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      Dear Reader,

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

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

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

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

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

      
      P. C. Cast

   



      
      
      Prologue

      
      ‘Even amidst the lovely Dryads your daughter shines, my Lady,’ Eirene said. She wasn’t looking at me as she spoke. Instead
         she was smiling at Persephone in a proud, motherly fashion, and she did not notice that my lips tightened into a thin line
         at her words.
      

      
      ‘She is Spring personified and even the beauty of the nymphs cannot begin to compete with her splendor.’

      
      At the sound of my words, Eirene’s sharp gaze immediately shifted to my face. My faithful nursemaid had known me too long
         not to recognize my tone.
      

      
      ‘The child troubles you, Demeter?’ she asked gently.

      
      ‘How could she not!’ I snapped.

      
      Only Eirene’s silence betrayed her hurt. I shifted my golden scepter from my right hand to my left, and leaned forward so
         that I could touch her arm in a wordless apology. As usual, she stood near my throne, always ready to serve me. But she was,
         of course, much more to me than a simple nursemaid or servant. She was my confidant and one of my most loyal advisors. As
         such she deserved to be treated with respect, and my harsh tone toward her was a sign of how distracted I had become.
      

      
      Her distinctive gray eyes softened with understanding at my touch.

      
      ‘Would you like wine, Great Goddess?’ she asked.

      
      
      ‘For us both.’ I did not smile; it was not my way. But she understood me and my moods so completely that often only a look
         or a word was needed between us.
      

      
      I studied my daughter as Eirene called for wine. The little Nysaian meadow had been the perfect choice in which to spend the
         unseasonably warm afternoon. Persephone and her wood nymph companions complemented the beauty that surrounded us. Though the
         day was pleasant, the trees that ringed the meadow were already beginning to shed their summer clothes. I watched Persephone
         twirl gracefully under one ancient oak, making a game of trying to catch the brilliantly colored falling leaves. The nymphs
         aided the young goddess by dancing on the limbs to assure a steady waterfall of orange and scarlet and rust.
      

      
      As usual, Eirene was correct. The woodland Dryads were ethereal and delicate. Each of them was a breathing masterpiece. It
         was easy to understand why mortals found them irresistible. But when compared to Persephone, their beauty turned mundane.
         In her presence they became common house slaves.
      

      
      My daughter’s hair shone with a rich mahogany luster, the color of which never ceased to amaze me because I am so fair. It
         does not curl, either, as do my grain-colored tresses. Instead her hair was a ripple of thick, brilliant waves that lapped
         around the soft curve of her waist.
      

      
      Obviously feeling my scrutiny, she waved joyously at me before capturing another watercolored leaf. Her face tilted in my
         direction. It was a perfect heart. Enormous violet-colored eyes were framed by arched brows and thick, ebony lashes. Her lips
         were lush and inviting. Her body was lithe. I felt my own lips turn down.
      

      
      ‘Your wine, my Lady.’ Eirene offered me a golden goblet filled with chilled wine the color of sunlight.

      
      
      I sipped thoughtfully, speaking my thoughts aloud, secure in the knowledge that they were safe with Eirene. ‘Of course Persephone
         is supple and lovely. Why would she not be? She spends all her time frolicking with nymphs and picking flowers.’
      

      
      ‘She also creates glorious feasts.’

      
      I made a very ungoddess-like noise through my nose. ‘I am quite aware that she produces culinary masterpieces, and then lolls
         about feasting to all hours with’ – I wafted my hand in the direction of the Dryads – ‘semi-deities.’
      

      
      ‘She is much beloved,’ Eirene reminded me patiently.

      
      ‘She is frivolous,’ I countered.

      
      Suddenly, I closed my eyes and cringed as another voice rose from the multitudes and rang with the insistence of a clarion
         bell throughout my mind. Lover, somber Goddess of the Fields and Fruits and Flowers, strong and just, please aid our mother’s spirit as she roams restless
            through the Darkened Realm without the comfort of a goddess …

      
      ‘Demeter, are you well?’ Eirene’s concern broke through the supplication, effectively causing the voice to dissipate like
         windblown dust.
      

      
      Opening my eyes I met her gaze. ‘It has become never-ending.’ Even as I spoke more voices crowded my mind. O Demeter, we do call upon thee, that our sister who has passed Beyond be accorded the comfort of a goddess … and … O gracious
            goddess who gives life through the harvest, I do ask your indulgence for my beloved wife who has passed through the Gates
            of the Underworld and dwells evermore beyond the comfort of a goddess …
      

      
      With a mighty effort I blocked the teeming throng from my mind.

      
      ‘Something must be done about Hades.’ My voice was stone. ‘I understand the mortals. Their entreaties are valid. It is fact
         that there is no Goddess of the Underworld.’ I leapt up and began to pace back and forth in frustration. ‘But what am I to
         do? The Goddess of the Riches of the Field cannot abandon her realm and descend into the Land of the Dead.’
      

      
      ‘But the dead do require the touch of a goddess,’ Eirene agreed firmly.

      
      ‘They need more than just the touch of a goddess. They need light and care and …’ My words faded away as Persephone’s bright
         laughter filled the meadow. ‘They need the breath of Spring.’
      

      
      Eirene’s eyes widened. ‘You cannot mean your daughter!’

      
      ‘And why can I not! Light and life follow the child. She is exactly what is needed within that shadowy realm.’

      
      ‘But she is so young.’

      
      I felt my gaze soften as I watched Persephone leap over a narrow stream, allowing her hand to trail over the dried remains
         of the season’s last wildflowers. Instantly the stalks filled and straightened and burst into brilliant bloom. Despite her
         faults, she was so precious, so filled with the joy of life. There was no doubt that I loved her dearly. I often wondered
         if my fierce devotion had kept her from growing into a goddess of her own realm. I straightened my shoulders. It was past
         time that I taught my daughter how to fly.
      

      
      ‘She is a goddess.’

      
      ‘She will not like it.’

      
      I set my already firm jaw. ‘Persephone will obey my command.’

      
      Eirene opened her mouth as if she wished to speak, then seemed to change her mind and instead drank deeply of her wine.

      
      I sighed. ‘You know you may speak your mind to me.’

      
      
      ‘I was just thinking that it would not be a matter of Persephone obeying your command, but rather …’ She hesitated.

      
      ‘Oh, come! Tell me your thoughts.’

      
      Eirene looked decidedly uncomfortable. ‘Demeter, you know that I love Persephone as if she were my own child.’

      
      I nodded impatiently. ‘Yes, yes. Of course.’

      
      ‘She is delightful and full of life, but she has little depth. I do not think she has enough maturity to be Goddess of the
         Underworld.’
      

      
      A hot retort came to my mind, but wisdom held my tongue. Eirene was correct. Persephone was a lovely young goddess, but her
         life had been too easy, too filled with cosseted pleasures. And I was at fault. My frivolous daughter was proof that even
         a goddess could make mistakes as a parent.
      

      
      ‘I agree, my old friend. Before Persephone can become Goddess of the Underworld, she must mature.’

      
      ‘Perhaps she should spend some time with Athena,’ Eirene said.

      
      ‘No, that would only teach her to pry into the affairs of others.’

      
      ‘Diana?’ Eirene offered.

      
      I scowled. ‘I think not. I would someday like to be blessed with grandchildren.’ I narrowed my eyes. ‘No, my daughter must
         grow up and see that life is not always filled with Olympian pleasures and luxury. She needs to learn responsibility, but
         as long as she can draw upon the power of a goddess, as long as she can be recognized as my daughter, she will never learn—’
         Suddenly I knew what I must do.
      

      
      ‘My Lady?’

      
      ‘There is only one place where Persephone will truly learn to be a goddess. It is a place where she must first learn to be
         a woman.’
      

      
      
      Eirene drew back, her face taking on a horrified expression as she began to understand.

      
      ‘You will not send her there!’

      
      ‘Oh, yes. There is exactly where I shall send her.’
      

      
      ‘But they will not know her; they do not even know you.’ Eirene’s deeply lined brow furrowed in agitation.

