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      Dear Readers,

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

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

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

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

      
      From fairy tale let’s move to comedy and hotness in Goddess of Love. It is perhaps the funniest and steamiest of all the Goddess Summoning books. After all, Venus herself is my heroine! Finally,
            we move to an epic story that has intrigued me for a long time, the Trojan War, and Achilles, a hero who I think has deserved
            his own happily ever after for a couple thousand years. Check out how I manage it in Warrior Rising.

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

      
      P. C. Cast

       


   

      
       
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      “THEY will believe I entrapped you.” Coventina, the great water goddess, turned her head, unable to look at him.
      

      
      “I am not entrapped, my love. I am simply resting from the darkness of this world,” Merlin said. He touched her smooth cheek
         so that she had to turn back and meet his gaze. “And since when have we cared what others say, Viviane?”
      

      
      His use of the nickname he called her at their most intimate moments couldn’t even make her smile. “It is a curse to have
         the ability to see into the future,” she said.
      

      
      “In many ways, love.”

      
      “Yes. But have you always seen this for you? For me? For us? Why let me love you, knowing what you have known?”

      
      “‘Tis a man in the far future, a healer named Phil, who proclaims love is what it is. It has no future or past, but simply
         the present.”
      

      
      “This healer does not impress me,” Viviane said. “We have a past, and we could also have a future. See it. Believe in it.”

       
      
      “I cannot see our future, my love. It pains me too much when I am not allowed to alter what I see.” His sigh was deep. “The
         future of Arthur and Camelot pierced me enough that more wounds feel unbearable.”
      

      
      She gazed at his wonderfully familiar face and saw the goodness, strength and kindness that had first drawn her to him. But
         she also saw something else—his visage was shadowed by a weariness that made him appear a decade older than he had just months
         ago.
      

      
      If only there was a way she could take some of the burden from him. She’d known loving a mortal would be difficult and that
         she would, eventually, have to lose him, but Merlin was a powerful Druid, and the goddess had hoped that his magical powers,
         so utterly tied to the earth, would give him the strength to live as her consort far longer than an ordinary mortal would
         have the ability to live.
      

      
      It was ironic that it had not been the stress of loving a goddess that had been Merlin’s undoing. Instead it had been the
         encroaching darkness that seemed eerily drawn to his human charge, Arthur Pendragon, the boy grown to man who was like a son
         to him, that had caused the Druid to want to escape the world badly enough that he had bespelled himself and would soon fade
         to nothingness in the self-made prison of this deceptively beautiful crystal cave.
      

      
      That damned Arthur! Why had he not listened to Merlin and chosen a wife other than young, beautiful and utterly vapid Guinevere?

      
      As if reading her mind, Merlin said, “My love, please do not blame Arthur. It isn’t his fault, not entirely. Nor is it Guinevere’s
         fault. None of us can choose where we love.” Merlin leaned back against the fur pallet he’d arranged for himself in one smooth
         corner of the crystal cave. “I know I’m being a coward, but I have seen what will happen to him—to all of them. I have also
         seen that I cannot change it. It is …” He paused, looking close to tears. “It is as if Arthur is embracing his destruction.
         I have done everything in my power to help him. I have fought with him, counseled him, begged him, cajoled him—nothing works.
         In every scenario of the  future I see, the light and goodness that is Arthur is utterly destroyed by the darkness of jealousy and greed, lust and
         anger.”
      

      
      Viviane felt a flutter of panic as he closed his eyes. How was she going to go on forever with him here—not alive and not
         dead—simply unchanged, sleeping in this coldly beautiful tomb, where she was unable to speak with him, or touch him, or hold
         him?
      

      
      “But, Merlin, there must be a way to influence these events. There must be a way to save this one man.” And in doing so, she added silently to herself, I would save you, too.

      
      Merlin shook his head. “It is beyond my power. It is beyond your power.”

      
      “It cannot be beyond my power!” the goddess cried in frustration.

      
      “Viviane, my only love, you know that even the gods are not allowed to tamper with the balance of light and dark. The choice
         between the two is a mortal one, and darkness is reigning in Camelot.”
      

      
      “Of course I know that! But I am an immortal. I wield the very essence of life. I must be able to save your son for you.”

      
      “I fear his fate is sealed. He will die brokenhearted. Betrayed by love, he will go willingly to his death. Now, please, my
         goddess, my love, allow me to sleep.”
      

      
      Viviane dropped to her knees beside his pallet and pressed her cheek against his thigh. He stroked her golden hair with a
         hand that was increasingly weak.
      

      
      “I am so weary …” he whispered.

      
      As his eyes fluttered shut again, perhaps for the last time, Viviane sat up, her heart pounding with the beginnings of hope.

      
      “Wait! Merlin, you said there is nothing in this time or reality that makes Arthur change his mind. But could something, or
         perhaps someone, from another time or another reality affect a change? Have you looked into that possible future and divined failure, too?”
      

      
      His blue eyes opened and met hers. “I did not look into a future touched by another time or reality. You know I cannot manipulate
         time or realities.” Merlin’s voice was soft, almost inaudible.
      

       
      
      “You cannot, but I can!” Viviane shook his shoulders. “You must look, my love, and give that future a chance!”

      
      “I cannot,” he whispered. “The spell is set. Besides, you cannot simply cast a net out into the waters of time or the waves
         of reality. There must be a plan … a reason … a unique soul …”
      

      
      “But I can try! I will look into the future and see if—”

      
      “They do not even know us in the future.” With a spurt of anger Merlin briefly sounded like himself again. “You are nothing
         more than a vague legend. I am an absent mentor, often blamed for the entire debacle.”
      

      
      Viviane was horrified. How could people forget her? She was goddess of the ancient world’s waterways. Forget her? She thought
         not. If she had a plan, a great one, as befitted one such as herself, not only would she save her beloved, she would be certain
         that her name, her legacy would live on forever. Oh, and she supposed if she saved that dumb, damn Arthur, that would be okay,
         too.
      

      
      How could the futures blame Merlin for a king’s poor choices? This must also be rectified. And she was just the goddess to
         do it, by damn. “I will find a way, my love. I will.”
      

