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Prologue





Blah, blah, blah.


Chloe rolled her eyes at the sound of the high and mighty words spewing from the mouth of the highest and mightiest of all deities, Zeus, the great father god, head honcho, and CEO of Mount Olympus.


Zeus had been ranting for a good ten minutes, calling up thunder and lightning as he scolded her, Kyra, and Zo, the last muses taken to task in his once-a-century performance review. Hed already impressed upon them their bottom-of-the-heap status and was now into the reward and punishment stage of his pronouncement.


Biting her lower lip to keep from screaming, Chloe waited for the next series of threats. Zeus raised his bony hand. I fathered a dozen muses, but you three have been completely ignored by the legend books. And why? Because youre slackers, do-nothings who care more about gossip and good times than inspiring mortals in the field I chose for you. He looked down his nose, appraising them one by one. You have two choices. First, you may stay on Mount Olympus and accept a loss of status. Instead of flirting the day away, you can muck out the stables, toil in the kitchen, or work in the dairy. There are any number of chores that will allow you to earn your keep.


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


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


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


Chloe narrowed her eyes. I have no intention of pulling udders or shoveling horse droppings until the end of forever. We are demigoddesses, created to inspire. What else can we do?


Is that all? Zo, the most pragmatic of the trio, asked their father.



Well, there is one more thing. Zeus stroked his snowy beard and gave a flinty grin. Falling in love with a mortal is forbidden. Dally if you must, but keep your mind strictly on the work at hand so I know youre taking this seriously. Dire consequences await you if you return here more impassioned by a mortal than by your job.


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


Itll never happen, muttered Chloe, fixing her gaze on Kyra. Will it, sister dear?


Kyra shrugged and Chloe rolled her eyes. Just what she needed, to be stuck on earth with two siblings who were high on intelligence and humor, but big fat zeros in the diva game. A true goddess could dally with dozens of mortals and never fall in love. All she had to do was stick to the rulesChloes rules, that is. Too bad neither of her sisters knew how to command respect or establish themselves as true demigoddesses like she did.


Tired of her fathers growling voice, Chloe tossed her head. A single word stood out as he sounded his last threatening sentence, trying her patience and stretching her nerves taut.


Computer.


Wh-What? Chloe sputtered.


I said, youll need to learn the use of one of those. He jerked a thumb over his shoulder, indicating the modern marvel sitting on his desk. So we can stay in touch.



Chloe jutted her chin. Why cant we use Hermes?


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


Each of her demigoddess sisters had been reassigned and, to her knowledge, not one had been given these ridiculous orders or threats. Up to her curly tresses with his pompous demands, she stomped her foot. Thats not fair. The others dont have to


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


Without warning, a gust of wind swept Chloe skyward. Floating, swaying, cresting on waves of cool dry air, she glanced left and right and saw the same thing happen to Kyra and Zo. Would she ever learn to keep her opinions to herself?


Darkness overtook her as she spiraled downward. Like a lone leaf tossing in the wind, unable to control her destination, she was fallingfallingfalling











Chapter 1





A suburb of northern Chicago


I now pronounce you man and wife, Judge Haywood Armbruster solemnly intoned. You may kiss the bride.

Chloe Degodessa watched with a practiced eye as the happy couple stood at the rear of the main chapel. She was there to assist the bride and groom in the orderly arrangement of their receiving line. Shed worked on this sumptuous affair with the bride and her mother for the past ten months. She knew to the second the timing of the line, when the couple should head to the reception, and the exact minute theyd be announced as Mr. and Mrs. George Howard Allen. Shed even memorized the honeymoon itinerary for their trip to Barbados.


The organist played the exit march, and she steered the attendants in place as they came through the wide oak doors, ending with the bride and groom. Flashing what she hoped was a brilliant smile, she took Georges hand in her left hand and Francines in her right and gave them the identical, Mount Olympus inspired, congratulatory message shed given every person with whom shed dealt professionally since her arrival on earth.


I wish you both every happiness.


Thanks, Chloe. Youve been an angel, said Francine, her porcelain cheeks blushing the way only a new brides could. How do I look?


Radiant. And very, very happy. Chloe rushed to the doors, which had been closed when the couple departed the chapel, and flung them open. Stepping back to allow the guests their first chance to wish Francine and George well, she grinned at Isabelle Castleberry, whod been observing quietly from a corner of the vestibule.


You feeling all right? asked Chloe when she reached Miss Belles side. Wheres your coat? And why arent you wearing those lambs wool lined boots I gave you for Christmas?


I feel fine, child, Miss Belle answered, leaning on her polished mahogany cane. Stop fussing and carry on as if Im not here. Youre doing a wonderful job.