      
      I felt my lips turning up in one of my rare smiles. ‘Exactly, my friend. Exactly.’

   



      
      
      Chapter One

      
      Oklahoma, Present Day

      
      ‘No, it’s not that I don’t “get it,” it’s that I don’t understand how you could have let it happen.’ Lina spoke slowly and
         distinctly through clenched teeth.
      

      
      ‘Ms. Santoro, I have already explained that we had no idea until the IRS contacted us yesterday that there had been any error
         at all.’
      

      
      ‘Did you not have any checks and balances? The reason I pay you to manage the taxes for my business is because I need an expert.’
         She glanced down at the obscene number typed in neat, no-nonsense black and white across the bottom of the government form.
         ‘I understand accidents and mistakes, but I don’t understand how something this large could have escaped your notice.’
      

      
      Frank Rayburn cleared his throat before answering. Lina had always thought he looked a little like a gangster-wannabe. Today
         his black pinstriped suit and his slippery demeanor did nothing to dispel the image.
      

      
      ‘Your bakery did very well last year, Ms. Santoro. Actually, you more than doubled your income from the previous year. When
         we’re talking about a major increase in figures, it is easy for mistakes to happen. I think that what would be more productive
         for us now is to focus on how you can pay what you owe the government instead of casting blame.’ Before she could speak he hurried on, ‘I have drawn up several suggestions.’
         He pulled out another sheet of paper filled with bulleted columns and numbers and handed it to her. ‘Suggestion number one
         is to borrow the money. Interest rates are very reasonable right now.’
      

      
      Lina felt her jaw clench. She hated the idea of borrowing money, especially that much money. She knew it would make her feel
         exposed and vulnerable until the loan was repaid. If the loan could be repaid. Yes, she had been doing well, but a bakery wasn’t exactly a necessity to a community, and times
         were hard.
      

      
      ‘What are your other suggestions?’

      
      ‘Well, you could introduce a newer, more glitzy line of foods. Maybe add a little something for the lunch crowd, more than
         those …’ He hesitated, making little circles in the air with one thick forefinger. ‘Baby pizza things.’
      

      
      ‘Pizzette Fiorentine.’ She bit the words at him. ‘They are mini-pizzas that originated in Florence, and they are not meant
         to be a meal, they are meant to be a mid-afternoon snack served with cheese and wine.’
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘Whatever. All I’m saying is that it doesn’t draw you a very big lunch crowd.’

      
      ‘You mean like a fried chicken buffet would? Or maybe I could even crank up the grill and churn out some burgers and fries?’

      
      ‘Now there’s an idea,’ he said, totally missing the sarcasm in her tone. ‘Suggestion number three would be to cut your staff.’

      
      Lina drummed her fingers on the top of the conference table. ‘Go on,’ she said, keeping her voice deceptively pleasant.

      
      ‘Number four would be to consider bankruptcy.’ He held up a hand to stop her from speaking, even though she hadn’t uttered a sound. ‘I know it sounds drastic, but after those expensive renovations you just completed, you really don’t have
         any reserves left to fall back on.’
      

      
      ‘I only commissioned those expensive renovations because you assured me that Pani Del Goddess could afford them.’ Lina’s hands
         twitched with the desire to wrap themselves around his neck.
      

      
      ‘Be that as it may, your reserves are gone.’ He said condescendingly. ‘But bankruptcy is only one option, and not the one
         I would recommend. Actually, I would recommend option number five – sell to that big chain that offered to buy you out a couple
         months ago. They just want your name and your location. Give it to ’em. You’ll have enough money to pay your debt and start
         over with a new name and place.’
      

      
      ‘But I’ve spent twenty years building up the Pani Del Goddess name, and I have no desire to move.’ If Frank Rayburn had been
         the least bit intuitive, he would have recognized the storm that brewed in Lina’s expressive eyes, even though it had not
         yet reached her mouth.
      

      
      Frank Rayburn was not intuitive.

      
      ‘Well, I just tell ya the options.’ Frank leaned back in the plush chair and crossed his arms while he gave Lina what he
         liked to think of as his stern, fatherly look. ‘You’re the boss. It’s your job to decide from there.’
      

      
      ‘No, you’re wrong.’ Lina’s voice was still calm and soft, but it was edged with steel. ‘You see, I am not your boss anymore.
         You are fired. You have proven yourself to be as incompetent with my business as you are with your choice of attire. My lawyer
         will be in contact with you. I’ll make sure that she has several options drawn up for you to consider. Maybe one of them will keep you out of court. Now, good day, Mr. Rayburn, and as my dear, sainted grandmother would say, “Tu sei un pezzo di merda. Fongule e tua capra!”’ Lina stood, smoothed her skirt and snapped shut her leather briefcase. ‘Oh, how rude of me. You don’t speak Italian. Allow
         me to translate my grandmother’s sage words: “You are a piece of shit. Fuck you and your goat!” Arrivederci.’
      

      
      Lina turned and strode through the professionally decorated office grinning wickedly at the well-rouged receptionist.

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      Gut instinct, she reminded herself as she gunned her BMW and almost flew over the Highway 51 overpass, heading away from Tulsa’s
         downtown business area to the trendy Cherry Street location of her bakery. Next time she was going to listen to her gut, and
         when it told her to run screaming in the opposite direction she wouldn’t be stupid enough to hire another jerk. What in the
         hell had she been thinking?
      

      
      Lina sighed. She knew what she’d been thinking. She’d needed help. The money management end of her business had never been
         one of her strengths. Her father had always taken care of that for her, but three years ago he and her mother had joined her
         grandmother in a Florida retirement community. Dad had been so sure she could handle her business finances herself that she
         hadn’t wanted to admit it to him last year when she had finally given up and hired an accountant. So instead of asking for
         his advice in who she should hire, she’d bumbled ahead and, in a stressed-out rush, chosen Frank Rayburn, Mr. Sleazy Non-Personality.
      

      
      ‘It’s what you deserve for allowing your pride to get the best of you,’ Lina muttered to herself as she turned east onto 15th
         Street – the street that would, within a couple of blocks, morph into the area known as Cherry Street, and lead her to the
         door of her wonderful, incredible, beautiful, and now completely broke, bakery.
      

      
      
      The pit of her stomach ached. There must be a way to pay her debt and keep her two long-time employees as well as her name
         and location. She gripped the steering wheel with one hand and twirled a short strand of hair around and around her finger.
         She would not sell her name. She couldn’t.
      

      
      Pani Del Goddess, or Breads of the Goddess – the name sang like magic. It was indelibly tied to all the most wonderful memories of her childhood.
         Pani del goddess is what she and her beloved grandmother used to create on long winter afternoons as they watched old black-and-white movies
         and drank fragrant, honey-sweetened tea.
      

      
      ‘Carolina Francesca, you bake like a little goddess!’

      
      Lina could still hear the echo of her grandmother’s voice from her childhood, encouraging her to experiment with classic recipes
         from the Old Country, her beloved Italia.
      

      
      ‘Si, bambina, first learn the recipe as it was written, test it and try it, then begin to add un poco – a little here, and a little there. That is how to make the breads your own.’
      

      
      And Lina had made them her own, with a talent and a flair that had even impressed her grandmother, who was renowned as an
         exceptional cook. It had been her grandmother who had bragged so much to her friends that they began asking Lina to bake ‘something
         special’ for them on the occasion of birthdays or anniversaries. By the time Lina graduated from high school, she had a steady
         stream of customers, mostly retired widows and widowers who appreciated the taste of quality homemade breads.
      

      
      When her grandmother had offered to send her to Florence to study at the famous school of baking, Apicius, she had begun shaping
         the design of her dream – the dream of owning her own bakery. When she was a child, her grandmother had whispered to her that Italy and baking were in her blood. After she graduated from Apicius, Lina followed the whispers of
         her childhood back to Tulsa. With her she brought a little piece of Italy, its style and its romance – as well as its amazingly
         rich assortment of breads and pastries. Again her grandmother helped her. Together they discovered a worn-down old building
         smack in the middle of the artsy area of Tulsa known as Cherry Street. They’d bought it and slowly turned it into a shining
         sliver of Florence.
      