      
      Merlin let out a puff of laughter. “Oh, Viviane, what I love so much about you. Your passion. Your desire to make things right.
         Your devotion to me. How is it possible that a simple magician had the fortune to be loved by one such as you?”
      

      
      She stroked his arm. “There is nothing simple about you, my dearest. But this I know. There is good. Goodness shines from
         you, as if the sun has kissed your radiance. Perhaps that goodness is why we find ourselves in this predicament. But I will
         find a way. This, I promise you.”
      

      
      Merlin shrugged and lay back again, breathing out the energy that had animated him. “Even should you find someone who might
         help you, you cannot simply displace a life. You know that. Souls cannot be yanked about without any care for lives lost and
         futures broken. Balance and reason must be maintained.”
      

      
      Viviane leaned forward and took Merlin in her arms. “But if, by  some wondrous twist of fate, I do succeed, will you swear to come back to me?”
      

      
      He looked long into her eyes and Viviane watched compassion and love war with weariness and heartache. Finally he raised one
         hand and began swirling it in the air.
      

      
      
         I leave a part of me

         tied, Arthur, to thee.

         My future to thine,

         our fates here combine.

         Survive and you shall give

         me reason, once again, to live.

      

      
      The power that had been building around Merlin’s hand was visible, a shining glow in the air. With a gesture more resigned
         than hopeful, he threw the glistening power out at the walls of his entombing crystal. They shivered as they absorbed the
         spell.
      

      
      “There. It is done. Save Arthur and you save me.” Merlin bent and kissed his goddess, sharing his last waking breath with
         her.
      

      
      Weeping, Viviane pulled away from her lover, who was now silent, completely under the spell of eternal sleep that hid him
         from the misery of this life so thoroughly that he had even managed to escape the Underworld, where memory would torment his
         soul.
      

      
      Slowly, the goddess stood and covered him lovingly with a thick pelt. She kissed him once on his cool forehead and then turned
         and resolutely walked from the entombing crystal cave. Forget me? Blame Merlin? I think not. Arthur, gird those damn loins.

      
      VIVIANE wrapped herself in fog as she emerged from the cave that overlooked her mystical lake. On a wave of magic, her power
         carried her across the water to the lush green island the curtain of mist parted to reveal. She walked quickly to the graceful
         stone tower that was the only structure on the little isle the locals had long ago  named Shalott. Surrounded by rowan trees and shrouded in her magic, she hardly needed the concealment of the mist, but the
         goddess automatically called it to her. For what she was about to do, she wanted there to be no chance of prying eyes.
      

      
      She didn’t enter the cream-colored tower as she usually did, but instead paced back and forth along the gentle bank, letting
         her white samite robe trail through the wildflowers that carpeted this special island. Power swirled around her, causing the
         birds, newly awakened by dawn, to squawk in alarm and leave their perches in the rowan grove. She breathed in the scent of
         musky moss, the pungent odor of wild thyme that surrounded her as she disturbed the softness of it beneath her feet.
      

      
      How could she have allowed this to happen? She’d recognized that Merlin had been damaged by the world from the moment she’d
         met him. He was a powerful Druid, yet he was filled with unusual gentleness and such a tender heart that even the wild creatures
         of the forest could be lured to eat from his hand. Viviane smiled through her tears. He’d lured her, drawn her from her lonely
         isle in the middle of her mystical lake. She’d willingly become his lover. As a goddess, she couldn’t conceive of not being
         able to heal that which the world had broken inside him.
      

      
      “I could have healed him, had it not been for that wretched Arthur!” she cried. Her angry words made the usually placid waters
         of the lake begin to roil, and their cool blue depths darkened ominously as the morning light became veiled. Viviane frowned,
         lifted her hand and, bringing her temper under control, flicked her fingers out at the lake and commanded, “Darkness, be gone!
         Whether my anger is stirred or not, you are not welcome in my realm!”
      

      
      Instantly the waters obeyed her. They quieted and the darkness that had begun to stain them dissipated like dew in the noonday
         sun. Viviane stared out at the familiar waters, disturbed more than she liked to admit by the swiftness with which the depths
         had reacted to her temper. Darkness had actually touched her lake—that was alarming.
      

      
      “Balance of light and dark? Bah!” Viviane hurled the word into the mist, but this time the reaction to her outburst was under
         her  control, and the water-thickened air around her swirled and shimmered in reflection of the goddess’s power. “There is no
         balance when one mortal can draw so much darkness that my realm is even tainted.”
      

      
      I should be honest with myself, she thought as she began to pace back and forth along the moss-lined bank. It isn’t as simple as focusing my anger on the king of the Britons. Guinevere plays a role in this tragedy. As does the all-too-perfect
            knight, Lancelot. The goddess grimaced.
      

      
      Merlin hadn’t shared many of Camelot’s secrets with her. He’d said she was his escape, his respite from pain, and so he didn’t
         wish to speak of those dark things, but the Lady of the Lake had eyes and ears everywhere there was water, and she had certainly
         seen and heard enough to know that Merlin’s direful predictions were going to come true.
      

      
      “And that truth broke your heart, my love,” she whispered to the mist.

      
      No! She wouldn’t allow it. She was a goddess. She had powers mortals couldn’t begin to comprehend, not even a mortal as spectacular
            as her Merlin.

      
      Viviane stopped pacing and stared out at the familiar waters of her home. “I need someone not of this time—not of this place.
         Someone who has a unique way of seeing people and situations, who embraces light instead of darkness and who will also not
         be awed by the beauty of Camelot, nor too dazzled to consider …” Consider what? What was it she needed to do to change the
         future enough to save Arthur from his tragic fate and thus free her lover?
      

