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      For Kim Doner,

      muse and friend.

      Thank you for being the perfect problem solver.
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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 women 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 create 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

   
      
      The Valley Spirit never dies.

      It is named the Mysterious Feminine.

      And the doorway of the Mysterious Feminine

      Is the base from which Heaven and Earth sprang.

      It is there within us all the while.

      Draw upon it as you will, it never runs dry …

      FROM THE TAO TE CHING

   
      
      
Part One

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      Arms filled with groceries, CC struggled to pull her key from the lock and push the door shut behind her with her foot. Automatically,
         she glanced up at the clock in the foyer of her spacious apartment. Seven thirty already. It had taken her an eternity to
         finish things up at the Communication Center and then stop by the package store and the commissary. After that, fighting the
         traffic from Tinker Air Force Base had been like driving through axle-deep mud. To add to her frustration, she had tried to
         take a shortcut home and had ended up taking a wrong turn. Soon she was hopelessly lost. A kind soul at a Quick Trip had given
         her directions, and she had felt compelled to explain to him that she was lost only because she had been stationed at Tinker
         for just three months, and she hadn’t had time to learn her way around yet.
      

      
      The man had patted her shoulder like she was a puppy and asked, ‘What is a young little thing like you doing in the air force?’
         CC had treated the question rhetorically, thanked him and driven away, face hot with embarrassment.
      

      
      Understandably, her already harried nerves jumped at the insistent sound of her ringing phone.

      
      ‘Hang on! I’m coming!’ she yelled and rushed into the kitchen, plopping the bags unceremoniously onto the spotless counter
         and lunging for the phone.
      

      
      ‘Hello,’ she panted into the dead sound of a dial tone that was broken only by the rhythmic bleat of her answering machine.
         ‘Well, at least they left a message.’ CC sighed and carried the phone with her back to the kitchen, punching in her message
         retrieval code. With one hand she held the phone to her ear, and with the other, she extracted twin bottles of champagne from
         one of the bags.
      

      
      ‘You have two new messages,’ the mechanical voice proclaimed. ‘First new message, sent at five thirty P.M.’
      

      
      CC listened attentively as she picked at the metallic casing that covered the wire-imprisoned champagne cork.

      
      ‘Hello, Christine, it’s your parents!’ Her mom’s recorded voice, sounding a little unnatural and tinny, chirped through the phone.
      

      
      ‘Hi there, Christine!’ More distant, but similarly cheerful, Dad’s voice echoed from an extension.
      

      
      CC smiled indulgently. Of course it was her parents – they were the only two people on this earth who still insisted on calling
         her by her given name.
      

      
      ‘Just wanted to say we didn’t actually forget your big day.’

      
      Here her mom paused, and she could hear her dad chuckling in the background. Forget her birthday? She hadn’t thought they
         had – until then.
      

      
      Her mom’s breathy voice continued. ‘We’ve just been running ourselves ragged getting ready for our next cruise! You know how long it takes your father to pack.’ This said in a conspiratorial whisper. ‘But don’t worry, honey, even though we didn’t get your box off, we did manage to fix up a little surprise for our favorite
            twenty-five year old.’

      
      ‘Twenty-five?’ Her dad sounded honestly surprised. ‘Well, good Lord. I thought she was only twenty-two.’

      
      ‘Time sure flies, dear,’ Mom said sagely.
      

      
      ‘Damn straight, honey,’ Dad agreed. ‘That’s one reason I told you we should spend more time traveling – but only one reason.’ Dad chuckled suggestively.
      

      
      ‘You certainly were right about that reason, dear.’ Mom kidded back breathlessly, suddenly sounding decades younger.
      

      
      ‘They’re flirting with each other on my message,’ CC sputtered. ‘And they really did forget my birthday!’

      
      ‘Anyway, we’re getting ready to leave for the airport—’

      
      Dad’s voice, even more distant, broke in. ‘Elinor! Say good-bye, the airport limo is here.’

