes. Sun and sand and sea flashed enticingly before her, but—

"Impossible. Marie Juliette has a dissertation to finish,” her mother said.

The vision evaporated as MJ opened her eyes. Her father gripped MJ’s hand tighter as her mind tried to process possibilities. Could she take so much time away from her research when she was already behind? Obviously, her mother wouldn’t be happy if she did. But how could she possibly refuse her grandmother’s last gift to her? Her last request? Surely, she could make this work. 

She turned to the hunky man-of-affairs. "When you say spend the whole summer, do you mean I can't leave at all or that I have to spend most of my time there?"

"Marie Juliette, you cannot possibly—"

He interrupted her mother again. Brave man. "I know you are in the middle of research for your dissertation." How did he know that? "Your grandmother always thought some time at the beach might help, but she didn’t intend for you to feel imprisoned there. You can, of course, leave the cottage for short periods of time to return here, but only for two or three nights at a time, according to your grandmother's wishes and the terms of the legacy."

Her mother frowned at her then turned to him. “Ridiculous! Of course, she can’t spend her summer there. She has responsibilities here, practical matters to attend to. Typical.”

He turned to her, brows raised.

“Tell him, MJ,” her mother ordered, pointing at Nik, her brow raised, fully expecting her to comply. Like she always did to keep her mother happy.

Embarrassed, she wanted to crawl under the table, tea party or no tea party. She felt eight-years-old again. Torn between mother and grandmother. Her grandmother wanted to give her something, had thought of her even after all this time. Her mother expected her to do what had been laid out for her. Finish the dissertation, get her degree, and take up a full professorship at the same university where her mother was just steps away from becoming dean. Dare she deal with her mother’s opposition? But the place where Gran wrote and wanted to share with her? MJ imagined her grandmother urging her to go. “The second most magic words, MJ, are ‘What if?’ With those magic words, almost anything is possible. Never doubt that.”

Her father said firmly, “Let her decide, Martha. The bequest is hers.” 

Hers. Away from her mother. Away from the university. Away. "I'll do it." She straightened, then forestalled her mother's next words. "Bad enough I allowed so much time to pass without visiting her. I didn’t even know about the cottage. Did you, Dad?”

When he shrugged, she continued, “I will honor Gran's wishes, then I will decide what to do about this legacy."

The man looked at her, brows slightly raised. Was he surprised?

"Your grandmother," her mother emphasized the word because she hated it when her daughter used 'Gran', "with her usual disregard for the demands of the real world, did not stop to think how this would inconvenience others—and for what? A small little cottage with more dusty antiques?" She waved her hand at the antique pieces in the room.

Before she could disagree with her mother, Nik spoke up again, "I always found Mrs. Montague to be smart, generous, and considerate." Was that a tic at his jaw? Was he angry with her mother? Wow, Gran had a champion, a knight ready to do battle for her. What would that be like? "She had reasons for her request,” his voice interrupted her imaginings, “which I will discuss with Ms. Montague at the cottage."

He pushed the card he had pulled from his jacket across the table to her. She reached to take it from him and almost yanked her hand back at the jolt that ran up her arm when his fingers touched hers. His eyes narrowed. "The address and phone number of the cottage are there, and I've written my cell phone number on the back. Will you need directions?"

Drawing the card back, she drew a breath as she shook her head, "I'll just plug it into my car’s GPS. 

He shoved the small blue envelope at her next. “These are keys to the cottage.”

She took that too, feeling the bulk of the keys inside. “When do you want me there?"

She looked up from the card just in time to see his eyes with that assessing look in them again. Why? He cleared his throat. "The sooner, the better, Ms. Montague. Shall we say this Saturday?"

She nodded, caught in his gaze. 

"Marie Juliette," her mother said, "You cannot possibly be serious about doing this."

Nik didn't take his gaze from her and she forgot to breathe. "I'll look forward to meeting with you then. I will let Mr. Lewis finish his business with you. Again, my condolences, Mr. Montague. Ms. Montague, please text me or call me when you are on your way. Good day."

He rose, shook her father's hand and left. She dragged in a breath. He had dominated the room and her mother. She blinked. Her father sighed, "Is that all, Mr. Lewis. Is there anything else I need to know or any other papers I need to sign right now?"

"Just a few more items here...”

MJ kept her gaze on her hands. She didn’t want to see her mother’s face, that look, whether of disappointment or anger.