      
      Her lover … Viviane felt her shoulders slump and she pressed her face in her hands and wept bitterly. She missed him already
         and had to struggle with herself not to rush back to the crystal cave and sit beside his still form. Her breath caught on
         a sob. She was a goddess, but she was also a woman, and a brokenhearted one at the loss of her Merlin. Even her realm—that
         which had given her such thorough pleasure for eons—seemed somehow less now. Nothing meant as much without—
      

      
      Viviane’s head came up. “That’s it! Arthur may lose everything, but if he still has his love, his Guinevere, then his heart
         will not be  broken and his fate will change.” Excitedly, the goddess began to pace again. “That is what I must do. I must find a woman—a
         spectacular woman from another time, another place, and bring her here to seduce Lancelot from Guinevere so that Guinevere
         returns to Arthur and is balm to his wounded soul!” All would be well. Merlin would awake and, she decided, would make love
         to her as he’d never done before. Oh, how she already missed the lovemaking. A magician in truth Merlin was, in more ways
         than any of those dolts at Camelot could possible imagine.
      

      
      Resolutely Viviane moved to the edge of the water, so that her bare feet were caressed by the kiss of the waves meeting the
         bank. She raised her arms and the mist automatically thickened, swirling magically around her as if anticipating the spell.
      

      
      
         From the depths I call my power,

         lake, sea, rain, mist, dew—hear me at this hour.

         My will is to find a unique soul;

         an outlander is my goal.

      

      
      The goddess paused, remembering Merlin’s warning that a life cannot be displaced from its own fate. She considered ignoring
         her lover’s words and dealing with the consequences later. But no. The drawing spell must be perfect. She would get only one
         chance. Already events were spiraling out of control in Camelot—soon it would be too late to affect the future, if it wasn’t
         already.
      

      
      No! She wouldn’t think like that. She was a goddess, and through the magic of her watery realm, she would change Arthur’s
         fate and save her lover.
      

      
      Viviane refocused, pulling her power from the depths of the lake that spread like waved glass at her feet.

      
      
         Bring me a mortal

         through my divine portal.

         Her fate must mean she is free,

         her life thread broken so she may come to me.

      

       
      
      The goddess closed her eyes, concentrating so hard that beads of sweat broke out over her smooth brow.

      
      
         Her eyes should be able to see

         her heart’s desire—love it should be.

         Her mind sharp and true,

         willing to see the world anew.

         Encroaching darkness she’ll cure;

         life and love are her allure.

         It is her soul my thread will find,

         with water and sight I bind.

         Lake, sea, rain, mist, dew—search and discover

         the mortal through which Arthur’s heart will recover!

      

      
      Tossing the ball of light that had been building between her hands as she created the spell, Viviane threw her arms wide and
         hurled her will, her power, her divine magic out and into the lake. Instantly the waters changed color from a deep, sapphire
         blue to a silver so bright that had a mortal been unlucky enough to glimpse the transformation, he would have been forever
         blinded by its brilliance.
      

      
      
         She must be beautiful, she must be bright.

         She must instantly recognize our plight.

         She must be happy, she must be smart.

         And ‘twould help a great deal if she’s a bit of a tart.

         Now go! Do my will!

         My command you must fulfill!

      

      
      The glowing surface of the lake swirled around Viviane, and then tendrils of light began to lift. Fingers of radiance snaked
         over the water, thin and searching.
      

      
      “Go!” the Goddess impatiently shouted her command, and the threads of light lifted, lifted, lifted … and then shot off into the
         morning sky to disappear from this reality to times unseen—places unknown.
      

       
      
      Viviane stared into the sky long after her magic had dispersed. And then, with a sigh, she walked forward, letting the comforting
         water enfold her while she floated down to her palace made of pearl that rested deep beneath the waves. Now she must wait
         and hope that the drawing spell lured the perfect mortal fish into her divine net.
      

      
      If only I can discover the right woman, the goddess mused as she entered her palace and impatiently brushed away the naiad hand-maidens who surrounded her, singing
         their desire to serve her every need. And isn’t that always the way of the world—the right woman is often the only thing that can dislodge those gods-be-damned
            Fates … 
      



   

       
      
      CHAPTER ONE

      
      ISABEL decided the morning couldn’t be more perfect. Well, possibly better if she was sore from a great night of sex, but that
         wasn’t in the cards. Not today, probably not tomorrow. Probably not in this decade. Nonetheless, a beautiful day.
      

      
      She finished adjusting the tripod that held her favorite camera and then straightened, drawing in a deep breath of the sweet
         Oklahoma air. She didn’t peer through the camera lens as would most photographers. Of course she would eventually, but Isabel
         trusted her naked eye more than any lens, no matter how clear or magnified or uber-telephoto. So she studied the landscape
         before her as she sipped from her thermos of Vienna roast coffee.
      

      
      She caught a glimpse of herself in the silver of her thermos. Distorted as it was, she could tell she was smiling. And her
         lips, which every lover seemed to comment on, looked like big clown lips. Men seemed to love them. She was always trying to
         suck them in. She didn’t believe for a second that Angelina’s were for real. Unfortunately, she knew too well that hers were.
      

       
      
      “‘When the young dawn, with fingertips of rose lit up the world,’” she murmured, surprising herself with the Homeric quote.
         “Appropriate, though …” Isabel sighed with pleasure. The light here was absolutely exquisite! Oklahoma’s Tallgrass Prairie
         had been the right choice to begin her new photography collection, American Heartscapes. It was early spring, but the ridge in front of her was already covered with knee-high grasses, waving oceanlike in the morning
         breeze. The air had the scent of impending rain, but there were so many more scents that filled her. The grasses, the lake,
         the occasional odor of a skunk. Nature. What a high.
      

      
      The sky was an explosion of pastels washed against a backdrop of cumulus clouds that puffed high into the stratosphere—mute
         testimony to today’s weather forecast of midday thunderstorms. Isabel hardly gave the impending storm a thought—she’d be gone
         before the first raindrop fell. But even if the weather chased her away, she didn’t mind. On the ridge before her, under the
         frothy cotton candy sky, was a sight Isabel knew would make the perfect cover photo for her collection. The landscape was
         dotted with bison. Isabel’s eyes glistened as she gazed at them, framing pictures—creating art in her mind’s eye. The huge
         beasts looked timeless in the changing light of dawn, especially since they were positioned so that there were no telephone
         poles or modern houses or even visible roads anywhere around them. It was just the beasts, the land and the amazing sky.
      