Chloe gave Miss Belles gnarled fingers a squeeze, then took a final glance at the lines progress and nodded to one of the assistants hired to work weekends. No more than fifteen minutes, Leah, then escort the bridal party to the limo. And make sure Freddy takes Miss Belle home as soon as the chapel is cleared. I dont want her working alongside the clean-up crew like she used to. After slipping on her full-length mink coat, she headed for a side door. Im on my way to the reception.


Bracing for the blustery air, she secured the top button of her lustrous Blackglama, struck out into the cold, and trotted swiftly down the winding path that led to Castleberry Hall about a hundred yards away. A family owned property, the estates grounds and outbuildings were situated on Lake Shore Drive, directly across from Lake Michigan, where at this moment the wind was more a gale than a breeze.


She guessed the temperature to be ten degrees above zero and the wind chill factor at about five below, practically a warm spell for January. The crippling winter weather had been twice as debilitating, actually freezing her lips together, when shed taken her maiden walk here after arriving from Mount Olympus. Though Zeus had sent her to an interesting city, hed fallen miles short in the area of climate control.


She scoped out the macadam drive, free of snow and ice thanks to a diligent ground crew, and noted the meticulously cleared parking lot. Everything was ticking like a Swiss watch, which meant the staff was finally taking her seriously.


Making a final check of the grand ballroom was her next order of business. Striding through the main dining room, she assessed the pink and purple table linens, colorful wedding favors, and multicolored centerpieces, then stopped by the buffet holding a magnificent four-tiered chocolate cake frosted in white and decorated in candy pink lilies, purple marzipan orchids, and pale lavender butter cream roses. Try as she might, she hadnt been able to dissuade the bride from using colors more appropriate for a twelve-year-old girls bat mitzvah than a tasteful society wedding, but the Castleberry was known for always giving the customer her hearts desire.


Even with the garish hues, the celebration would go off without a hitch. Each table of ten was assigned a personal waiter or waitress who would see to the guests needs and serve the food family-style. In that way, the rack of lamb, grilled vegetables, rice pilaf, braided herb bread, and sides of minted aioli gravy, champagne mustard, and barnaise sauce would be parceled out in an orderly manner.


Waving to the bandleader, who was putting the musicians through a rousing warm-up, she continued to the kitchen, drawn by the enticing aromas wafting in the air. The delectable smells assaulted her senses as she entered through the swinging doors and took stock of hundreds of canaps arranged on elegant silver trays that lined the shelves, ready to be passed the moment the guests arrived. In the central area of the kitchen apprentice chefs and assistants worked at plating the salad course, while others toiled over the course to follow.


Chloe stopped at Clark Parrotts side. Clark, owner and head chef of Queer Food for the Straight Dude, was the halls main caterer. Clients were allowed to use anyone they chose to furnish the edibles for their affair, so shed often had to deal with other, sometimes temperamental chefs, but the gay and very savvy young man was so easy to work with, his company was the only one Castleberry Hall recommended.


Right now he was putting the finishing touches on his signature dish. Smells like food fit for the gods, she said, grinning at her personal pun. If only Clark knew how close to the mark her comment had landed.


Hey, sweetie, said the caterer as he covered the last lamb riblet in a puffy white sleeve. How was the wedding?


Beautiful, as usual. So far, the bride and groom are thrilled with the way weve managed the event.


Well, bully for you. Clark raised his hands like a surgeon preparing to operate. Holly, Diego, get over here with those vegetable platters. Its time to add the garnish. He clapped, and a half-dozen assistants rushed to do his bidding. After giving a final perusal, he waggled his fingers in a shooing motion. Hurry, to the warming ovens. Then he turned, rested his backside against the counter, and heaved a breath. Almost finished.


Youve done a remarkable job, said Chloe, propping herself next to him. The guests should be here in about five minutes, and were right on schedule.


Clark tossed her a naughty grin. Im free after the reception. Want to go clubbing when were through?


To Ride em Cowboy? I dont think so.


Aw, come on. You might meet another yummy straight guy.


Chloe raised a brow. Ive already decided that James Parcells will be my one and only questionable conquest. Im still not certain that story he gave about going to a gay bar just to see how the other half lives was the total truth.


Miss Belle said you had a date last night. If it wasnt the possibly confused Mr. Parcells, who was it?


Chloe grimaced at the memory of her second encounter with the buff-bodied Bryce Cummings, owner of a big ego and a few completely unremarkable body parts. The man had been so full of himself, she swore hed watched his technique in the mirror while they had sex. Before leaving his apartment, she dropped a good-bye note on his dresser, positive she would refuse any of his future calls. She had to deal with several more events before she was summoned home, which left her little time to dally with him or any other mortal.