“I think that is everything.” The lawyer stacked his papers. “I'll send you a copy of everything for your records. Once your daughter meets with Mr. Stefanopoulos at the cottage, he’ll send me a copy of the codicil about it, its contents, and the financials. I’ll see you get a copy of all that as well." He rose and held out his hand to her father who stood to shake it. 

"Martha, shall we go?" He pulled out MJ's chair for her. "I'm beat. It's been a long day."

MJ tucked her hand into the crook of her father's arm and walked with him out to the car. Her mother’s irritation beat a staccato rhythm with her heels on the pavement as she followed behind. Even with all the childcare Gran provided for MJ when she was little, her mother had never been a fan. She settled into the front passenger seat of their car without a word, shoulders rigid. MJ slipped into the back seat, remembering with awe how that irritation hadn’t quelled Gran’s advisor one bit. She closed her eyes, recalling his intense regard, and his surprise when she agreed to investigate the legacy. She’d surprised herself. Where had she found the courage to risk her mother’s disapproval? 

A summer at the beach. Maybe she'd finally be able to focus on her research and get her dissertation done. The deadline drew close and she was having a hard time getting motivated. If her grandmother's cottage had a water view, she’d soak up every minute of it while she worked. In truth, it would be easier to work without her mother constantly checking on her. Yes, a summer at the beach sounded perfect.

But, she hoped, not too good to be true.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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MJ pushed through the door of The Hub, the popular hangout for the university’s professors and students. In spite of the air conditioning, the temperature inside was warmer than outside. Students sat around dark wooden tables and in booths, shoveling in fries and slurping sodas. She recognized many of the men, professors, filling the bar stools and eating with gazes glued to the Red Sox baseball game on the TV above the rows of bottles behind the bar.

Her friend, Neri, stood at the far end of the bar, hair frizzing around her face, her cheeks flushed, and a towel thrown over her shoulder as she spoke with one of the men. MJ walked to an empty stool and sat down. Neri smiled at her as she walked by, said something to the man, wiped the spot in front of him with her towel and then came over to MJ.

“Give me a hug, you. I haven’t seen you for a while.” 

MJ stood back up and stretched over the bar to do as her friend commanded, feeling the knots in her stomach loosen just a little.

“How did the meeting with your adviser go?” Neri asked.

The knots tightened back up. She shrugged. “Oh, you know. The usual. Am I certain I want to continue with this line of research? Am I really going to be finished and ready to defend at the end of the summer semester? Etcetera, etcetera. I spun him a story about how everything is on track and how much easier it will be to stay focused now that I am done teaching and grading papers for the semester. I didn’t tell him about Gran dying and that I have to spend the summer on Block Island. Not that he’d care.”

“Sorry to hear about your grandmother.” Neri covered MJ’s hand with her own. “How are you doing? And why are you spending summer on the island?”

MJ shrugged again and waited to respond until Neri had poured her a glass of tonic, dunked a slice of lime into it, and set it in front of her. She took a sip. “Thanks. The stay on the island is because I inherit her cottage and the rest of a legacy from her if I spend the summer there.  I’m meeting Gran’s man-of-affairs there to find out what the rest of the legacy is.”

“Oooh, on an island with a man-of-affairs? Tell me more.”

MJ smiled at her friend. “He was her financial advisor, but he is hunky”

“Hunky, huh?” Neri leaned over the bar and whispered, “Opportunities to take pics with your phone and send them to me?”

MJ thought about the man’s dark skin against his pristine white collar. His eyes... She shook her head. “He’s there for business. Nothing else. I think he shocked my mother, though, because he pretty much ignored her.”

“Still, the beach, a hunk?”

MJ smiled. “Business, remember? And my dissertation. Let’s not forget that. Mother sure won’t,” she said the last under her breath. “Anyway, he needs to go over stuff with me. And as soon as he’s done, I’m putting my head down and finishing the Big D. I need to get it, and Mother, off my back.”

“Are you sure you want to spend the summer on the island. Seems like there is always too much to do and not enough time to do it?”

And Neri would know. She worked harder than anyone MJ had ever met, including her mother. 

“I can’t complain. Look at you, holding down two jobs while working on your degree. How’s the job at the art museum?”

Neri shrugged, “It’s fine. What do you want to order? You are going to eat something, aren’t you?”