      
      Isabel took another sip of her coffee before she put the cup down and began focusing her camera and setting up the first shots.
         As she worked, a sense of peace filled her, and Isabel’s skin tingled with happiness.
      

      
      “And you thought you’d lost it,” she spoke aloud to herself softly, letting her voice fill the empty space around her. “Well,
         not lost it,” she muttered as she sighted through the telephoto lens and focused on a huge bison bull backlit by the rosebud-hued
         sky. “Just lost the peace in it.”
      

      
      Ironic, really, that the collection of photographs USA Today had called Peace? had made her lose her perspective on the subject.
      

       
      
      “Afghanistan will do that.” Isabel clicked off several frames of the bison.

      
      In retrospect she should have known the assignment was going to be a tough one. But she’d gotten cocky. Hell, she’d been a
         photojournalist—a successful, award-winning photojournalist—for twenty years now. She wasn’t a dewy-eyed twenty-something
         anymore. She was a fearless forty-two, which was part of her problem. Over-confidence in her ability had blinded her to the
         realities of what really seeing would do to her.
      

      
      Of course, it wasn’t like she hadn’t been to war zones before—Bosnia, the Falklands and South Africa had all come before
         her lens. But something had been different in Afghanistan. I’d been different. Somehow I’d lost perspective and darkness and chaos slithered in, Isabel admitted to herself as she changed the angle of the tripod and shot several frames rapidly, catching a young calf
         frolicking around its grazing mother.
      

      
      It had started with the soldier, Curtis Johnson. He’d had kind brown eyes set in a face that was young and more cute than
         handsome. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, and he’d flirted outrageously with her as he escorted her to the
         jeep she’d be riding in—the one smack in the middle of the convoy of supplies they were taking from the U.S. airbase to one
         of the small native settlements just a few miles down the potholed road.
      

      
      Actually, Curtis had been so cute and clever that she’d been daydreaming about loosening up her rule on not having a fling
         when she was on assignment. She’d been counting the years between them and had decided that, what the hell, if sexy young
         Curtis didn’t care that she was almost twenty years his senior, then why the hell should she care?
      

      
      And that was when the roadside bomb detonated. Isabel had switched to photographer autopilot, and in the middle of the smoke
         and fire, darkness and horror, she’d captured some of the most profound images of her career—images that had included Curtis
         Johnson, whose strong right leg and well-muscled right arm had been blown completely off. She’d never meant to capture him.
         She hadn’t  even realized he’d been part of the blast. She’d meant only to do what was instinctive; capture the truth. And then the truth
         bombed her in the face, and she nearly fell apart.
      

      
      Curtis’s eyes had still been kind, even as they’d clouded with shock. Before he’d lost consciousness, he’d been worried about
         her—been warning her to get down … get under cover … Then he’d bled out on the cracked desert sand and died in her arms. All
         hell broke loose around her, and all she remembered after that was screaming to keep her camera. She absolutely had to have
         the pictures of Curtis in life. For his family. For her.
      

      
      Isabel shivered and realized she’d stopped taking pictures and was standing beside her tripod. She lifted a hand to the chill
         on her cheeks. They were wet.
      

      
      “Focus on what you’re doing!” Isabel told herself. “This is your chance to regain your center—your normalcy.” And to get over your grief.

      
      She did the buck-up thing her father had always taught her, got rid of the tears and the memories and focused on her job.

      
      Shaking her head, she returned to the frame of her camera, her smile feeling sarcastic. Her gang of best friends would agree
         that an Isabel Cantelli norm wasn’t anywhere near most people’s norm. She could almost hear her gang chastising her. Meredith
         would shrug and say the Isabel norm usually worked for her—it had certainly made her successful. Robin would shake her head
         and say Isabel needed to find a full-time man, not just a string of attractive lovers. Kim would dissect Isabel’s psyche and
         eventually agree with Robin that more permanence in her life would help ground her, and Teresa would chime in that whatever
         made Isabel happy was what she should go for.
      

      
      Until a month ago and that trip to Afghanistan, Isabel would have laughed, rolled her eyes, poured herself more champagne
         and said her nomadic life, free of entangling man strings, was exactly what made her happy.
      

      
      Then Curtis Johnson had happened to her, and Isabel’s view of the world had changed, and in this new, tainted viewpoint she’d
          realized that she’d been fooling herself for quite a while. Or maybe it was more accurate to say that she’d been searching
         for herself for quite a while, because somewhere in the middle of her successful career and her group of intelligent, articulate
         friends and her life that was at once exciting and comfortable, she’d lost herself.
      

      
      Which is why she was here, on Oklahoma’s Tallgrass Prairie. She was doing the only thing she knew to reground herself—she
         was viewing life through her camera and searching for her true north again so she could find a way to navigate through the
         changing landscape of her life. Her plan had seemed to be working, until she’d allowed her mind to wander and her eyes to
         see the past. And the past had good and bad memories, times of joy and ridiculous fear. If there was an emotion she’d ever
         not experienced, she wasn’t sure what it would be. She needed something to shock her into enjoyment again. If she could only
         figure out what it would be. But this, this natural Oklahoma beauty was working right now.
      

      
      “So focus!” Isabel reminded herself, and was pleased to fall fairly easily back into the zone of framing the lovely land before
         her.
      

      
      The next time she moved her tripod, she caught sight of the morning light glistening off the surface of what she realized
         was water winding through a gully to her right. Intrigued as always by varieties in landscape, she headed in that direction,
         loving the surprising glimpse of sandy bank and a clear, bubbling stream hidden within the section of cross timbers.
      

      
      Getting closer to the water, Isabel noticed a single ray of young sunlight had penetrated the green shadows of the trees,
         so that a small section of the stream was being illuminated, as if by a silver spotlight. That spotlight drew her like a magnet.
      

      
      She let her instincts guide her, and moved quietly and quickly down the bank, leaving the tripod temporarily behind. As she
         settled on the sandy ground, kneeling so that she was just above the water, Isabel focused and began clicking picture after
         picture, changing the angle and distance from the water as she worked. Mesmerized by the unique quality of the light, she
         let the magic of the lens wash away the sadness thinking of Afghanistan and the  fallen soldier had caused. She’d changed position and was lying prone on her stomach, elbows planted in the sand, when the
         brush on the opposite side of the bank rustled, and accompanied by a massive snapping of twigs, a bison lumbered into view.
      