Just a guy I met, but hes off the radar screen. Im done with men for a while. The warning bell shrilled from the lobby, signaling the bridal partys arrival. Got to run. Ill check with you later.


Ta-ta, Clark chirped, already flitting to another section of the kitchen.


Chloe hung her mink coat on a hook in a closet outside the grand ballroom and smoothed her cream-colored, body-hugging silk sheath. Peeking into the salon, she observed the event greeter passing coats to an attendant who handed the guests tickets for their garments retrieval. Then the greeter found the guests names on a seating chart and gave them directions to the gift table and their places.


She wandered the room, aiding couples in search of their seats, doing whatever she could to speed the process. When the line trickled to a halt, she made her way to the wedding partys private room to check on the bride and groom and their attendants.


I will not sit at the same table as thatth athound dog, Chloe heard as she opened the door to the ladies lounge.


One of the bridesmaids, Patty somebody-or-other, was pouting up a storm. Francine knew hed taken advantage of me at Lisa and Carls wedding, and she purposely forgot to tell me he was one of the ushers. I hate that man.


Just thank your lucky stars you didnt get him for your escort, Chloe almost reminded the girl.



Now, Patty, there are hound dogs in every pack. A womans got to be smart enough to choose the best of the lot, have fun, and move on, just the way they do, quipped Chloe. Theres no rule that says you have to sit next to Gary, she added, taking a stab at the ushers name. But you do have to act like an adult and share the table. Im sure you wouldnt want to be remembered for ruining your best friends wedding.


Patty narrowed her eyes as one of the other attendants concurred with Chloe. After a few more words of encouragement, the catastrophe was avoided, and Chloe moved them in line for the march out. Then she stuck her head around the corner and signaled the band, which segued into the happy couples chosen song.


Ms. Degodessa?


She turned and bumped into Eugene Whitlock, father of the bride. Yes?


Beaming a smile, he handed her an envelope. The wife and I gave Miss Belle the payment for this shindig, but we wanted you to have this personally.


Oh, no, I cant accept


You can and you will, said Eugene. Youve done a marvelous job, seen to everything needed to make our little girl happy on her big day. If not for your easygoing manner and attention to detail, she might be sobbing right about now, like weve seen a couple of her friends do on their wedding days.



Chloe realized it was fruitless to try and return the money, so she tucked it in her pocket and promised herself it would go with the others she sometimes received. Well, thank you, then. I enjoyed working with you and Mrs. Whitlock, and Francine too.


Oops, theres my cue, he answered when the band played the lead-in to a sentimental ballad. Got to dance with my baby one last time before I let her go. Blinking teary eyes, he rubbed his nose. Thanks again. And dont be surprised if Castleberry Halls business triples in the next two years. Im advising all my friends to have their daughters weddings here.


Chloe leaned against a wall as he walked away, still fascinated by the sentiment mortals placed on certain festivities. This was the forty-eighth wedding shed been responsible for since her arrival. Too bad shed be gone in a few weeks, because she was going to miss Castleberry Hall and the career shed carved here.


Then again, if Zeus deemed that shed failed in her quest, earth and Castleberry Hall would be, for her, a better place in which to toil than the stables, chicken coops, or cow pastures of Olympus. Not that she was planning on failure, of course, but one never knew how the father god would react if he deemed shed fallen short of her quota.


Closing her eyes, she recalled the afternoon shed arrived here. A performance review every hundred years was hard to swallow, especially when the person in question hadnt had that successful a century. All the muses had been reassigned, but she, Kyra, and Zo had gotten the brunt of Zeuss wrath.


When shed awakened in her high-rise apartment and checked the elegantly furnished rooms, shed found a closet full of designer clothes, including the expensive Blackglama, a bathroom stocked with the best hair care products and makeup, and a Chanel handbag on the kitchen table. The tote was filled with everything a girl needed to exist in a busy city, including pepper spray, several thousand dollars in cash, an American Express card, and a paid-in-full years lease on the apartment.


After exploring her building, shed slipped on the mink and walked the city. The next morning, shed stared out her high-rise window and spotted an idyllic scene: a wedding party scurrying into limos on parklike grounds a half mile in the distance. Since Zeuss criticism had focused specifically on the rising divorce rate and many unhappy marriages, she was thrilled to learn the site was a privately owned facility that planned and hosted special events such as baby and bridal showers, retirement luncheons, sweet sixteens, even postwake parties.


But the Castleberry specialized in weddings.