MJ ordered a cup of soup. The knots in her stomach were loosening, but not enough to eat anything heavy, as she knew from experience. Every time she met with her adviser, she ended up feeling stupid, inept, and incapable of writing a worthy dissertation, let alone finishing it on time. She suspected he was a bit of a misogynist. Unfortunately, departmental politics and schedules made him the only choice she had had.

Neri slid the cup of chicken noodle soup and the packet of crackers in front of her. “Anything else?”

“No, I have to get back and pack.” She leaned over to breathe in the aroma of chicken, cream, and thyme. Ahhh. She slipped that first spoonful into her mouth and savored the flavor and its heat, tracing its way to her stomach. One spoonful followed another, and soon the knots in her stomach were gone with the soup. Neri served up a drink to one customer, cleared an empty glass off the bar, then rang up a customer and sent him on his way with her smile—which disappeared as soon as he turned away.

“Neri,” she called to her friend, who had moved further down the bar to remove empty dishes.

“Why don’t you come with me—to the island—for a few days?” Having Neri with her would help mitigate some of her grief. Her friend had a talent for coaxing a laugh from her. Plus... “You could use a break.”

Neri shoved her confusion of curls back behind her ears and shook her head, immediately setting a few of the curls free again. “I’d love to, then I could meet Mr. Man-of-Affairs. But I can’t, not right now at the end of the semester. Possibly later.”  They grinned at each other. MJ rose, reached across the bar to give her friend another hug, handed her the bill and cash for the meal with a generous tip.

“Let me get you your change.”

“Keep it. Put it toward your travel fund.” 

“Have fun,” Neri called as MJ headed toward the door. But did she know how to have fun anymore?

***
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“Marie Juliette, you can’t afford to go traipsing off to the beach. I’m sorry about your grandmother, but you need to work on your dissertation, especially since you decided to include those forgotten novelists.” 

MJ paused her packing to rub at her forehead. She’d “decided” to include that bit at the behest of her mother who said it would add verity and weight, but didn’t say researching them would slow her down. All week, her mother came up with one argument after another for not going to the island. Truly, it would be easier to just give in—as usual. But Gran... She straightened and shook her head, turning back to her dresser. “I owe this to Gran.”

“Ridiculous, you don’t owe her anything, Marie Juliette. She’s dead. Don’t let her hold some old cottage by the ocean over your head to make you do what she wants.” 

MJ’s fingers tightened on the bottle of lotion she intended to pack in her toiletries case, surprised at how badly she wanted to throw it. But that would be unladylike. Instead, she thrust the lotion into the case, and silently counted to ten. Her hairbrush and comb went into the bag, then she zipped it closed. Did she have everything? She scanned the room. 

Her mother sat down on the bed next to her, smoothing her skirt. “This isn’t like you, Marie Juliette, to go haring off, when you have important work to do. For what? To spend your summer at some ramshackle out-of-the-way beach cottage on some loopy old woman’s whim. The place is probably overrun with vermin.” 

Her mother shuddered at the thought. Well, that should keep her away for a while, at least. MJ opened her mouth to respond, but her mother talked over her. “That dissertation deadline is looming and it’s highly unlikely that the committee will give you any wiggle room because of the passing of your grandmother. Now is not the time to get sentimental.”

MJ took several deep breaths. Honoring the gift of someone you’d loved and lost was sentimental? Couldn’t her mother give her a hug, sympathize with her feelings and send her off, telling her to work hard but have a good summer? She remembered Gran’s warm hugs. No, don’t go there.

When she didn’t say anything, but only closed her suitcase and zipped it, her mother added, “And I don’t trust this so-called financial advisor. Why did your grandmother even need one? He was probably bilking her of the little she had. I don’t like that he’s going to meet you there alone. What if he tries something?”

She sighed. What decade did her mother think they were living in? Did she expect the sophisticated Mr. Stephanopoloous to go on a rampage? Remembering that mouth and those shoulders, she sighed. Heck, would she mind if he did? 

“Why don’t you just have him put the cottage up for sale and be done with it? Besides, it’s not as if you two had a close relationship.”

Anger made her mouth move before she thought. “Of course not. I just met him a few days ago.”

Her mother surged to her feet. “That’s not funny, Marie Juliette. I am only looking out for your welfare, as a mother should.”

Now she played the mother card? MJ was a twenty-five-years-old adult. A bit late for the mother card when her apparent priorities over the years always seemed to be career and reputation. MJ figured she maybe came in third behind her father. She took a deep breath.