      
      Lina shook her head and flipped off the radio. She couldn’t let Pani Del Goddess fail. It wouldn’t just break her own heart;
         it would cut her grandmother to the bone. And what about her customers? Her bakery was the meeting place for a delightfully
         eclectic group of regulars, made up mostly of local eccentrics, celebrities and retirees. It was more than a bakery. It was
         a unique social hub.
      

      
      And what would Anton and Dolores do? The two had been working for her for ten and fifteen years. She knew it was a cliché,
         but they were more than employees; they were family to her, especially since she had no children of her own.
      

      
      Lina sighed again, and then she inhaled deeply. Despite the horrors of the day, her lips curved up. Pinyon smoke drifted through
         the BMW’s partially rolled down windows. She was passing Grumpy’s Garden, the little shop that signaled the beginning of the
         Cherry Street District, and, as usual, ‘Grumpy,’ who was actually a very nice lady named Shaun and not grumpy at all, had
         several of her huge chimeneas perpetually burning, perfuming the neighborhood with the distinctive smell of south-west pine.
      

      
      She felt the knot in her stomach loosen as she downshifted and slowed her car, careful of the pedestrians crossing the streets while they moved back and forth from antique shops, to new-age bookstores, to posh interior design studios and unique
         restaurants. And finally, in the heart of the street, nestled between a trendy little spa and a vintage jewelry store, sat
         Pani Del Goddess.
      

      
      As usual, there were few parking spaces available on the street, and Lina turned into the alley to park in one of the reserved
         spaces behind her building. She had barely stepped out of her car when she felt an all too familiar tug at her mind. The feeling
         was always the same, though it varied in degree and intensity. Today it was like someone far away had spoken her name, and
         the wind had carried the echo of the sound to her mind without having to reach her ears first. She closed her eyes. She really
         didn’t have time for this … not today.
      

      
      Almost instantly Lina regretted the thought. Mentally she shook herself. No, she wouldn’t let financial troubles change who
         she was – and part of who she was, was this. It was her gift.
      

      
      Glancing around her, Lina peered into the shadows at the edges of the building.

      
      ‘Where are you, little one?’ she coaxed. Then she focused her mind and a vague image came to her. Lina smiled. ‘Come on, kitty,
         kitty, kitty,’ she called. ‘I know you’re there. You don’t have to be afraid.’
      

      
      With a pathetic mew, a skinny orange tabby stepped hesitantly from behind the garbage receptacle.

      
      ‘Well, look at you. You’re nothing more than a delicate flower. Come here, baby girl. Everything will be fine now.’

      
      Mesmerized, the small orange cat walked straight into Lina’s outstretched arms. Ignoring what the cat’s matted, dirty fur
         could do to her very clean, very expensive silk suit, Lina cuddled the mangy animal. Staring up at her rescuer, eyes filled with adoration, the cat rewarded Lina with thunderous purring.
      

      
      Lina could not remember a time when she hadn’t felt a special affinity for animals. As a small child, she had only to sit
         quietly in her backyard and soon she would be visited by rabbits and squirrels and even nervous little field mice. Dogs and
         cats loved her. Horses followed her like giant puppies. Even cows, who Lina knew had big, mushy brains, lowed lovingly at
         her if she got too close to where they pastured. Animals had always adored her, but it hadn’t been until Lina had become a
         teenager that she had really realized the extent of her gift.
      

      
      She could understand animals. Sort of. She wasn’t Dr. Doolittle or anything ridiculous like that; she couldn’t carry on conversations
         with animals. She liked to think of herself as if she were a horse whisperer, only her abilities weren’t limited to horses.
         And she had an extra ‘thing’ that most people didn’t have. Sometimes the ‘thing’ told her that there was a cat that needed
         her help. The ‘thing’ was something that went off in her mind, like a connection she could plug into.
      

      
      She knew it was weird.

      
      For a brief time in high school she had considered becoming a veterinarian. She’d even volunteered at a veterinary clinic
         during the summer between her sophomore and junior years – a summer that had taught her that while blood and parasites were
         definitely not a part of her special animal ‘thing,’ they certainly were two things that were a consistent part of veterinarian
         work. Just remembering it made Lina shudder in revulsion and want to scratch her scalp.
      

      
      ‘In a bakery, you never, ever have to deal with blood or parasites,’ she told the little orange cat as she stepped out of the alley, turned left and inhaled deeply.
      

      
      
      ‘Magnifico,’ she murmured in her grandmother’s voice.
      

      
      The enticing aroma of freshly baked bread soothed her senses. She sniffed appreciatively, expertly identifying the subtle
         differences in the fragrance of olives, rosemary and cheese, wedded to the sweet smells of the butter, cinnamon, nuts, raisins
         and the liqueurs that went into the creation of the bakery’s specialty bread, gubana, which was the sweet-bread of Friuli,
         a small region east of Venice.
      

      
      Lina paused in front of the large glass window that fronted her bakery. She nodded appreciatively at the beautifully arranged
         crystal platters that were displayed on tiers and filled with a fresh assortment of Italian pastries and cookies. Pride filled
         Lina. As always, everything was perfect.
      

      
      She glanced beyond the window display to see that about half of the dozen little mosaic-topped café tables were occupied.
         Not bad, she thought, for late Friday afternoon. She shifted the cat in her arms and checked her watch. It was almost 4:00
         P.M. and they closed at 5:00 P.M.; usually the hour or so before closing was a quiet, winding-down time.
      

      
      Maybe that was one answer. Maybe she should extend her hours. But wouldn’t she have to hire more help then? Anton and Dolores
         already worked full-time shifts, and Lina herself was rarely absent from the bakery. Wouldn’t the additional cost of another
         employee cancel out any revenue generated by staying open longer?
      

      
      Lina could feel the beginnings of a serious tension headache.

      
      Forcing herself to relax, Lina squinted past the glare of the highly polished picture window. She could see the newly painted
         frescoes that decorated the walls – part of the expensive renovation that had just been completed. But the price had been
         worth it. Lina had commissioned Kimberlei Doner, a well-known local artist and illustrator, to fill the walls of Pani Del Goddess with authentic scenes from ancient Florence.
         The paintings, coupled with the vintage light fixtures and café tables, created an atmosphere that made her patrons feel like
         they had stepped off the streets of Tulsa and had been temporarily transported to magical, earthy Italy.
      

      
      ‘Let’s go in and see what we can do about you,’ she told the cat, who was still purring contentedly in her arms. ‘First I’ll
         take care of you, then I’ll figure out what to do about the money,’ she said, wishing desperately that money was as easy to
         come by as cats.
      

      
      The wind chime over the door tinkled happily as Lina entered Pani Del Goddess. She stood there for a moment, basking in the
         familiar scene. Anton was fiddling with the cappuccino machine and humming the chorus of the song ‘All That Jazz’ from Chicago. Dolores was explaining the difference between panettones and colombe to a middle-aged couple Lina didn’t recognize. They
         were the only people in the shop that she didn’t recognize.
      

      
      Anton glanced up as several customers called hellos to her. His full lips began a grin when he saw Lina, but then they pursed
         into a resigned pout when he noticed the cat in her arms.
      

      
      ‘Oh, look, it’s our fearless leader – the Cat Savior.’ Anton fluttered his fingers in Lina’s direction.

      
      ‘Don’t start with me, Anton, or I’ll take back the DVD of Chicago that I got you for your birthday,’ Lina said with mock severity.
      

      
      Anton’s pout turned into a gasp, and he clasped his hands over his heart as if she had just stabbed him. ‘You’re wounding
         me!’

      
      Dolores giggled as she rang up the couple’s order. ‘He’s been tapping to “All That Jazz” all day. It’s worse than his Moulin Rouge phase.’
      

      
      ‘Musicals are not a phase with me; they’re my passion,’ Anton said.

      
      ‘Then you should understand me perfectly. Helping animals is my passion,’ Lina said.