Chloe had knocked on the doors of a stately home and been ushered inside. There, shed met Isabelle Castleberry, known as Miss Belle to everyone in the greater metropolitan area. After a quick introduction, the eighty-three-year-old woman had confided that she was searching for an assistant, and Chloe jumped to offer her services.


Luckily, Miss Belle didnt ask for references or past experience. She was waiting for the perfect person to walk through the door, hired Chloe on the spot, and insisted she move into a set of double rooms on the second floor of the manor.


The Muse of Happiness had taken the entire encounter as a sign and promptly agreed.


In the past months, Chloe had assisted at close to one hundred events, until Miss Belle felt she was ready to handle things on her own. Because her special handshakes were sure to inspire happiness for the long haul, she had high hopes for a successful and triumphant return to Mount Olympus.


She was a muse, created to inspire. As a daughter of the mighty Zeus, she could not fail.





Dr. Matthew Castleberry arrived at OHare Airport in a foul mood. Sporting a beard and dressed in fatigues, hed spent several days at an army outpost waiting for a plane heading out of Ituri. After arriving in Beirut, hed been held up for two days while government toadies ironed out a glitch in his paperwork, then hed flown to Paris, where he waited for a jet to Chicago. Since both stops had been short on amenities, he was certain he resembled a bison and smelled even worse.



The past couple of years had been filled with abject misery interspersed with moments of incredible joy. Hed achieved every goal hed set for himself as a member of Mdecins Sans Frontires, better know in the states as Doctors Without Borders, but hed paid a hefty price in the bargain. Right now, his goal was to surprise his grandmother and spend the next few months figuring out what he wanted to do with his life.


Yoo-hoo, Matt, over here!


Hed just dragged two duffel bags from the Customs gate when he heard the demanding female singsong. Raising his head, he spotted his ex-fiance, Suzanne Armbruster, her limo driver at her side, making a beeline in his direction.


Matt, darling. Suzanne tottered on sling-back stilettos as she rushed toward him and planted a polite kiss on his mouth. Theyd last met about six months ago in London, where he had told her he was breaking off their engagement. Obviously, Suzanne had forgotten the small but vital detail.


He guessed that someoneprobably her well-connected fatherhad found out about his month-early return and informed his only child just to be on the safe side. Even a pussycat like Judge Haywood Armbruster was smart enough to realize it was unwise to piss off a daughter like Suzanne.


Drawing back, she captured his hands in hers and gazed into his eyes. Why didnt you tell me you were coming home? It was embarrassing finding out from Daddy.


Matt pulled from her iron-clad grip. My travel plans changed from day to day, and I wanted to surprise Gram. Besides, since were no longer an item, I didnt feel it was necessary. He cocked a brow. Your father didnt give the news to Belle, did he?


Of course not, Suzanne said, tucking her arm in the crook of his elbow. She nodded to Bales, the judges faithful driver, and the man immediately lifted the duffel bags and followed them out the airport door toward the line of waiting limousines.


Matt shivered in the biting wind, happy to be rid of the near stifling heat and humidity of Africa. Though Chicago was usually mired in snow, freezing wind, and unpredictable weather from October through April, it was still good to be back on American soil.


He opened the limo door while Bales loaded the luggage in the trunk. Ive been worried about my grandmother. Have you seen her lately?


No, but it wasnt for lack of trying. She came to the manor on Christmas Eve, but we had a full house. You know the judge and his holiday parties.


She slid across the buttery black leather, a toned thigh covered in sheer red escaping from under the cover of her ankle-length mink. Annoyance rose in Matts chest, tamping down his curiosity. What in the hell was she wearing? Keeping tabs on Grandma Belle was the one thing I asked you to do for me when we said good-bye in London. I didnt think it would be that much trouble.


Suzanne thrust out her lower lip as she settled into a far corner. Dont be angry. I called her a half-dozen times after I got home from England, and several more between Thanksgiving and Christmas. She never returned my calls.


Which meant Suzanne hadnt told Belle of their split.


Her assistant always had an excuse as to why she wasnt available, she added. Damned woman.


Assistant?


Someone named Chloe. Apparently, shes become Miss Belles second-in-command. I went to Castleberry Hall once, but a gofer told me she and Miss Belle were in town meeting with suppliers. When your grandmother didnt respond to the note I left, I figured shed rather be with her assistant than me, so I stopped trying.


Matt vaguely remembered Belle writing to inform him of a woman shed hired to help with the bookings and party details. He didnt recall her name or the fact that she was screening phone calls. His grandmother had to be sicker than shed let on to willingly give away control of her family empire. Or had it been taken from her?



So you havent met the woman? You dont know if shes young, old, intelligent, or possibly a con artist?