“Why do you think I’ll sell the cottage?”

“Why not? When you get your degree, you are sure to be offered a position in my department at the university. You can’t commute from the island, and you’ll probably be too busy to spend much time there.”

She was so tempted to point out that her mother wasn’t dean yet. Her stomach knotted at the thought of her mother being her boss, so she shoved it away.

“I can’t decide what to do with the cottage until I see it. It would be foolish to turn down the income, as well.”

Her mother shrugged off her concerns. “A shack and a few hundred dollars, I’m sure.”

“Nevertheless, I can’t sell what I don’t own. So off I go.”

She lifted her suitcase to the floor and raised the handle, then wheeled it past her mother, who followed her to the front door of her apartment. Her wheeled laptop case was there, already packed with laptop, research folders, and several books.

“I suppose I’ll have to come to the island to check out real estate agents with you and help prepare the cottage for sale. I’ll see if there is a hotel nearby.”

The knots in MJ’s stomach tightened. She shrugged. “Suit yourself, but you may want to wait until I’ve had time to settle paperwork and such with Gran’s financial advisor. I won’t be able to make any decisions until then. After that, I need to focus on the dissertation, remember? I appreciate the offer, but it’s not necessary. I’m a big girl. I’ll handle this.”

Her mother shook her head. “A big girl, a responsible adult, would make the decision to stay here.” She picked up her leather purse from the small table near the door. “I’ll call you soon to see how you are coming along.” She walked through the door MJ opened. As her mother drove away, MJ loosened her grip on the doorknob and took another deep breath. To think of being hours away from her mother for days or even weeks.

She pulled her car keys from the basket hanging next to the door and after closing and locking the door behind her, towed the luggage to her car, a bright red Mini Cooper. She loved the little car, and how easy it was to maneuver and park, especially in the limited space at the university. Plus, the gas mileage was great. She opened the trunk and lifted her bags inside the small space, then stopped to listen to a cardinal calling from a nearby pine. Smiling, she slid inside and buckled up, then turned the key, input the address of the ferry that would take her to Block Island into the GPS, and drove out of the complex. Within a few miles, she relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. 

Maybe if she’d gotten her priorities straight years ago, the close relationship with her grandmother wouldn’t have remained broken. But she’d do her best to honor her grandmother’s last wishes. In spite of everything. And everyone.

“I’m coming, Gran.”

***

[image: ]


Thalassa, and her two sisters, stared intently down into the small tidal pool encircled by rough black rocks. Her older sister, Pelagia, pointed at the image, rippling slightly in the water. “There she is, lost, just as we planned. My work with the currents obviously messed with her four-wheeled chariot’s compass.”

“Car,” Thalassa corrected her. “You know this, Pelagia, so why do you insist on calling it a chariot?”

Pelagia shrugged. “There is no magic in the word.”

True. The word served as a reminder that the world had moved on in all these amazing ways, while she and her sisters remained stuck on the island of Elpida. The name meant hope. What a joke. She and her sisters had lived on the island for so long that it was now called Sirenuse. The hope of getting off it grew dimmer every century.

She blew out a breath. They would never get off if she let the heat of her anger guide her. They had work to do.

Pelagia said, “Thalassa, blow upon the water—gently, mind. We want a fog, not a storm.”

As Thalassa bent over the water breathing her warm breath upon it, Pelagia told the youngest sister, “Leucothea, put a small spell on this woman to make her sleepy.”

“But, she’ll crash, maybe die. I do not want to harm her.”

Thalassa looked up as her older sister curled and uncurled her hands. “Patience, sister.” They both knew that the youngest of them had a tender heart and fascination for mortals, forgetting and forgiving the evil they did.

“Fine, then make her tired,” Pelagia said. “Tired enough that she’ll give up searching for the old woman’s cottage and find an inn instead. Her failure to appear will insult Nikos so he will change his mind about working with her. I’ll continue to confuse the chariot’s compass.”

And that was what was important. Thwart Nikos so he quit trying to help every mortal who imagined they could create like the gods. Then maybe he would return.

Thalassa blew that thought out as she blew gently on the water. Pelagia leaned over the pool and slowly moved her hand counterclockwise. Though relegated to this island of rocks and cliffs, and the salt waters of the oceans, far from the abodes of others, they still had their magic and their songs. The Muses hadn’t been able to take those from them, believing Thalassa and her sisters confined to the island and its environs. The sisters, though, had discovered they could travel anywhere there was saltwater, and guarded their secret.