      
      Anton rolled his eyes and sighed dramatically. ‘I think it’s more than slightly disturbing that I have the number to the Street
         Cats Rescue Line memorized.’
      

      
      ‘Just make the call,’ Lina told him, but Anton was already dialing the number. She winked her thanks to him.

      
      ‘Well, Lina! I was hoping to see you today.’

      
      Lina smiled and walked over to the table closest to the picture window. But instead of speaking to the dark-haired woman who
         had waved her over, first she greeted the miniature schnauzer who sat ramrod stiff on a scarlet-colored cushion at his mistress’s
         feet.
      

      
      ‘Dash, you are certainly looking handsome today.’ The cat stirred in her arms, but Lina soothed it with an absentminded caress.

      
      ‘He should. He just came from the groomers.’

      
      Lina grinned at the well-mannered little dog. ‘A day of beauty, huh? Honey, it’s what we all need.’ She turned her attention
         to Dash’s mistress. ‘How is the olive bread today, Tess?’
      

      
      ‘Excellent. Simply excellent as usual.’ Tess’s distinctive Tahlequah drawl was lazy and melodic. ‘And this San Angelo Pinot
         Grigio that Anton recommended is absolutely perfect with it.’
      

      
      ‘I’m glad you think so. We aim to please.’

      
      ‘Which is why I wanted to talk with you. The Poets and Writers Association has chosen their Oklahoma Author of the Year, and we’ll be having several functions to honor her next week. I want to make sure we have a selection of your excellent
         breads for the dinner.’
      

      
      Lina’s mind raced ahead. Tess Miller was director of Oklahoma’s Poets and Writers Association, as well as the host of a very
         popular regional talk show – and one of Pani Del Goddess’s most loyal customers. For years she and Dash had been stopping
         in the bakery during their daily walks, Lina had even had a doggie cushion made for the little schnauzer, which she kept in
         a special cubby underneath the cash register. There would certainly be no one better with which to begin her expansion. Even
         if she wasn’t sure exactly what that expansion was yet.
      

      
      ‘Uh, Tess,’ Lina cleared her throat. ‘Of course I would be happy to provide any breads you might need, but I would also like
         to talk with you about our new expanded menu. Perhaps we could cater the whole meal for you.’
      

      
      ‘Well, that would be just splendid! I’m sure anything you come up with will be perfect. Why don’t I call you Monday? You can
         give me my menu choices and I’ll fill you in on the details?’
      

      
      Lina felt herself nodding and smiling as she turned away from the table. She kept the tight smile plastered on her face while
         she made her way to the counter, speaking to each of her patrons as she passed them. It was only when she reached the counter
         and ran into the blank expressions of shock that had taken up residence on Anton’s and Dolores’s faces that she faltered.
      

      
      ‘Did I hear you say the word cater?’ Anton whispered.
      

      
      ‘And whole meal?’ Dolores squeaked.
      

      
      Lina jerked her head toward the back of the bakery before stepping through the cream-colored swinging doors that divided the kitchen, the storeroom and her office from the rest of the bakery. Her two employees scurried after her. Lina
         spoke quickly as she pushed the startled orange cat into the carrier she retrieved from the coat closet.
      

      
      ‘You know the appointment I had with my accountant today? It wasn’t good news. I owe money. Big money. To the IRS.’

      
      Anton blanched and sucked in air.

      
      ‘Oh, Lina. Is it really bad?’ Dolores sounded twelve years old.

      
      ‘Yes.’ She looked carefully at each of them. ‘It is really bad. We’re going to have to make some changes.’ Lina registered
         the twin looks of horror on their faces. Instantly Anton’s eyes began to fill with tears. Dolores’s already pale face drained
         of even the pretense of color. ‘No, no, no! Not that! There will be none of that – you’ll be keeping your jobs. We’ll all
         be keeping our jobs.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, God. I need to sit down.’ Anton fanned himself with his fingers.

      
      ‘My office. Quickly. And there will be absolutely no fainting.’ She picked up the cat carrier and clucked at the ruffled tabby
         as she headed to her office. Over her shoulder she said, And no crying either. Remember—’
      

      
      Anton finished the sentence for her. ‘—There’s no crying in baking.’

      
      Dolores nodded vigorous agreement.

      
      Lina set the cat carrier next to her desk before taking a seat behind it. Anton and Dolores sank into the two plushly upholstered
         antique chairs that faced her. No one spoke.
      

      
      Hesitating, Anton made a vague gesture in the direction of the cat. ‘Patricia from Street Cats said that she’d stay a little
         past closing today, so if you want me to, I can drop off that little orange thing on my way home. It’s really not out of my
         way.’ He finished with a weak smile.
      

      
      
      ‘Thank you, Anton, even though you called her a little orange thing, I’ll take you up on your kind offer.’

      
      ‘Well, I meant little orange beast, but I was trying to be nice,’ Anton said, sounding more like himself and looking less
         likely to hyperventilate.
      

      
      ‘What are we going to do?’ Dolores asked.

      
      True to form, Dolores was ready for the bottom line. Though only twenty-eight, she had been working for Lina for ten years.
         The reason Lina had hired her was not just because she had a flair for baking pastries and a way with old people, but Lina
         appreciated her no-nonsense personality. And she was the perfect balance for Anton, who was – Lina glanced at her other employee
         who sat with his legs crossed delicately, the sheen of almost-tears still pooled in his eyes – decidedly more dramatic. They
         fit together well, the three of them, and Lina intended that they stay that way.
      

      
      ‘We expand our menu,’ Lina said firmly.

      
      Dolores nodded her head thoughtfully. ‘Okay, we can do that.’

      
      Anton gnawed on the side of his thumb. ‘Do you mean, like, add sandwiches or something?’

      
      ‘I’m not exactly sure yet,’ Lina said slowly. ‘I haven’t had time to think it through. I just know that we have to make more
         money, which means we need to bring in more customers. It only makes sense that if we expanded our menu, we would appeal to
         a larger group of people.’
      

      
      Anton and Dolores nodded in unison.

      
      ‘Catering Tess Miller’s dinner is a good place to start,’ Dolores said.

      
      ‘Catering,’ Anton whined. ‘It sounds so, I don’t know, banal.’

      
      ‘As banal as bankruptcy?’ Lina asked.

      ‘No!’ The word burst from his mouth.

      
      
      ‘My thoughts exactly,’ Lina said.

      
      ‘So what are we going to serve?’ Dolores asked.

      
      Lina ran her fingers through her neatly cropped hair. She had absolutely no idea.

      
      ‘We’re going to serve selections from our expanded menu. That way we’ll get practice as well as publicity.’

      
      ‘And that expanded menu would be what exactly?’ Dolores prompted.

      
      ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ Lina admitted.

      
      And to think I didn’t bring even one tiny Xanax with me to work today.’ Anton was gnawing at his thumb again.

      
      ‘Quit biting your finger,’ Dolores told him. ‘We’ll figure this out.’ She shifted her gaze to Lina. ‘Right?’

      
      Lina’s heart squeezed. They looked like baby birds gaping up at her expectantly.

      
      ‘Right,’ she said, painting her voice with confidence. All I need to do is to …’ she faltered. Her nestlings blinked big,
         round eyes, waiting for her next words. ‘Is to … um … brainstorm.’ She finally finished.
      

      
      ‘Brainstorm? As in the step before writing a paper?’ Anton, who was perpetually a sporadic night school student at Tulsa Community
         College, clutched onto a familiar idea.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ Dolores added brightly. ‘Lina probably has about a zillion and a half cookbooks at home. All she needs to do
         is to go through them and pick out a few great recipes for wonderful meals.’
      

      
      ‘Then she’ll share them with us, and we’ll begin our new creations!’ Anton gushed. ‘How ab fab! I can hardly wait!’ Then he
         reached over and squeezed Dolores’s hand. ‘I feel just awful that I was so negative in the beginning. I almost forgot our
         Baker’s Motto.’
      