      
      Hardly daring to breathe, Isabel kept snapping pictures as the huge beast went to the water. He snorted once at her, probably
         sensing the scent of an intruder, but then ignored her completely, lowered his black muzzle and drank noisily.
      

      
      She wondered how she smelled to him. He’d swung his head around until he’d spotted her. She never felt fear, so she didn’t
         believe that’s what caught his attention. Did she just smell human? She wasn’t wearing perfume, she was lying so still, there
         was no way he heard her.
      

      
      What had made him look directly toward her? And why had his eyes seem so ancient and wise? When he backed away from the lake,
         he shook his head up and down, gave her one more unfathomable look, and then turned and loped away with an agility she’d never
         have believed of such a huge, amazing beast.
      

      
      A thrill went through Isabel. She clicked back to glance through the pictures she’d captured of him. The bison had stepped
         directly into the shaft of light. Morning dew speckled the big bull’s coat so that through Isabel’s lens he appeared to be
         swathed in diamonds and mist. And he’d nodded at her. As if he were approving the photo shoot. And as he turned and left,
         her first thought was that every single human male in existence would give anything for that package he was carrying.
      

      
      Isabel sat up and laughed aloud with delight, relieved beyond measure that the beauty and peace of this ancient land had begun
         to do exactly what she’d hoped when she’d discussed this book idea with her agent—it had begun to sooth her soul and help
         reground her creativity in something more bearable than death and destruction.
      

      
      Impulsively Isabel kicked off her hiking boots and pulled off her socks. She rolled up her jeans and, still holding her camera,
         stepped carefully into the crystalline water. Isabel sucked air and gasped at the initial chill, but after a few slow steps,
         her feet got used to the  temperature of the stream, and she made her way to the shaft of sunlight that had so recently framed the bison. When she
         got to the light, Isabel turned her face up, bathing in the morning’s radiance while the cool water washed over her feet and
         ankles.
      

      
      There was something about this place that touched her. Maybe it was just the drastic contrast between the calm freedom of
         the prairie—green, lush and clean—and the war-ravaged Middle East, where everything her eyes had focused on had been dry and
         burned and in a nightmare of conflict. She breathed deeply—inhaling and exhaling, imagining with every breath she was getting
         rid of all the negatives within herself and letting the water wash away the remnants of death and war that had clung to her
         for the past month. Without pausing to wonder why or second-guess whether she was making a fool of herself, Isabel spoke her
         inner most thoughts aloud to the listening stream and the shaft of light.
      

      
      “This is just what I need. A new perspective, a new vision. To cleanse myself. That bull was telling me something. He was
         telling me to go for it. I just wish I knew what ‘it’ was. Tell me, Lady of the Lake,” she said, grinning. “Mrs. Tiger taught
         us all about you in eighth grade. What is my destiny?”
      

      
      Isabel knew it was just her imagination, but it seemed the silver light intensified in response to her words, and she could
         swear she felt a thrill of something. Laughing with pleasure, she threw her arms wide and kicked up water so that drops of liquid turned crystal by the sunlight
         rained around her, baptizing her in brilliance.
      

      
      VIVIANE couldn’t stay away from her oracle. She knew it was too soon for the tendrils of her magic to have found anyone, but
         she was filled with frustrated energy. So while her naiads milled nervously around her, the goddess sat in front of her oracle,
         a crystal basin filled with hundreds of pearls, and fretted.
      

      
      When a pearl began to glow, she practically pounced on it. Plucking it from the others in the dark, silent batch, she held
         it up and gazed into its milky depths. The vision cleared to show an old  woman sitting beside a large lake, spitting what looked like sunflower seeds into the surf.

      
      “Younger!” Viviane said in disgust, severing the thread and sending it away from the crone. She tossed the pearl back into
         the basin and began to pace.
      

      
      The next pearl that lit up showed a child playing beside the ocean. Viviane almost screamed in exasperation. “Not that young!”
         she admonished her oracle.
      

      
      The next two visions were utterly unsuitable. Neither were too young or too old, they were just too ordinary. At the end of
         her already thinly stretched patience, Viviane plucked one long silver strand of silk from the thick fall of hair that hung
         veil-like around her body. Holding it over the pearl-filled basin, she twirled it in a deceptively lazy circle.
      

      
      
         Not too young, old or plain—

         with those there is no gain.

         Find the perfect woman is my command;

         beauty, grace and spirit is what I demand!

      

      
      The goddess released the strand of her hair, and as the gossamer length floated down into the pearl pool, she completed the
         spell:
      

      
      
         From my own body I lend my oracle power:

         find the right soul within this very hour!

      

      
      There was a flash of silver and the strand of the goddess’s hair exploded, raining sparks of liquid light, which dissolved
         into the pearls. Invigorated anew, silver threads rushed out from the realm of the goddess and, following seaways and lakes,
         rivers and streams, they searched through time and realities until one small, glowing thread shot down a tiny waterway in
         a faraway place called Oklahoma, in the distant, modern mortal world where, in a flash of morning light, it captured the sound
         of a woman’s joyous laughter as she recommitted herself to the bright possibilities in life.
      

       
      
      Viviane heard the enticing sound and plucked the glowing pearl. Holding her breath, the goddess peered within the milky depth
         that cleared to reveal a full-bodied blonde, oddly attired, who was dancing within a cascade of a splashing stream. Viviane’s
         heartbeat increased with excitement.
      

      
      “Show me her face!” the goddess commanded.

      
      Her oracle tightened on the woman’s face. Well, she was certainly attractive. Viviane squinted and focused on her. Not young,
         but not too old, or at least she didn’t appear to be. And there was a definite benefit to a little age and experience. The
         woman laughed again, and Viviane unexpectedly found her own lips tilting up in response. The sound was musical and it changed
         the woman from attractive to alluring.
      

      
      “Yes,” Viviane murmured. “I believe she will do quite nicely.” The goddess lifted her arms, causing power to swirl around
         her.
      