As they worked together, Pelagia sang. Softly at first, like the fog creeping in to surround the woman in her car. Deeply, like the dark of the night sky. Discordantly, like the fatigue and confusion the woman should be feeling as Leucothea whispered her spell.

The Muses may have taken their wings, but...

Wings or no wings, they were still Sirens.

***
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Nik climbed reluctantly from the car, recalling his last time here and how much Juliette enjoyed riding in the car with him, along the island’s winding roads, as a much-needed break from her writing. No other car was in the driveway or parked on the verge so he assumed the granddaughter wasn’t waiting for him.  

The car door closed with a soft thunk that spoke of its solid craftsmanship. It may not be Greek, but Italian was close enough, and he was grateful for Juliette’s encouragement to buy it. Cars were just one of the mechanical inventions of mortals that he loved. The speed, the rumble of the engine, the luxurious comfort of the ride was a big improvement over the disorientation of portals or the challenge of staying on Pegasus’ broad back. He should have said no to her donation to its purchase, but he couldn’t deny her the pleasure of it, even if it had aroused feelings of not just gratitude but closeness, connection. As if he were her grandson. But he didn’t want to dim her smile, or deny himself of one of the few freely given gifts from a mortal.

Just to be sure, he knocked on the door, but no one answered. MJ had not arrived yet. Good. He didn’t want to keep her waiting. From what he’d seen at the reading of the will, if MJ was anything like her mother, she would not appreciate his tardiness. But then, if she was like her grandmother... The granddaughter surprised him when she accepted the condition of the legacy. The way the mother tried to control the discussion, he was convinced MJ would cave to her mother’s concerns and demands, and braced for the disappointment of Juliette’s earnings going to a charity instead of her granddaughter. Of course, he would be off the hook then and able to take an assignment that didn’t carry so much emotional resonance for him. Or, better yet, not take any assignment.

He checked his watch. She should arrive soon—unless she changed her mind. He checked his cell phone for a message from her. Nothing. The late afternoon breeze carried the scent of ocean and freedom to him, so this time, he slipped his polished Italian loafers from his feet, pulled off his socks and stuffed them inside, turned up the cuffs of his slacks, loosened his tie and strolled toward the beach. The sand was still warm under his feet, but a cool mist from the pounding waves kissed the tops. He stood, hands in his pockets, watching the sea. 

It looked different here than on Mt. Helicon. He inhaled deeply. Under normal circumstances, he would have had a break to visit with his mother and his aunts, to take it easy for a while before receiving another assignment, but these weren’t normal circumstances. The white streak in his mother’s hair reminded him of that. Too, this was the first time he’d ever worked with two individuals from the same family line, one right after the other. Juliette’s legacy to her granddaughter left no room for delay, and Marie Juliette was going to be a challenge.

“I don’t know what I did,” Juliette said one day as they talked about her intentions for the cottage and the rest. “We used to be so close. We had such fun together, playing dress up and telling each other stories. Until her mother arrived one day to pick up MJ and accused me of confusing her daughter by letting her spend too much time playing make-believe. Apparently, something happened at her school that, according to her mother, indicated MJ didn’t know when to stop playing make believe, something that embarrassed them both. When I asked her what happened, she just shook her head. After that, she never asked me to take care of MJ again. And when I offered, or wanted her to come for a visit, she never came alone. Tea parties under the table with her mother watching every move killed all the fun. After a while, her mother was too busy. Or MJ was.”

He curled his toes in the sand, remembering the pain and sorrow in Juliette’s voice, the tears in her eyes. He’d wanted to reach out and hug her, but he was supposed to be her business manager, not her family. Instead, he took her hand for a moment and then went back to recording instructions for her lawyer. Despite the separation, Juliette wanted her granddaughter to be happy, and she’d done what she could to give the young woman time to explore the possibilities. As he continued to write, Juliette had laid her hand over his, “What would make you happy, Nik?”

His breath caught in his chest. Had anyone, even his mother, ever asked him that question before? The power of the question was so big that he was tempted to give a throw-away answer, “World peace and a trip to Disney.”