      
      
      Dolores and Anton grinned at each other, and then as if they were getting ready to say the Pledge of Allegiance, they covered
         their hearts with their hands and spoke solemnly in unison:
      

      
      ‘In baking we must always rise to the occasion.’

      
      Lina thought that she very well might have been in baker’s hell, but she kept nodding and smiling. Dolores was partially correct,
         she did have a wonderful collection of cookbooks at home – all filled with fabulous recipes for breads and pastries. She had
         very few cookbooks that contained recipes for meals. Actually, she didn’t even cook many full meals herself. A little pasta
         here, a little salad there, and a nice glass of Chianti was her idea of cooking a full meal. Baking was her specialty and
         her love. Meals were, well, banal.
      

      
      Out of her element, she admitted to herself. This whole thing was totally out of her element. So, feeling a little like a
         sparrow struggling to feed the cuckoos in her nest, Lina kept smiling and nodding at her chicks.
      

      
      ‘Well, I think we’ve been absent from the front long enough. Now that we’ve got a plan, why don’t you two handle it for the
         next hour and close up for me? I’ll go home and begin brainstorming.’
      

      
      ‘Tess said she’d call you on Monday about the menu for the dinner, didn’t she?’ Dolores asked.

      
      ‘That’s what she said, all right.’ Lina focused on keeping the panic out of her voice.

      
      ‘Oooh, this really is exciting. You know, I’ll bet there will be lots of local celebs at that dinner.’ Anton waggled his well-maintained
         eyebrows. ‘Not to mention media coverage.’
      

      
      ‘I imagine there will be.’ Lina walked briskly from her office.

      
      As she called quick good-byes to her customers and hastily retreated out the door, she could hear Anton telling Dolores that he would certainly need several new, exciting outfits to go with their new, exciting menu.
      

      
      Her grandmother had told her many times that swearing was common, unladylike behavior reserved only for peasants and men who
         were not gentlemen. On the other hand, she totally endorsed a well-accented, well-chosen Italian curse as simply showing one’s
         creativity. Standing in front of her bakery Lina let loose with a string of Italian that began with telling the IRS they could
         va al diavolo, or go to hell, and ending with saying they were nothing more than a chronic, flaming rompico-glioni, or pain in the ass. Just to cover all bases in between she strung together several ‘shits’ and ‘damns,’ in Italian, of course.
         She felt sure Grandma would have been proud.
      

      
      When people began staring she shut her mouth and told herself to breathe slowly and deeply. She was an intelligent, successful
         businesswoman. Hell, she could even curse eloquently in Italian and English, but she tried to keep the English to a minimum
         – Grandma had been right, it just didn’t sound as well-bred (and yes, Grandma would also have appreciated the pun). How difficult
         could it be for her to come up with a few new menu choices? Even if they were meals and not breads.
      

      
      She started to twirl a strand of her hair, but caught herself and forced her hand to stay at her side. The problem wasn’t
         that she couldn’t come up with some new recipes. The problem, she realized, was that through Pani Del Goddess she had established
         a solid reputation for preparing breads that were unique and delicious. She couldn’t just slap some pesto over pasta and toss
         a salad on the side of the plate. She wouldn’t do it at all if she couldn’t do it well. The name Pani Del Goddess meant excellence, and Lina was determined that it would never stand for anything less.
      

      
      She should call her grandmother; she’d have a stack of ideas that she’d be thrilled to share with her beloved bambina. Again.
      

      
      ‘But as Anton would say, I’m sooo not a baby,’ Lina muttered to herself. ‘Good God, I’m forty-three. It’s about time I quit running to Grandma.’
      

      
      Lina’s dialogue with herself was interrupted by the sound of carefree laughter coming from two women who had just emerged
         from the used bookstore across the street. She scowled and wished that all she had to worry about was shopping with a friend
         for the perfect book.
      

      
      The scowl shifted as her expression turned thoughtful. The Book Place was a wonderful used bookstore with a vast selection
         of fiction and nonfiction. Lina had spent many satisfied hours lost in their maze of shelves. Surely she could find a fabulous
         old cookbook in the stacks, something that had been hidden in out-of-print obscurity for years, and within its pages there
         would be a recipe that was the perfect blend of Italy and magic and ingredients.
      

      
      Yes, she thought as she dodged cars and crossed the street, The Book Place was the perfect place to begin brainstorming.

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      The pile of used books was daunting. She’d found ten of them. Ten old, interesting looking, out-of-print Italian cookbooks.
         While she was choosing them they hadn’t seemed so thick – and ten certainly hadn’t seemed to be so many. But now that they
         were home with her, piled in a neat stack on the glass top of the wrought iron sculpture she used as a coffee table, they
         appeared to have multiplied.
      

      
      Couldn’t she have narrowed her choices down by a few less books before she’d left the bookstore?

      
      ‘In baking we must always rise to the occasion,’ she reminded the enormous, longhaired black-and-white tomcat that perched
         in the middle of the black-and-white toile chaise. The perfect match made Lina grin. She enjoyed purchasing furniture that
         properly accessorized her pets, even if the cat didn’t deign to notice. Lina did receive a brief look of boredom from his
         side of the room and a quick swish of his tail in response to the proclamation of her bakery motto.
      

      
      ‘Patchy Poo the Pud Santoro,’ she addressed him formally by his full name. ‘You are a handsome beast, but you know nothing
         about baking.’
      

      
      At her feet, the half-sleeping old English bulldog snorted as if in agreement with her.

      
      ‘Don’t be rude, Edith Anne,’ Lina scolded the dog halfheartedly. ‘You know considerably more about eating than you know about
         baking.’
      

      
      
      Edith sighed contentedly as Lina scratched her behind her right ear. With the hand that wasn’t busy, Lina picked up the first
         book. It was a thick tome entitled Discovering Historical Italy. She let it fall open and began reading a long, complex paragraph about the proper preparation of veal. She blanched and snapped
         the book shut. Veal was a popular dish in Italy, but to her veal meant baby cows. Mush-brained, adorable, wide-eyed baby cows.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps it’s not possible to rise to a very difficult occasion without the proper preparation.’ She said to the now snoring
         bulldog. ‘In baking or otherwise.’ She closed the book, setting it gently back on the table a little like it was a bomb that
         might very well explode if not treated carefully.
      

      
      ‘I think this particular preparation calls for a nice glass of Italian red,’ she told Patchy Poo the Pud Santoro. He glanced
         at her through slitted eyes and yawned.
      

      
      ‘You two are no help at all.’

      
      Shaking her head, Lina walked away from the table and headed directly to her wine closet. In her opinion, a Monte Antico Rosso
         Sangiovese was the perfect preparation tool for any difficult situation – baking or otherwise.
      

      
      ‘Maybe I can serve enough wonderful Italian wine with my new menu that my customers will get too soused to pay much attention
         to what they eat.’ She spoke over her shoulder to her animals as she poured herself a ruby-colored glass of wine, but she
         didn’t need a non-response from her pets to know that her last statement was ridiculous. Then she’d be running a bar and not
         a bakery, which would give Anton an apoplectic fit. Lina straightened her spine, snagged a bag of double-dipped chocolate-covered
         peanuts, the perfect accompaniment for the Sangiovese, and marched back into her living room. Planting herself on the couch, she opened her notebook and chose the next book in the pile, Cooking With Italy.

      
      The dog and cat lifted their heads and gave her identically quizzical looks.

      
      ‘Let the games begin,’ she told them grimly.

      
      Three hours later she had finished combing through nine of the ten books, and she had a list of four possible main course
         recipes: chicken piccata, puttanesca on spaghetti, eggplant parmigiana, and a lovely aioli platter, complete with artichokes,
         olives, tomatoes, poached salmon and carpaccio.
      

      
      Lina felt a little thrill of accomplishment as she looked over her list. She was actually enjoying herself. Delving through
         the musty old books had become an exercise in Italian history and culture – two things that had been a constant part of her
         upbringing.
      