I havent, but Daddy has. He says she seems honest, shes doing a competent job, and Belle adores her. Besides, your grandmother is too smart to be conned by anyone. Now, close your eyes, I have a surprise for you.


Im really not in the mood for games, Suzanne. I just want to get to the Hall.


Instead of answering, she stretched out her leg and tapped the toe of her shoe on the seat in front of her. The smoked-glass partition rose, cocooning them in the spacious rear seat. With a secretive smile playing on her lips, she shifted to her knees and slipped the mink off her shoulders, exposing a model-thin body clothed in nothing but a tiny red bikini bottom and red thigh-high stockings.


Welcome home.


Matt took in Suzannes small but perfect breasts and pale pink nipples, her flat stomach and boyish hips. He rested his head on the seat as she plastered herself to his chest and began kissing him in earnest. Oddly enough, he felt not the slightest twitch from behind his zipper, which made no sense, seeing as how hed been celibate for the past six months.


Bales has orders to drive around town until I give the signal for him to stop. He knows to follow my She wrinkled her nose and sniffed. Rearing away, she covered the bottom half of her face with a hand. What is that disgusting smell?


Matt pressed a button on the door handle, and a bar complete with ice, crystal tumblers, and bottles of liquor slid silently into view from a compartment on the back of the front passenger seat. He filled a glass with frozen cubes, then poured three fingers of brandy. In the confines of this small space, the fiveor was it six?days hed spent since last taking a bath were finally making themselves known.


Me, Id imagine, he answered after taking a drink.


Her honey-brown eyes opened wide. You?


Have you bothered to really look at me, Suzanne? I havent shaved or been near a shower in close to a week, and Ive worn these clothes since I left the hospital. Im lucky I managed to find decent water to brush my teeth. He finished the drink in a long swallow. And I didnt think youd be here to welcome me home, considering we agreed to end our engagement six months ago.


I never agreed to anything. You werent conscious of what you said back then. Daddy told me that anyone who had to spend time in the darkest recesses of the Congo would lose all reason, and thats probably what happened to you, she said, her hand still covering her nose. Nothing we discussed then made sense, so I decided to give you another chance.


Matt stared at his feet, still encased in combat boots. It had taken him a while to figure out that Suzanne was a woman who never took no for an answer, especially when it might be detrimental to her social standing. I dont want another chance, Suzanne. Im not the right man for you, and its time you accepted it. I wrote you a dozen letters before you insisted we set up a meeting in London, where I told you how I felt in person. Wasnt that enough?


Not when you sounded so off-kilter and depressed. All that talk about children with machete or burn wounds, the war, the pestilence. It made me want to gag.


Yeah, Id imagine it would gag anyone who lived in an ivory tower with a wait staff and limo driver to take care of them. He poured a second drink and downed it in one gulp. It really ruined the last two years of my life.


Suzanne rearranged her coat to cover her body and huddled in the corner. Dont be such a class snob. I cant help the way I was raised. I begged you not to go. You had everything a person could want here: a supportive family, a well-known name, respect from the community, even a promising career as a surgeon. But you decided to throw it all away and


I didnt throw anything away. I merely put my life on hold for a while because of all the advantages you just listed. I wanted to give something back for having been gifted with a great family, decent work ethic, and the brains to become a doctor. I thought you understood, but apparently


I do, she said, placing her fingers on his shoulder. At least, I want to. She sighed. Try to see it from my point of view. Im engaged


Matt eyed his ring, still on the fourth finger of her left hand. Excuse me, but unless you met another guy and thats his rock youre wearing, you are not engaged. I said you could keep the diamond, but I didnt say you could wear it as if nothing had changed.


Im wearing it because I want to work this out, she said with a huff. I didnt tell anyone except the judge about the breakup, and he promised he wouldnt breathe a word to Belle because he agrees with me. Youre going to come to your senses and change your mind. And when you do, Ill be ready to accept your apology and announce the wedding date.


You cant be serious.


I most certainly am. In fact, Ron Lassiter called last week to ask if I knew when youd be home. Hes still holding a position in his practice for you and thought I might have an idea as to whether youd decided to take it. She pulled the mink tighter against her chest. It was humiliating having to tell him I wasnt privy to your plans.


You arent privy to my plans because we arent going to be married, not now, not in a year, not ever. Matt had made an effort to be patient, but exhaustion, worry, and two glasses of brandy had dulled his brain. He leaned forward and rapped on the partition. Bales, drive to Castleberry Hall, he said when the window slid down a few inches.


The partition glided into place.


Fine. Suzanne ran her fingers through her light brown hair. Daddys at the Hall officiating a wedding. If hes still on the grounds, maybe he can get you to listen to reason. The warmth in her tone was only a tad above the outside temperature.