For centuries, he’d served his mother and Apollo as intermediary between Muse and mortal, a gateway to ideas and inspiration, to stories. Through walking in their dreams, through little nudges, and sometimes direct suggestions, he transmitted the inspiration and ideas to his mortal clients to write stories that commanded large audiences of readers or, in the case of playwrights, viewers. He’d been endlessly fascinated by the mortal ability to take one idea, one theme or inspiration and go off in a million different directions. Truly, it still astounded him. 

Gazing out at the twilight sky, he recalled how Will Shakespeare had been great fun as he wrote his love stories and comedies. No one could shape sonnets or add that wry twist of humor to a lover’s situation quite like Will. He still laughed to think of Titania kissing that ass-headed mortal. He’d also enjoyed helping the Grimm Brothers shape those fairy tales they collected from the old women and mothers in the hills and forests of Europe. In more recent centuries, he’d frequently found himself working with women, like Miss Jane, as he’d been instructed to call her, and Juliette.

On the rare occasion, he’d done more than inject ideas for stories into his mortals. Sometimes, he’d warmed their beds and their bodies, giving heat and passion to the stories they wrote, but he made sure to abide by Apollo’s edict to keep his emotions out of the relationship. Respect and passion, yes. Love? No.

Finally, he answered Juliette’s question. Then, she pestered him until he bought the Ferrari.

“I know you have the money, Nik. Look what you’ve done for me. And I’ll help you buy it. Let’s go.”

He smiled, remembering how she’d grabbed her handbag, taken his arm and steered him to the front door. Once off the ferry, they’d cabbed it to a dealer who promised delivery in weeks. Pride and delight lit her face the first time he’d driven it to the cottage, and now her home stood empty.

He scanned the water, then turned from the sea to stare at the cottage perched on a small rise. Empty now of the warm cheerfulness and honest interests of Juliette. He shook his head. If his mother knew what he was feeling, if Apollo guessed how much he’d come to care for the old woman, almost like a second mother. He cut that thought off, glancing down at his watch. 

Juliette’s granddaughter apparently did not have her grandmother’s respect for time.
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Chapter 3
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MJ turned on the MINI Cooper’s fog lamps, relieved when she could actually see more than a few feet in front of the car’s bumper.

How had she so badly lost her way? Once the ferry arrived at Block Island, she was sure she knew where she was going as she drove off it. But finding her grandmother’s cottage had confused both her GPS and her. She’d spent the last hour or so driving around on dirt roads with no idea of where she was. How was that even possible on an island this size?

“In one mile, turn right onto Sweet Rose Avenue,” the oh-so-calm voice of her car’s navigation system instructed. 

Right? Again? Hadn’t the last three turns been rights? Was she going in circles? In this fog, she couldn’t tell if anything looked familiar. She should have printed off the directions from the Internet and then checked them against an actual atlas. She shouldn’t trust someone else’s directions, even ones delivered in a smooth-talking woman’s voice.

“In one hundred feet, turn left.”

“Left! I haven’t even turned right yet, you idiot.”

“There is no need to be rude,” the voice calmly said.

MJ wanted to punch the dashboard and that was what made her pull over and take a deep breath. She peered into the deepening darkness, but her tired eyes burned with fatigue and the dry heat from the car’s vents. She snapped it off. Trying to peer through the murk to anticipate turns and road signs had worn her out. She leaned her head back against the head rest. If someone came along right now and offered her a room for the night and it was just twenty feet down the road, she’d take it, even if it had “Bates Motel” lit up in neon above the lobby door.

A nap tempted her, but Mr. Stefanopoulos was waiting for her. She sighed. Searching for location and directions on her phone wasn’t working. No signal, and only a couple of bars to make a call. She yawned. Unless she wanted to sleep in the car and seriously annoy that man-of-affairs, she better look for a street sign or a road marker. She put the car in gear and drove further down the road. Her plan had been to get to the cottage, spend the next few days learning everything she needed to know about Gran’s finances and the rest of the legacy, and then get back to work on her dissertation. If the cottage wasn’t exactly comfortable, she could work at a local coffee shop or on the beach. But first she had to find the place!

“In twenty feet, make a right turn.”

“Oh, shut up!” MJ switched off the navigation, just as a left turn emerged from the fog. She pulled over to the shoulder of the road, put the car in park, and climbed out after grabbing the flashlight in the glove compartment. She stood for a moment, realizing how dark and quiet it was, especially with no one around. The sound of the waves and the smell of the ocean drifted to her, but for all she knew, she was the only person on another planet. She imagined her mother’s rebuke for letting her imagination run away with her. “I should never have let you spend so much time with your grandmother. She never had both feet on the ground.”