      
      
         I claim this mortal as fate decrees in her world she dies.

         When her life there ends, it will be to me her soul has ties.

         My love’s sleeping wishes I follow most truly

         so that he might escape the despair that binds him so cruelly.

         I take nothing that is not already decreed lost;

         my purpose is clear—no matter the cost.

         Arthur’s dour fate shall not come to be

         and then my love will return to me!

      

      
      Then the great water goddess known as Coventina, Merlin’s Viviane, hurled a blazing sphere of divine power through her oracle
         and out … out … into another time, another place, altering forever fate’s plans for Isabel Cantelli.
      



   

       
      
      CHAPTER TWO

      
      HINDSIGHT, Isabel Cantelli decided in hindsight, sucked. She came to this conclusion after steering to avoid a chipmunk and
         having her SUV spin out of control.
      

      
      She probably shouldn’t have been digging for her dropped cell while she was happily singing “Camelot” and driving sixty on
         a dirt road. She probably should have let that little dude fend for himself instead of trying to be a hero saving him. Hindsight
         wasn’t fifty-fifty. It was, at the moment, zero-one hundred.
      

      
      But shoulda, coulda, woulda wasn’t going to help her now. She and her Nissan were flying into Grand Lake at an alarming speed.

      
      Isabel braced herself for the swan dive they were about to accomplish, which she doubted would be graceful. The lake, which
         she’d found magical just minutes ago, was about to kick her in the ass.
      

      
      So many thoughts raced through her mind. Strangely enough, none of the ones she expected when she knew she was about to die.
         Her life didn’t flash before her eyes; the life she hadn’t lived yet did.
      

       
      
      Terror, fear of the pain of dying, that all flashed. But the sadness of what she hadn’t yet achieved was occupying her brain.

      
      Her car hit the lake with what felt like a nuclear blast. And the air bag had exploded on her, practically trapping her in
         her seat. When it finally deflated, she tried to unbuckle her seat belt, but for some reason, it wouldn’t let go. Since her
         window had been down, the car was filling up with water and sinking fast.
      

      
      Unless a miracle showed up, there was no way she would survive. She was on her way to dying, and it was terrifying. Her heart
         beat desperately, and she knew that wasn’t going to last long. She apologized to her heart for letting it down. She apologized
         to her liver for not mistreating it as much as she could have over the years. What a wasted chance. But even though she thought
         of friends and family, Isabel’s life never passed before her eyes, like so many assure people it will when dying.
      

      
      Her focus, as her chest squeezed painfully, was all of the things she hadn’t accomplished yet. How could she have forgotten
         how much more she wanted out of life? The big one was that she’d never found love. Lust, sure. Attraction, sure. But not that
         elusive thing called true love. To look at a man and know, absolutely, they were meant for each other.
      

      
      There were many others on her list, but she sure would have liked to experience the feeling of being desperately in love.

      
      Woulda. Coulda. Shoulda.

      
      And then, suddenly, she felt alive again. And she knew, just knew, that somehow, someway, she was being given a second chance.



   

       
      
      CHAPTER THREE

      
      “WOULD be best if you’d awake, Isabel.”
      

      
      “Just one more hour,” Isabel murmured.

      
      “I understand the need to nap. You’ve had a long journey,” Viviane said, giving Isabel a shake. You are my hope. “We must needs to begin this mission right away. I need my Merlin.”
      

      
      When her new hope just moaned, turned over and said, “Coffee,” Viviane felt exasperation roil inside of her. “Awake your sorry
         … person, now! But not for me you would not be here lazing and making demands. Double-cream chocolate cappuccino, yes?”
      

      
      Her hope roused instantly, brushing the lush golden hair from her face. “Oh, yes, please. Where am I? Did you save me? I thank
         you so much. There were so many shoulda—”
      

      
      “—woulda, couldas, yes, I’m well aware.” Viviane snapped her fingers and a large silver stein of coffee appeared out of the
         mist. “Drink first. Then we shall talk.”
      

      
      The beautiful woman stared at her but took the stein from her hand and sipped. “I can’t thank you enough,” she said, then
         peered  down into the cup. “This is the best coffee I’ve ever had. How did you—”
      

      
      “I learned quickly how to brew while visiting your time.”

      
      “My time?”

      
      “As I said, we have much to discuss.”

      
      Isabel knew that she was either in heaven, because the coffee said so, or she was in hell, because the woman in front of her
         was so ethereally beautiful, she had to be the devil in disguise.
      

      
      Then again, she wasn’t much into heaven and hell, but she knew a damn good cup of coffee when she tasted one. And it was waking
         her up fast, which was a good sign that it wasn’t decaf.
      

      
      She looked around. She was sitting by a lake, but it definitely wasn’t Grand Lake. The flora and fauna were all out of whack.
         The misty fog that hovered over the water was shimmery, unlike anything she’d ever experienced there. Not to mention there
         wasn’t an electric pole or sign of civilization in sight.
      

      
      And then she noticed her attire. Most definitely not what she’d almost died in. She was dressed in a jade green gown, long-sleeved,
         yet the sleeves stopped short of her shoulders and flared out at the wrists. The bodice was square and offered a view of cleavage
         she was most definitely not used to displaying. It was a beautiful gown to be sure, in fact it would make a thumbs-up on any
         red carpet, but it wasn’t hers.
      

      
      “What is going on here?” she asked. “Where am I, how’d I get here, and who in hell are you?”

      
      The woman smiled, again snapped her fingers, and while Isabel ogled, her silver mug refilled itself with the wonderful smelling
         coffee.
      

      
      “I assure you, we, you, are not in hell.”

      
      “Then where am I? You? Us? And why haven’t I ever photographed you, because you have to be the most excruciatingly beautiful
         woman I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen them all.” She sipped again, the delicious brew in her silver … chalice? “What’s the deal?”
      

       

      “I’ve chosen you, Isabel, for a very special, very important mission.”

      
      “I’d be flattered if I weren’t so spooked. And I’d run screaming if you didn’t conjure one helluva great cup of coffee.”

      
      “Are you hungry as well? The Fates tell me you are partial to pastries. Some things called beignets.”