      
      Only one more cookbook was left. Lina picked up the slim hardback. She had purposefully saved this one for last. In the bookstore
         she had been intrigued by the cover, which was a deep, royal blue etched with a gold embossed design. The title, The Italian Goddess Cookbook, rested over the golden illustration of a stern looking goddess who sat on a massive throne. She was dressed in a long robe
         and her hair was wrapped around the crown of her head in intricate braids. In one hand she held a scepter topped with a ripe
         ear of corn, in the other she held a flaming torch. Underneath the illustration the words, Recipes and Spells for the Goddess in Every Woman, flowed in beautiful gold script. The author’s name, Filomena, was branded into the cover underneath the embossed print.
      

      
      
      ‘Just one more recipe. Help me to find just one more, and I’ll call it a night,’ Lina said as she ran her fingers over the
         raised embossing.
      

      
      Her fingertips tingled.

      
      Lina rested the book on her lap and rubbed her hands together. She must be getting tired. She glanced at the clock. It was
         only a little past nine o’clock, but it had been a long day.
      

      
      Lina looked back down at the cover. The gold print caught the lamplight, causing the words Recipes and Spells for the Goddess in Every Woman to seem to flicker and glow.
      

      
      What an unusual coincidence that the woman who baked like an Italian goddess had found an old, discarded copy of The Italian Goddess Cookbook. Her grandmother would have called it la magia dell’ Italia, the magic of Italy. On impulse, Lina closed her eyes. She believed in the magic of Italy. She’d experienced it in the multicolored
         marble of Florence’s Duomo, the geranium-filled window boxes of Assisi, and the eerie wonder of the Roman Forum at night.
         She focused her mind on her love for her grandmother’s homeland, then she opened the book that rested on her lap, allowing
         the pages to fall where they chose.
      

      
      Lina opened her eyes and began reading:

      
      
         Pizza alla Romana, or Pizza by the Meter. This extraordinary recipe comes from Rome. It is proper to allow the soft, supple
               dough a very long rest – up to eight hours, the longer the better – then place it on a baker’s peel two and a half feet long,
               while rhythmically pounding it with such vigor that it literally dances beneath your fingers.

      

      
      
      Lina blinked in surprise and grinned. A baker’s peel! The long, wooden paddle that was used to drop bread into and scoop it
         out of the oven. Of course Pani Del Goddess had several of them. She kept reading:
      

      
      
         … when the dough has finished dancing, you paint it with oil and then set the peel in the oven where the totally unforeseen
               occurs: you slowly, slowly withdraw the peel, stretching the remarkably elastic dough to a thin, incredibly light dough of
               up to an astonishing six foot length – depending upon the size of each individual goddess’s oven.

      

      
      Well, Pani Del Goddess had several very long ovens. She could stretch the dough to its full six feet! She scanned the rest
         of the recipe. Included in the book were several different toppings, everything from a light Pizza Bianca, made simply with
         olive oil, garlic, rosemary, salt and pepper, to Pizza Pugliese, which was a plethora of Italian favorites – eggplant, provolone,
         anchovies, olives … the list went on and on.
      

      
      ‘This may be the answer. Why mess with a bunch of different recipes? Why not have one basic specialty, Pizza alla Romana,
         with several variations? And it’s still baking!’
      

      
      Reacting to the excitement in her voice, Edith Anne woke long enough to offer a muffled woof of support. Patchy Poo the Pud
         exercised the innate initiative of a cat and ignored her completely.
      

      
      Lina patted the dog’s head while she studied the dough recipe.

      
      
         … because this dough uses so little yeast and wants a long rising, a goddess can work its preparation into her busy American schedule by making the dough at night with cool water and refrigerating it immediately after it is mixed. Next morning, place
               it in a cool spot to rise slowly at room temperature all day. Then simply shape and bake it for dinner …

      

      
      Lina ran her eyes down the list of ingredients. Dry yeast, water, flour, salt, olive oil – yes, of course she had everything
         on the list. She could make the dough that night, let it sit all the next day, then she and the ‘baby birds’ could sample
         it tomorrow night. Delighted, she began reading the preparation directions.
      

      
      
         Before beginning, you will need a green candle, to represent the Earth. The goddess we honor with this recipe is She who breathes
               life into the flour with which we create our dough, Demeter, Great Goddess of the Harvest, and of Fruits and the Riches of
               the Earth.

      

      
      Lina’s eyes widened.

      
      
         As you start preparation, light the green candle and focus your thoughts on Demeter. Then you may begin.

      

      
      Lina’s eyes scanned the recipe. Sure enough, interspersed between instructions for stirring the yeast, and mixing the flour
         and salt, were otherworldly instructions.
      

      
      Lina read a line and her brow furrowed.

      
      Was it a spell?

      
      Lina read another line.

      
      It seemed to be more of an invocation, or maybe a prayer. But whatever she called it, the supernatural directions were definitely a part of the recipe. Lina couldn’t help but smile.
         La magia dell’ Italia. Her grandmother would approve.
      

      
      Humming to herself, she went in search of a green candle.

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      Lina looked around the counter and nodded in satisfaction. She had assembled all of the ingredients and kitchenwares she would
         need to make the dough. She had even found a small green candle that gave off a vaguely piney scent. It was a relic from the
         previous Christmas, and she’d had to dig through two boxes of ornaments before she discovered it. Lina opened the cookbook
         and set it on the counter next to her favorite stainless steel mixing bowl. Then she began:
      

      
      
         First, light the green candle and focus your thoughts on Demeter, Mother of the Harvest.

      

      
      Ever the consummate chef, Lina followed the directions precisely. She lit the candle and let her thoughts drift to the long-forgotten
         Harvest Goddess. She wondered briefly what lovely, eccentric cooking rituals had been forgotten along with the goddess.
      

      
      Lina continued reading:

      
      
         Stir the yeast into the warm water in a small bowl; let stand until creamy, about 10 minutes.

      

      
      Lina felt relaxed and happy as her experienced hands stirred and mixed.

      
      
      
         While the yeast is standing, center your thoughts and take three deep cleansing breaths. Imagine power filtering up the center
               of your body and traveling along the path of your spine all the way through your head and then pouring out in a waterfall
               around you to be reabsorbed into your core again. When you feel invigorated, you may begin Demeter’s Invocation.

      

      
      The directions reminded her a little of a new-age relaxation class she had taken once. With a self-amused smile, she set the
         kitchen timer for ten minutes before beginning the steps of the centering exercise.
      

      
      She had to admit that in no time she was feeling … well … if not invigorated, at least very awake and self-aware. Lina went
         back to the recipe.
      

      
      
         When you feel ready, please read the following aloud.

         ‘O most gracious and magnificent Demeter, goddess of all that is harvested and grown, I ask that some portion of Your presence
               be here with me now. I summon You to enrich the bounty You have already so plentifully provided. I ask also that You breathe
               a breath of magic and wonder into this kitchen.’

      

      
      The timer chimed and Lina jumped, surprised that ten minutes had passed so quickly.

      
      
         Mix the flour and salt in a large wide-mouthed bowl while invoking, ‘Come, Demeter, I summon you with this salt and flour,
               which are the riches of Your Earth.’

      

      
      The rhythm of the invocation melded harmoniously with the recipe, and Lina found herself eager to read the next lines.

      
      
      
         Make a well in the center of the flour; then pour the dissolved yeast, 1¾ cups plus 1 tablespoon water, 1 tablespoon oil,
               and the lard into the well. Speak to the goddess as you gradually stir the flour into the liquid and work to a soft dough
               that can be gathered into a ball. ‘I call upon You, O Goddess of the Harvest, and bid You welcome here in the midst of that
               which You created.”

         Then knead on a floured surface until soft, smooth, and elastic, 10 to 15 minutes, sprinkling with additional flour as needed.
               As the dough takes form, recite the following to Demeter: ‘Power be drawn, and power come, and make me one with thee, O Goddess
               of the Harvest. Make me greater, make me better, grant me strength and grant me power.’

      

      
      Lina’s hands fell into a rhythm as she effortlessly plied the dough against the floured countertop. Her eyes were locked on
         the words that seemed to come as easily to her lips as the familiar kneading motion came to her hands.
      