Well, her feet were firmly on the road, so she flicked on the flashlight. The fog appeared to thicken. Ears pricked, she walked quietly to the turn off and, relieved to find a road sign, beamed her light up at it.

“Homer’s Way,” she read aloud. She snorted, “Does that make me Odysseus?”

Oh-oh, she was getting punchy. No time to waste. She hurried back to the car, sliding gratefully into its warmth and safety. She doubted she had to worry about someone attacking her, but the fog was creeping her out. Reluctantly, she picked up her phone, then pulled out the business manager’s card and dialed the number.

“Hello?” Crisp, sharp even.

“Uh, Mr. Stefanopoulos, this is MJ, Marie Juliette Montague?”

“Finally! Where are you? I expected you an hour or more ago?”

She cleared her throat. “Yes, I know. I’m sorry about that. I’m lost. My car’s navigation system doesn’t seem to be working. I’ve been driving around on the island for at least an hour, and I have no idea where I am in relation to the cottage. I was wondering if you might give me directions?”

“Where are you?”

“I’m at the intersection of Beach Road and Homer’s Way. Do you know where that is? Can you give me directions?”

“Just stay where you are. I’ll be right there.” 

“But, can’t you just...” He’d hung up before she could finish. Why not just give her directions?

She shrugged. She’d done all that she could, and now that she didn’t have to worry about driving through the fog, she realized she was hungry. She’d eaten lunch hours ago, planning on being at the cottage before dinner and getting something to eat before settling in. Dragging over the insulated pouch she always took with her on trips, she turned on the overhead light, zipped open the pouch and searched through empty wrappers. A small bag of toasted almonds, packs of mixed dried fruit, and finally found a cheese stick. She started to pull it out.

Rap! Rap, rap!

She shrieked and the pouch went flying, landing on the floor, its contents scattered. Hand to her heart, checking her door locks, she looked out her window at the shadowy form of a man leaning over her car. Quickly, she pushed the car’s door lock again, then she turned the key in the ignition.

Rap, rap!

“Ms. Montague,” the voice yelled through the window. Even muffled by the glass, she could hear her name and the tone of irritation. How did the man know her name? What to do? What to do?

“Ms. Montague,” he yelled again, “it’s me. Nik.”

Nik? As in her grandmother’s Nik? Oh, thank goodness. She dragged in a breath as she lowered the window just an inch.

“Mr. Stefanopoulos? You frightened me.”

“My apologies. I suppose I did suddenly loom out of the fog.” She heard the smile in his voice. She felt silly. “Do you want me to drive back to the cottage. It will be easier.”

“But...” She turned to look back over her shoulder. “Where is your car?”

“I was out walking when you called. I wasn’t far from here.”

Walking? On a night like tonight? Strange. Still, she wasn’t going to cavil about his personal habits when he was rescuing her. She opened the car door and he stepped back, holding onto it with one hand, and offering his other hand to help her out, a warm, strong hand. Tingles rushed up her arm and down her spine. 

What was that? She pulled away, curling her fingers into her palm. Taking a breath, she hurried around the back of her car, yanked on the passenger door handle, and almost yanked her arm out when the handle didn’t budge.

“Uh, could you press the unlock button, please...”

He was staring at his hand, but he looked up, then the door lock clicked, and she slid into the passenger seat, surreptitiously brushing wrappers, and fruit packs from the seat to the floor. She’d pick them up later. Carefully, he folded himself into the driver’s seat. 

“Oops, sorry, I didn’t think about how small the car is for someone like you.”

He fiddled with the side of the seat and, finding the seat adjustment, slid it all the way back. “No problem.” He winked at her, then put the car in gear.

She reached up and turned off the overhead light, plunging them back into darkness with only the blue-white glow of the dashboard to illuminate the interior, and eerily light up his profile, long elegant nose above a full mouth set in a beard-shadowed jaw. And eyelashes. Even in the dim light, they were long and dark beneath a high forehead, draped by inky, softly wavy hair. He glanced over at her and she shivered.

“What’s wrong with your GPS? Wasn’t it working earlier?”

“Yes.” She shivered again and sat forward to adjust the car’s heat. “It was fine until I drove off the ferry. Then it went crazy. After a while, I thought I might be driving in circles. Must be something on the island interfering with the signal.”
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