      
      The woman went to do that snap thing again, but Isabel stopped her. “Much as I appreciate that, before you do that out-of-thin-air
         thing again, may I ask a few questions?”
      

      
      “You deserve to have all of your questions answered.”

      
      Isabel took that as a yes. “Were you the one who saved me?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “How? As soon as I hit the water and couldn’t get free, I knew I was in trouble.” She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers,
         wiggled the toes encased in silver slippers. “All better, just like that. I was a goner for sure. And then I got this feeling
         of, I don’t know, a second chance.”
      

      
      “Goner? You were, I think I’d say, a finder. And yes, this is another chance to fulfill some desires.”

      
      “Well, that clears things up.” Isabel glanced around at the lush greenery, at the dense forest beyond this rocky beach. “We’re
         not in Oklahoma anymore, are we, Toto?”
      

      
      “Toto?”

      
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that as a slight. You seem to know my name and other kinds of creepy things about me. May I ask
         what your name is?”
      

      
      “I’m known as Coventina. But you may call me—”

      
      “As in the Lady of the Lake Coventina? As in the mythical Goddess of Water?”

      
      The woman shined with a triumphant smile. “So you have heard of me in your times! Merlin assured me I’m but a long-lost myth.”
      

      
      Isabel sat stunned. The shimmer that surrounded the Lady, her long, golden hair, the blue eyes that seemed to reflect the
         purity of the lake behind them. “You’re kidding, right? Am I being punked?” She glanced around. “Where are the cameras? You’ve
         done a great job of hiding them, because I can spot and smell one from a mile away.”
      

       
      
      “I assure you, I am indeed Coventina. And none of those camera things exist, not in my knowledge.”

      
      “I’d love that beignet now. And may I have them drizzled with—”

      
      “—dark chocolate. Of course.” That snap thing again, and then Isabel was staring at a feast. The beignets, yes, just the way
         she wanted them, but also fried ham, over-easy fried eggs and potatoes with onions, peppers and bits of bacon, just how she
         cooked them herself. This was too good. Too perfect. Too crazy.
      

      
      Then again, she was too hungry to actually be rude enough to decline.

      
      “Do you mind if I’m freaked out?” Isabel said after licking her fingers? She started to get to her feet. That’s when she noticed
         that, with a wave of the woman’s hand, her slippers became glued to the earth beneath her. She tried to free herself from
         them, but they were definitely superglued to her skin as well.
      

      
      “Please hear me out,” said the woman who, if the tales were true, didn’t really need to ask.

      
      Isabel sat back down. “You’ll excuse me if I’m just a little … dumbfounded?”

      
      “I understand.”

      
      “You saved me from Grand Lake.”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because I have need of you. And I have hopes that this will all turn out so that one of your—how did you put it?—shouldas
         will also come true for you.”
      

      
      “I’m alive. I’m not just in another world?”

      
      “Oh, I am afraid you are definitely in another world. But it’s of this world, Isabel. Just not of your time.”
      

      
      “Where am I?”

      
      “If you’ve been taught about me, you’ve been taught about Camelot?”

      
      Isabel again just stared at her. “Surely you jest.”

      
      Coventina laughed, a sound that was so lyrical that even the  lake seemed to respond to it. The lake bubbled here and there as if something beneath couldn’t help but enjoy the joke with
         her. “I enjoy a good jest, as do many of the men and women of the castle. But I assure you, beyond this forest is the castle
         of Camelot.”
      

      
      “You mean like King Arthur and Lancelot and Guinevere and Mer—Oh. He really is your Merlin.”
      

      
      “Or was,” Coventina said, and her eyes immediately turned from a stunning blue to a stormy gray. “But he has forsaken this
         world, too devastated by the destiny he fears is in Arthur’s future.” The Lady grasped Isabel’s hand. “I must bring him back.
         I must. I fear that eternity will be an eternal misery without him.”
      

      
      “Why me?” Isabel asked, even as she tried not to show watery eyes. She was so not a crybaby, unless it was over the tragedy
         of a sweet and heroic man in Afghanistan or the birth of a kitten.
      

      
      Coventina squeezed Isabel’s hand even more, although strangely it didn’t hurt, but felt like energy being exchanged between
         them. “Because you were the woman I was looking for. I asked the gods for one who was beautiful, smart and, I’m sorry to say,
         about to die. And what was a must for me was a woman who had an, as you put it, ‘shoulda.’ One who mourned in her last moments
         that she’d never found true love.”
      

      
      “What makes you think I’ll find it here, Cov—”

      
      “Call me Viviane. Merlin is the only one who ever has, but I’d like if you would as well. Because I believe you will be the
         one who brings him back to me.”
      

      
      “Okay. What makes you think I’ll find it here, Viviane? And how do I bring Merlin back?”

      
      “I cannot be certain. But if I do not try, I have not done enough to win back the man I love. And this isn’t acceptable to
         my heart, or my waters. I fear what will happen if my unhappiness roils the waters that sustain me.”
      

      
      Isabel glanced over at the lake to see it suddenly making waves when moments ago it had been calm, clear and as blue as Viviane’s
         eyes. Now it was uneasy, gray, unhappy. And it churned in her the memory of Grand Lake, which had seemed angry at her just
         at the  moment that she and her car had taken a decidedly ungraceful dive into its unsettled depths.
      

      
      She looked back to the woman, wondering just when she’d wake up from this dream. Until she did, she’d try to help. “My camera
         equipment?” she asked.
      

      
      Viviane shook her head. “There’s nothing like that in this time. This place.”

      
      “Okay,” Isabel said, but mourned that she couldn’t capture the beauty all around her, the beauty of this woman … who’d make
         her rich were she to sell the Lady’s pictures to People magazine … the amazing truth of Camelot. “Who, pray tell, am I supposed to fall for? Or who do you hope might fall for me?
         What if I accidentally fall for, say, the court jester?”
      

      
      Again that musical laughter filled the air, and it seemed that the birds in the trees joined in. “Hester the Jester? I pray
         you have better taste than that.”
      

      
      Isabel grinned. “Then who, my lady?”

      
      “Why, Lancelot, of course.”