Crossing his arms, Matt leaned back and closed his eyes. We can talk until were blue, but nothing is going to change.













Chapter 2





Chloe tiptoed down the central staircase, crossed the foyer, and turned the lock on the mahogany-paneled door. Thank the gods, Miss Belle had gone to bed without protest. The Allen-Whitlock wedding reception had finished an hour ago, and though Chloe had ordered the elderly woman home, Miss Belle had attended the function as if she were an invited guest. After Chloe had given final instructions to the clean-up crew, shed personally escorted Miss Belle home and seen to it she retired in comfort.


Isabelle Castleberry had been nothing but kind to her since shed arrived, first hiring her for a job that enabled her to fulfill Zeuss order to inspire, then by bestowing her trust. As the days passed, she had come to rely on Miss Belle almost as much as the woman depended on her.



Zeus had sired the muses with Mnemosyne, a minor goddess, and the infidelity had so enraged Hera shed denied the girls interaction with their mother. Chloe and the others had matured without a womans guidance, which caused them to hold a special place in their hearts for any female with a motherly nature, and Isabelle Castleberry did more than fill the bill.


Of late, Miss Belle had given her an inordinate amount of responsibility, until it seemed to Chloe as if she were running the business single-handedly. Not that she minded the work of arranging weddings, coordinating corporate functions, planning christenings and family gatherings. Shed decided the job was perfect for her in many ways, most important of which was inspiring happiness in whomever she met.


Brushing a tear from her eye at the tender thoughts, she sighed. Feeling gratitude toward a mortal was ridiculous. She was a demigoddess, intelligent, exceptional in face and figure, and made to inspire, not a sentimental sap who cried at the drop of a hat. Mankind should be grateful for her existence. If not for the muses, there would be no poetry, no music, no order or beauty in their world.


She heard a car door slam and peeked out a front parlor window just as Judge Armbrusters limo pulled away. Then she spotted a hulking shape trudging up the steps of the stately home, unwieldy baggage in tow. Before she could gather her senses, a key turned in the lock and the door swung open, allowing the freezing Lake Michigan wind to whistle through the foyer.


She stared as the large man dropped his bags. Who the heck was this guy, and how had he gotten a key to the Castleberry mansion?


Tapping a toe, she folded her arms and waited for the intruder to notice her. After glancing to his right, the man turned left, and Chloe inhaled a gasp. With his shaggy hair and beard, camouflage pants and bulky jacket, the interloper could have been an escapee from a military compound.


He also looked vaguely familiar.


Who are


What are you?


She blew out a breath. Im Chloe Degodessa, and I work here. Who are you?


The hulk took her in from top to bottom, his whiskey-colored eyes causing her to quiver from the inside out.


Im Matthew Castleberry. This is my home.


Oh, crap. Just what she didnt need. Shed hoped to finish her mission here without interference. From the way Miss Belle described her grandson, that would now be impossible.


Do you have identification? she asked, well aware the house key should have been enough. But how did she know he hadnt stolen it from the real Matthew Castleberry or had one made? In the back of her mind she recalled the photo shed seen on Miss Belles nightstand. If she tried hard enough, she could match this hair-covered giant to the picture, but just barely. A birth certificate or drivers license?


Matt inspected the unfamiliar womans sinfully long legs, flaring hips, and shapely breasts encased in a form-fitting and expensive-looking sheath studded in sparkling rhinestones. Sweet Jesus and Mother Mary, this distrusting angel had to be the person who had his grandmother in a stranglehold.


At first glance she reminded him of Marilyn Monroe or a more coherent and intelligent Anna Nicole Smith; then he took better inventory and realized her beauty was one hundred percent natural. Her huge baby blue eyes resembled those of a terrified doe, but her challenging expression was all business. She stood her ground, giving him time to examine her lush lips, delicate nose, and upswept smoky lashes.


Miss Belles grandson is a member of Doctors Without Borders. Hes in Africa and not scheduled to come home for another month.


Well, guess again, honey, cause hes home and hes dead tired. Now, if youll excuse me, Im going to my room. We can sort things out in the morning.


She stepped in front of him, blocking his way. Dont force me to call Security.


He gazed at the ceiling, then took his passport from his jacket pocket, flipped it open, and waited while the lady inspected his picture, then him.


Oh.


Yep. Oh. Matt hoisted the duffels over his shoulders and shuffled to the staircase, trying to ignore her tantalizing scent. Honey? Flowers? Hell, it had been so long since hed smelled anything other than disinfectant and the rancid stench of death, he wouldnt recognize a pleasant odor if it hit him with a two by four.