      
      
         ‘O Demeter, who is my guardian and sister, I give You thanks. May my summons fall lightly on Your ears, and may Your wisdom
               and strength remain with me, growing ever finer, as grains ripe for the harvest.’

      

      
      Lina kneaded the dough while her mind drifted. What an incredibly intriguing thought – to couple the magic of an ancient goddess
         with the perfection of a recipe that had been passed down from mothers to daughters and preserved for generations. It was
         such a wonderful, natural idea. To call upon the strength of a goddess through baking! Whether it actually worked, whether
         or not a goddess really listened, was beside the point. It was a lovely, empowering ritual – one that, if nothing else, could serve to focus her thoughts on the positive and remind her that she should take a moment to enjoy the
         rich femininity of her chosen career.
      

      
      The sweet scent of the pine candle mixed with the more earthy smells of yeast and flour. The aroma was delicious and heady.
         Unexpectedly, Lina felt a wave of sensation, fueled by scent, rush through her body. For a moment she was dizzy and disoriented,
         as if she had been suddenly displaced from her kitchen and transported, dough and all, to the middle of a pine-filled forest.
         She rubbed the back of a flour-crusted hand across her forehead. Her head felt unnaturally warm, but the touch of her hand
         re-grounded her and the dizziness dissipated.
      

      
      It had been a tough day. She shouldn’t be surprised that it was wearing on her. She rolled her shoulders and let her head
         fall forward and backward, causing tired, overstressed muscles to stretch and relax. She would certainly sleep well tonight.
      

      
      Lina glanced down at the conclusion of the dough recipe. It contained the usual mundane instructions about covering it in
         a bowl and letting it rise for at least eight hours. Impatiently, she scanned past the recipe to the completion of the invocation
         ritual.
      

      
      
         *Pinch out a small portion of the dough. Choose a special place – out of doors – where you can leave your offering. Sprinkle
               it with wine and offer it to Demeter, saying ‘O goddess of the plentiful harvest, of strength and power and wisdom, I give
               You greeting, and honor, and thanks. Blessed Be!’
         

         *Note: You might choose to add your own personal request or praise before concluding the ritual. May blessings rain upon you
               and may you never go hungry!

      

      
      
      Lina’s smile tilted sardonic. The fullness of her hips said that she might consider going hungry once in a while. Not that
         she was fat, she amended quickly, she was just voluptuous. And voluptuous wasn’t particularly ‘in’ today. She huffed under
         her breath. She would never understand the current generation’s obsession with waif-like women who starved and puked everything
         feminine from their bodies. She was all softness and curves, and she preferred herself that way.
      

      
      ‘I’m goddess-like,’ she said firmly.

      
      With no more hesitation, she pinched off a small piece of the newly-kneaded dough and set it aside while she reshaped and
         then covered the rest of the large ball. She’d already performed the invocation, it was only right that she should follow
         through to its conclusion. After all, no good cook ever left a recipe incomplete.
      

      
      It didn’t take long to tidy up her already immaculate kitchen and load her dishwasher. After drying her hands, Lina poured
         a fresh glass of wine and wrapped the small piece of dough in a paper towel before hurrying from the kitchen. Balancing the
         glass and dough in one hand, she opened the door to the closet in the hall. Before she had her jacket pulled on she heard
         the tell-tale slap of Edith’s paws on the tiled hallway. Smiling, Lina took the bulldog’s leash from its hook.
      

      
      ‘It doesn’t matter how soundly asleep you are, when this door opens, here you are.’ Lina laughed as she snapped the leash
         onto Edith’s collar.
      

      
      The bulldog yawned then snorted at her.

      
      ‘I know it’s late, but I have something I need to finish, and I know the perfect spot.’

      
      Far from complaining, Edith was the first one to the door of the condo, and Lina had to juggle to balance the wine without
         spilling it.
      

      
      
      ‘Easy there, big girl!’

      
      Shifting the ball of dough to her jacket pocket, Lina locked the door behind them. It was early March, and the Oklahoma night
         was unseasonably warm. The air felt rich and heavy with the promise of spring. Lina let Edith lead her into the heart of the
         well-kept courtyard. A shadow flitted overhead calling Lina’s attention upward. A full moon sat high in the sky, round and
         bright and the color of whipped butter. She stared at it. What an odd shade of yellow. It lent the familiar surroundings of
         her English Tudor–style condo complex an ethereal glow, casting mundane hedges and sidewalk edges into new and slightly sinister
         roles.
      

      
      ‘Oh, please. I must be having a Lord of the Rings moment,’ Lina admonished herself. ‘Dolores was right. I’ve taken too many trips to the IMAX to drool over Aragorn.’
      

      
      The ritual and the dough-making frenzy had obviously gone to her head if she was imaging sinister shapes around her well-kept
         condo complex.
      

      
      ‘I’ll have to tell Anton all about this,’ she mumbled to herself. ‘Maybe I can finally convince him to share his Xanax with
         me.’
      

      
      Actually, now that she was outside and the spell/recipe book was neatly stacked with the other cookbooks in her living room,
         she was beginning to feel a little foolish.
      

      
      ‘Maybe I should have had more wine before this part of the recipe,’ she told Edith, who flicked her ears back at her and huffed,
         but kept on winding her way along their familiar path. ‘Or maybe I’m just exhausted and I need to go to bed.’
      

      
      They were coming to her favorite part of the complex – the grand marble fountain that sat squarely in the middle of the cobblestone
         courtyard. Year-round it spouted water in an impressive geyser that cascaded down three delicately curved, bowl-like tiers. Actually, it was the fountain that had convinced Lina to purchase the condo. During the summer Lina found
         the area around the fountain, with its cool cobblestones and old oak shade trees, even more refreshing than the pool, and
         a good deal less crowded. In the winter months the fountain, like the pool, was heated, and Lina had enjoyed many an Oklahoma
         winter afternoon swathed in blankets, feet tucked under her, while she read to the musical sound of falling water.
      

      
      ‘This is it. The perfect special place,’ Lina told Edith Anne, who was snuffling around an azalea bush. ‘Stay there, this
         won’t take long.’
      

      
      She dropped the bulldog’s leash. Obediently, Edith planted her wide bottom on the ground, then seemed to reconsider and, with
         a doggy sigh, relaxed into a full, stretched-out recline, her half-closed eyes watching Lina with sleepy semi-interest.
      

      
      The nearest oak was also the biggest. Lina approached it carefully in the buttermilk moonlight, careful not to trip over the
         intricate knots of exposed roots that proliferated the area around the base of the tree. Unexpectedly, they seemed ominous,
         calling to life visions of grasping tentacles and writhing snakes.
      

      
      ‘Stop being ridiculous,’ Lina said in the tone she reserved for generic perfume solicitors. The sound of her voice dispelled
         the disturbing vision, and the oak shifted back to its familiar, solid self.
      

      
      Lina extracted the small lump of dough from her pocket. She looked around the courtyard. No one was stirring; even Edith Anne
         had stopped watching her and was snoring softly. Lina crouched down and placed the dough ball in the vertex of two especially
         thick roots that intersected at the base of the tree.
      

      
      
      Lina looked around her again. Certain that except for the snoring bulldog she was alone, she dipped her fingers into the glass
         of wine and flicked red drops over the dough.
      

      
      It felt good. Lina smiled. It felt right. Still smiling, she wet her fingers again and playfully rained the excellent Chianti
         Classico all over the base of the ancient tree. Stifling girlish giggles, she continued splattering wine on the gnarled roots
         until the crystal goblet was empty. Then she squared her shoulders and cleared her throat.
      

      
      ‘I would like to say something before closing this remarkable recipe ritual.’

      
      Lina grinned at her intentional alliteration, but she quickly schooled her features to appear more sober. She certainly hadn’t
         meant any disrespect, but grinning and giggling at the end of a goddess invocation ritual would probably be considered a faux
         pas. Lina began her speech again.
      