      
      “You’re kidding, right? If I remember correctly, Gwen almost burned at the stake for getting involved with him. I didn’t almost
         drown to live to see fire in my future.”
      

      
      “But you shan’t. You are Lady Isabel, come to Camelot as Countess from Dumont to discuss the sharing of land for mutual benefit of all of Briton.”
      

      
      “So I’m just dropping in? Uninvited?”

      
      Viviane hesitated a moment, then pulled a necklace from what must have been a pocket in her gown. It was a stunning piece,
         what at first appeared to be a sapphire to Isabel. But as she fingered it, she realized it was more a heart-shaped droplet,
         made of some kind of glass, with a blue liquid inside. It was amazing and would have brought a pretty penny at Sotheby’s.
      

      
      “Oh, Viv, I may call you Viv?”

      
      The Lady sniffed. “No, you may not.”

      
      Isabel shrugged. “I just figured that Viviane’s a mouthful, but fair enough. This is so lovely! What is it?”

       
      
      The Lady put it around Isabel’s neck, and it fell right above her heart and barely confined boobs. “This piece is somewhat
         magical, Isabel. Upon seeing it, those who would be suspicious of your arrival and your motives will no longer. Inside are
         my tears, dropped when I had no choice but to allow Merlin to leave me.
      

      
      “It does contain abilities, but I’ll not let you know what they are. For there is a price to pay for any use of it. Be wise
         with it and it will be your ally. Use the powers foolishly, and you will pay the price.”
      

      
      “Do you have any rules written down? A cheat sheet? Like could I use it to suddenly make plumbing and real toilets available?”

      
      Viviane laughed as it seemed so did the lake. “You could indeed. And then you might find yourself not being able to use the
         facilities.”
      

      
      “Yipes.”

      
      “Yes, please see what I mean. There is a price whenever you choose to invoke the power of my tears. If you must needs use
         it, remember there is a cost. And one more thing, Isabel. Never allow anyone to take it from you.” Viviane seemed deep in
         thought for a moment, then spoke:
      

      
      
         The heart and tears shall not leave Isabel

         Without the thief suffering a horrid spell.

         Only Isabel may off it take

         After these words she has spake:

         “Lady of the Lake, this must be done

         For love and life for all to have won.”

      

      
      Viviane threw her arms wide, and clouds that had been gathering broke apart and rained all over the lake, all over them. Isabel
         wasn’t into getting showered on as a rule unless she was actually in a shower, but for some reason the drops felt warm and
         comforting when she was feeling a little scared and definitely out of her element.
      

      
      Was this a death dream? Is that how it happened? She was singing the signature song to Camelot when she’d taken a header. She’d been thinking of the Lady of the Lake when she’d been struggling in the water.
      

       
      
      Seems she’d taken way too many mythology classes in college. 

      
      Well, if it was a death dream, it was a pretty damn cool one. Where else would she want to land than at Camelot? Except for
         the plumbing thing. But hey, they managed; she’d managed the conditions in Afghanistan; she could find a way to live without
         her Kohler deluxe shower. But … “For how long, Viviane?”
      

      
      “Until we’ve both accomplished our goals.”

      
      “Just to be clear, am I dead at the end of this picture? Not that I’m complaining, mind you, since you saved me and everything,
         but do I die when Mission Impossible is over?”
      

      
      “I assure you that once you’ve achieved this Mission Impossible—as you call it, but I will not—your fate will be in your
         hands.”
      

      
      “So if I decide I really don’t want to die?”

      
      “Your fate will be yours to decide.”

      
      “If I decide I want to return to plumbing and electricity? And my photography?”

      
      “Your fate will be in your hands, Isabel.”

      
      “All righty, then,” Isabel said, testing the necklace, and sure enough it wasn’t letting go. “Is there any place I can write
         a Post-it on those words I need to spake?”
      

      
      “You will remember them should you need them.”

      
      “Another question. If I need help or advice, may I come visit you?” 

      
      “Always.”

      
      “How will I find you?”

      
      “Just ask in your mind, Isabel. I will answer.”

      
      “Okay, just so I’m sure about my assignment. Try to seduce Lance away from Gwen so Arthur and Gwen stick to the happily-ever-after
         plan. And this will help the king to save Camelot?”
      

      
      Viviane laughed, and the clouds and rain instantly disappeared. Isabel envied that power, wishing she’d known how to do that
         with a couple of boyfriends. “Yes, that’s the plan. But plans sometimes go awry.”
      

      
      “Oh, goody.”

      
      “You have the necklace. Use it judiciously, and you will—how do you say it in your time?—kick aces?”

       
      
      “Close enough, if you’re a betting woman.”

      
      “I’m betting on you, Isabel. I’m betting on love for you. The one you ‘shoulda’ had in your time.

      
      Isabel was kind of regretting the last thoughts of shouldas at this point. Maybe she should have been concentrating on the
         shouldn’t haves. “How am I supposed to find the castle again?”
      

      
      The Lady dipped her hand into the water and threw a handful into the air. They looked like drops of silver mercury as they
         hung for a while, and then one by one dropped back into the lake.
      

      
      Viviane pointed behind Isabel. “Your horse awaits.”

      
      Isabel looked around and there stood the most beautiful white Arabian horse, standing, snorting, impatient. Isabel tilted
         her head and looked down below. Definitely a female, as nothing dangled.
      

      
      “Okay, Viviane, let’s get something straight,” she said. “First, I’m a good rider. In fact, my favorite is bareback. But I
         know a sidesaddle when I see it, and there’s not a chance in hell I know how to handle a horse that big sidesaddle.”
      

      
      The Lady laughed again, then dipped her fingers into the lake and tossed drops of it onto Isabel’s face, then did the same
         to the horse’s, who took it much better than Isabel did.
      

      
      “And now you know, Izzy, how to ride sidesaddle. And you and Samara will be fast friends. Now ride to Camelot. You are needed.
         And I grow impatient for my Merlin.”
      

      
      “How come you get to call me Izzy, and I’m not allowed to call you Viv?”

      
      The Lady stood. “Who is the goddess here, Izzy?”

      
      “Okay, good point.”
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