Halfway up the steps he realized that Chloe Degodessa was hot on his heels. Trust me, I remember the way, he said, striving for calm.


Im sure you do. Its just that Ithat is, Miss BelleIm staying in your rooms.


Matt made a left at the top of the stairs. This was the first hed heard about the woman moving in, but hed handle it tomorrow. Right now all he wanted was the king-sized bed hed bought when he graduated college.


Not a problem. The house has six other bedrooms. Im sure you can find one to your liking.


But


He juggled a duffel, opened the door, and strode inside, where the bags slid off his shoulders and landed with a dull thud on the sitting room carpet. Then he took a long hard look at the room. Things seemed the same, yet different. He walked to the floor-to-ceiling bookcases covering the wall next to the fireplace. Perusing the shelves, he found that the middle row of tomes hed lovingly acquired through college, med school, and his residency had been replaced by books of a more his-
torical bent: Ancient Greek Architecture, A Day in the Life of a God, Classical Statues of the First Century.


Instead of his color-coded drawings of various sections of the human anatomy, the walls were covered with poster-sized photos of tropical islands floating in azure blue waters, majestic mountains looming over grassy plains, and scenes of both modern and ruined temples.


A quick glance at the vacant spot next to the fireplace had him fisting his hands. What the hell did you do with Elvis?


Elvis?


Matt walked to the point in question, almost tripping over a pair of pink, satin-heeled shoes with a cluster of feathers decorating the arch. Naked guy, about five-foot-ten with a big goofy grin on his jaw.


That disgusting bag of bones had a name?


He raised a brow. Hell yes, it had a name. Elvis was a gift from my dad, right before He ran his fingers through his hair in order to keep from shaking her. Elvis was a gag gift for my graduation from high school.


Hes in the cellar along with the rest of your stuff. I didnt throw anything away.


Well whoop-de-doo. He continued to appraise the sitting area, then, without giving her a chance to say more, stomped through the archway and entered the bedroom.


This, he told himself with a shake of his head, was the real epicenter of the disaster. Cosmetics, perfume bottles, brushes, and hair paraphernalia covered the top of his antique mirrored dresser from one end to the other. His highboy doors were askew, revealing sweaters in every color of the rainbow. A dozen pairs of shoes were heaped haphazardly next to a chair draped with bras, stockings, and other colorful bits of satin and lace.


His closet door stood open, giving him a clear view of the dresses, skirts, slacks, and blouses hanging from the rod. A shelf ran the upper length of the wall, and on it sat more shoes, more sweaters, and more clothing. How in the world could a woman own so many shoes or wear so muchstuff?


He frowned when he saw the pink satin quilt and dozen frilly pillows lining the headboard. When hed left, the bed had been covered with a warm and serviceable brown corduroy spread and two matching pillows.


Wait, dont tell me. He jammed his hands in his fatigue pockets. Bergdorf s exploded, and this is the fallout zone.


His nemesis pushed from the archway, where shed struck a nonchalant pose, and strutted to his side. I planned to have the rooms professionally cleaned when I moved out before Ibefore you arrived.


Dont bother, he answered, trying not to snarl. Just cart your junk to the guest room next door.


Junk?


Thats J-U-N-Q-U-E, so dont get your knickers in a twist.


Now?


Now would be good.


But its after midnight.


No kidding.


Instead of getting the lead out, she gave him a sly grin. Plopping her curvaceous butt on his king-sized mattress, she smiled. Make me.


Matt raised his eyes to the ceiling. Right now there was nothing hed like better than to take up the challenge, carry her to a different bedroom, turn her over his knee, get his hands on her bottom and


The tempting scenario shot straight to his dead zonenamely, the area behind his zipper. How was it that his penis had slept through his ex-fiances risqu offer in the limo but seemed remarkably wide-awake since hed laid eyes on his grandmothers recalcitrant assistant?


Good going, Castleberry, he chided himself. He was acting as if he was fifteen again, giving in to raging hormones like he was rounding second base and heading for third.


Look, Chloe


Stretching her dynamite legs over the coverlet, she crossed them at the ankles and inspected her fingernails. Thats Ms. Degodessa to you.


Matt knew when he was licked. Heaving a sigh, he traced a path back to the sitting area and slung his bags on his shoulders.


Where are you going?


His rapidly rising dead zone reacted to her husky voice as if hed taken a dose of No-Doz. To the nearest bedroom. Lucky for you, Im too tired to fight.


She scampered to face him, her hands on her hips. I dont want Miss Belle to find out we argued. Shes getting too old to be upset.