      
      ‘Demeter!’ The word came from Lina’s mouth with such power that the sound of the goddess’s name carried across the courtyard,
         making Edith stir and flutter her eyes before resituating her stocky body and continuing her nap. Lina swallowed hard and
         softened her voice. ‘My name is Carolina Francesca Santoro, and I want you to know that I have enjoyed your ritual very much.
         I think the dough will make excellent pizza, and I’m looking forward to trying it.’
      

      
      Her impromptu speech reminded her of the reason why she had felt the need to experiment with the recipe, and while remembering
         Lina was amazed that she had ever forgotten. The lines on her forehead deepened and her shoulders slumped.
      

      
      ‘I hope it’s good. No, I more than hope it’s good – I need it to be good. I can’t lose my bakery. It’s my responsibility; too many people depend on me. Demeter, if you’re listening,
         please send me some help. In return I’ll … I’ll …’ Lina stuttered and then blurted, ‘well, damnit, I don’t know what the hell I could
         possibly do for you in return.’ She shrugged her shoulders. ‘And I apologize for my use of common English swear words. How
         about if I just say, one mature woman to another, that I would really appreciate your help and I would return the favor if
         I could.’
      

      
      Satisfied, Lina closed her eyes, visualizing the final words of the ritual.

      
      ‘O goddess of the plentiful harvest, of strength and power and wisdom, I give You greeting, and honor, and thanks. Blessed
         Be!’
      

      
      At the words, blessed be, Lina felt an overwhelming sense of release, as if – Lina’s lips twitched – as if her prayer had been heard and answered.
         Logically, she knew that wasn’t really possible, but she did believe in the power of positive thinking … self-fulfilling prophecies
         … feng shui. Her lips tilted upward. She believed in the power of la magia dell’ Italia.

      
      Lina drew in a deep, cleansing breath, and her eyes sprang open in surprise. Enticing sweetness filled her nose. What was
         that smell? Lina took another deep breath. It was wonderful! Scenting the soft wind like a wary deer, she sniffed her way
         around the oak. And came to an abrupt halt. In between a tangle of roots halfway around the tree grew one perfect flower.
         Its stem was thick and long, the width of a garden hose, and it stretched up almost two feet until it morphed into a huge
         bell-shaped cup with scalloped edges.
      

      
      ‘Oh! Aren’t you lovely. It’s too early for a daffodil.’ Lina shook her head and automatically corrected herself. ‘I mean narcissus.’
         She could hear her grandmother scolding her, not by their common name, bambina, call the bei fiora – beautiful flowers – by their formal name, narcissus.

      
      But by whatever name she called it, the flower was certainly unusual, and for more reasons than just its early blooming. Transfixed,
         Lina squatted in front of it. The blossom was a luminous, creamy yellow color, as if a piece of the moon had fallen to earth
         and bloomed that night. She couldn’t remember ever seeing a narcissus of that size. If she balled up her fist it would fit
         neatly inside the cupped bloom. And its perfume! Lina leaned forward and took a long sniff. She hadn’t remembered any of her
         grandmother’s flowers smelling like this one. What was that scent? It was illusively familiar, but she couldn’t quite name
         it. Lina took another deep breath. The fragrance made her heart beat and the blood rush through her body. There was something
         about that fanciful aroma that filled her with a youthful yearning, and suddenly she remembered her first kiss. It had been
         many years, but she easily recalled that the kiss had contained this same sweetness. She sighed. The blossom smelled like
         what would happen if moonlight and the innocence of spring had mated to create a flower.
      

      
      Lina blinked in surprise and huffed through her nose, sounding a little like her dog. She was certainly waxing poetic and
         romantic. How bizarre and unlike herself – well, unlike herself at forty-three anyway. She used to be romantic and dewy-eyed
         and blah, blah, love, blah, blah. Until life and experience and men had cured her naïveté. Lina narrowed her eyes at the flower.
         Romance? Why was she thinking about that? She’d sworn off romance on her fortieth birthday. Finished. Through. Ka-put. And she hadn’t regretted her decision.
      

      
      A vision of her last date flashed back through her mind – Mr. Fifty-Something Successful Businessman: divorced twice, four dysfunctional kids – two from each marriage. The best thing that she could say about him was that he was consistent.
         During their entire very expensive dinner at one of Lina’s favorite restaurants he had whined and complained about how much
         child support and alimony he had to pay his two hateful, money-grubbing ex-wives, who had never understood or appreciated
         him. Before the main course had been served Lina had found herself empathizing with the ex-wives.
      

      
      And that experience summed up men in her age range. It was a cliché that was, unfortunately, true. The good ones were taken
         – or gay. The rest of them were balding has-beens who spent their dates complaining about past choices. Or, like her ex-husband,
         had chosen newer, more perfect women as their mates. Women who were able to nurture more than stray pets. Women who were able
         to bear children …
      

      
      Stop it! Lina scolded herself. Why was she thinking about that? Her ex-husband was ancient history, as was her desire to date and play the game. Quite frankly Lina would rather stay home
         and bake a cake. Or walk her dog. Or pet her cat (if he decided he was in the mood for petting).
      

      
      No, she hadn’t regretted giving up on romance. Her eyes refocused on the unusual narcissus. It was just a flower, just a beautiful,
         early-blooming flower. And she had just had a very long, weird day, which explained why she was feeling odd. Maybe she was
         hormonal. She made a mental note to ask her mom about the change next time they talked.
      

      
      A teasing breeze stirred the narcissus, bringing another wave of its sweet aroma to Lina. Just one more little sniff. She’d
         take one more smell, then she’d collect Edith Anne and take herself off to bed where she belonged. Balancing on the balls
         of her feet, she leaned forward, cupping the heavy blossom in her hands. As she brought her face closer to the flower, the area within the bell-shaped bloom rippled.
      

      
      Lina blinked. What the hell? She leaned closer and peered into the open cup.

      
      Like water down a sluiceway, shock caused all feeling to drain from her body. She was staring, not into the center of the
         narcissus, but straight into the face of an amazingly beautiful young woman. The woman’s large violet-colored eyes were opened
         wide, her hair was in wild disarray, and her lovely lips were rounded as if she had been caught in the middle of uttering
         a terrified Oh!

      
      Lina tried to move, but her body refused to obey her. She was frozen, transformed into a living statue. Fear pulsed through
         her and she felt her heart leap painfully in response, and then it was as if she was being pulled from her body by a giant
         vacuum cleaner. For a moment she was actually able to look back at the immobile shell that was her physical self before she
         was yanked forward and into the blindingly brilliant light that pulsed at the center of the expanding narcissus blossom. Lina’s
         mind rebelled as her consciousness whirled down the circular shaft.
      

      
      She tried to cry out. She tried to stop. She tried to breathe, but there was nothing except the sense of motion and a wrenching
         feeling of displacement. Just as she was sure she would go mad, Lina felt an enormous tug and she popped from the shaft and
         slammed into something. Tears swamped her eyes, making it impossible for her to see more than vague, blurred images.
      

      
      Automatically, she gasped for air. Drenched in vertigo, her arms flailed around until they collided with the grassy earth
         against which her butt was resting. Struggling to anchor herself, she let her body collapse, arms spread wide as if she was
         embracing the ground. Lina pressed her face into the grass. She was shaking and panting, and she seemed to be trapped in some kind of silken netting.
      

      
      ‘Get it off me! Get it off !’ Still panicking she tore at what was entrapping her. ‘Ouch! Merda!’

      
      The distinctive pain of roughly pulled hair penetrated her frenzy at the same instant her vision cleared. She was, indeed,
         lying against the grass-covered ground. Her hands were tangled in a thick mass of rich mahogany-colored hair that was so long
         that it fell to her waist.
      

      
      Her waist. Blinking away tears, Lina gazed down at ‘herself.’

      
      Sucking in a deep breath Lina opened her mouth and screamed her best slasher-horror-movie-girl scream.

   

OEBPS/images/9780748118984.jpg
New York Times Bestselling
Author of the

House of Night
Series

A Goddess \mmnonmg No el

G@DDESS
if)S PRING

P.C. CAST