His stomach flipped a somersault. Is something wrong with Gram, something Im not supposed to know about?


She quickly shook her head. I dont think so, though she did see a doctor this week.


Who, what was his name?


Kelsey, Katz, Kevlar? I cant remember.


He mulled the names over in his mind as he edged past her to the door. When hed left town two years ago, thered been one Katz doing oncology and three Kelseys practicing in specialties ranging from anesthesiology to podiatry. And he didnt recall a Kevlar.


Do you know the doctors area of expertise?


Sorry, no. But when I asked her if anything was wrong, she assured me it was just a general checkup.


A possibility, though it still worried him. Okay, wellI guess we can talk about it in the morning.


Chloe Degodessa didnt slap a hand over her nose as she closed the door, but she did sniff her disapproval. Breakfast is at eight, and it wouldnt hurt to shower before you come downstairs.




Chloe opened her eyes to brilliant sunshine streaming through the windows of her bedroom. Deciding to take advantage of the moment, she stretched out on the huge mattress. Any second now she expected Dr. Hairy and Disgruntled to bang on her door and demand she move her things. The big jerk.


Matthew Castleberrys arrival had been more a shock than a surprise, as no one was expecting him for at least another month. Chloe was a bit annoyed that the blasted man had returned early, but Miss Belle was certain to be overjoyed. Women in their eighties, even those as spontaneous and cheerful as her employer, got their thrills where they could.


She gave Matt Castleberry a point for appearing genuinely concerned about his grandmother. She had yet to meet a mortal who thought more of his fellow humans than he did of himself, which was the way people described Matt. As a member of Doctors Without Borders, the local media had labeled their hometown boy one of the few good guys on the planet; someone children and adults should admire, a man politicians would do well to emulate, and a humanitarian beyond compare.


The city council had even given him an award, which hed promptly rejected. But that hadnt stopped Miss Belle from attending the luncheon ceremony, accepting the plaque in his name, and hanging it in a place of honor behind her desk in Castleberry Halls sales office. Aside from last nights unpleasant encounter, Chloe hadnt had a single experience with the man, though Miss Belle bragged about her only grandson as if he were Linus Pauling, Mother Teresa, and Albert Einstein rolled into one.


All she knew for certain was that Matthew Castleberry had the personality of a dyed-in-the-wool grouch, and smelled more like a hobo whod drowned his sorrows in a bottle of sour wine than a man who deserved to be on a pedestal.


She checked the clock on her nightstand and noted it was almost eight. After slipping from bed, she hopped into the shower, changed into a pair of navy slacks and a white cashmere sweater, and thrust her feet into a pair of bright red pumps. Then she ran a brush through her hair, anchored it on top of her head with a plastic clip, and headed to breakfast.


Hey, gorgeous. Clark Parrott sat at the table, reading the morning paper. Castleberry Hall was his second home, especially when he was catering back-to-back functions during the week. Miss Belle loved his company, and Chloe had grown to enjoy him as well. Clark could dish about fashion, men, and sex as well or better than any of her sisters.


She poured coffee from the sideboard server, another plus when the chef was in residence, because he did all the cooking. Have you seen our new arrival?


Havent seen a soul since I woke up, except for Ruby. Shes nursing a cold, so I told her to stay in bed. He propped his chin on his fist. Whos here?


His Royal Highness, Dr. Matthew Castle-berry, said Chloe, picking through Clarks breakfast offering, a tray of warm croissants drizzled with rich dark chocolate.


Clark slapped a palm on the table. Get out.


How well do you know him?


Miss Belle and I only got close after I bailed her out of a jam with a bridal shower about eighteen months ago. The heroic Dr. C and I have never met, but Ive heard plenty.


Curious, Chloe hunkered down over her croissant. Like what?


Hes engaged to Judge Armbrusters daughter, and shes pretty much a bitch on wheels. My money says theyll break it off within the month.


Chloe had only spoken to Suzanne Armbruster on the phone, and none of their conversations had been pleasant. It was hard to imagine Matt Castleberry putting up with her haughty and de-meaning manner. The judge is such a sweetheart. How did he end up with the daughter from Hadeah, hell?


They say her mother ran off with the gardener when Suzanne was about six, so the judge spoiled his only child rotten to compensate for her loss. Seems she always gets her way. Everyone was in shock when Matt joined Doctors Without Borders, because Suzanne had been telling anyone whod listen they were going to be married and Matt was going to partner in some exclusive surgical practice that she had arranged. He batted his lashes in innocence. Or so Ive heard.


Just who do you get your information from? asked Chloe. She suspected Clark had a tendency to speculate when he didnt have all the facts, but nine times out of ten whatever he reported turned
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