      
      ‘Well, have to go, Birthday Girl! Oh, and you have a nice time on your little air force trip. Aren’t you leaving in a couple
            of days?’

      
      Her little air force trip?! CC rolled her eyes. Her ninety-day deployment as noncommissioned officer in charge of Quality
         Control at the Communications Center at Riyadh Air Base in Saudi Arabia to support the war on terrorism was just a ‘little
         air force trip?’
      

      
      ‘And, honey, don’t you worry about flying wherever it is you’re going. You’re old enough to be over that silly fear by now.
            And, my goodness, you did join the air force!’

      
      CC shuddered, wishing her mother hadn’t mentioned her phobia – airplanes – since she would soon be flying halfway around the
         world over oceans of water. It was the only part of the air force she didn’t like.
      

      
      ‘We love you! Bye now.’

      
      The message ended and CC, still shaking her head, hit the Off button and put the phone on the counter.

      
      ‘I can’t believe you guys forgot my birthday! You’ve always said that it’s impossible to forget my birthday because I was
         born right before midnight on Halloween.’ She berated the phone while she reached into a cabinet for a champagne flute. ‘You
         didn’t even remember my box.’ She continued to glare at the phone as she wrestled with the champagne cork.
      

      
      For the seven years CC had been on active duty service in the United States Air Force, her parents had never forgotten her birthday box. Until now. Her twenty-fifth birthday – she had
         lived one-fourth a century. It really was a landmark year, and she was going to celebrate it with no birthday box from home.
      

      
      ‘It’s a family tradition!’ she sputtered, popping the cork and holding the foaming bottle over the sink.

      
      CC sighed and felt an unexpected twinge of homesickness.

      
      No, she reminded herself sternly, she liked her life in the air force and had never been sorry for her impetuous decision
         to join the service right out of high school. After all, it had certainly gotten her away from her nice, ordinary, quiet,
         small town life. No, she hadn’t exactly ‘seen the world,’ as the ads had promised. But she had lived in Texas, Mississippi,
         Nebraska, Colorado and now Oklahoma, which were five states more than the majority of the complacent people in her hometown
         of Homer, Illinois, would ever live in, or even visit.
      

      
      ‘Apparently that doesn’t include my parents!’ CC poured the glass of champagne, sipped it and tapped her foot – still glaring
         at the phone. It seemed that during the past year her parents had gone on more Silver Adventure Tours than was humanly possible.
         ‘They must be trying to set some sort of record.’ CC remembered the flirty banter in their voices and closed her eyes quickly
         at that particular visual image.
      

      
      Her eyes snapped back open, and her gaze fastened again on the phone.

      
      ‘But Mom, none of your homemade chocolate chip cookies?’ She sipped the champagne and discovered she needed a refill. ‘How
         am I supposed to cover all the food groups without my birthday box?’ She reached into the other bag and pulled out the bucket
         of Kentucky Fried Chicken, original recipe, of course. Pointing from the chicken to the champagne, she continued her one-sided discourse. ‘I have the meat group – KFC – mixed with the all important grease group for proper digestion.
         Then I have the fruit group, champagne, my personal favorite. How am I supposed to complete the culinary birthday ensemble
         without the dairy/chocolate/sugar group?’ She gestured in disgust at the phone.
      

      
      Lifting the lid off the KFC, she snagged a drumstick and bit into it. Then, using it to punctuate her hand gestures, she continued.

      
      ‘You know that you guys always send something totally useless that makes me laugh and remember home. No matter where I am.
         Like the year before last when you sent me the frog rain gauge. And I don’t have a yard! And how about the GOD BLESS THIS HOUSE stepping stone, which I have to hang on the wall of my apartment, because I have no house!’ CC’s disgruntled look was broken by a smile as she recounted her parents’ silly gifts.
      

      
      ‘I suppose you’re trying to tell me to get married, or at the very least, to become a homeowner.’

      
      She chewed thoughtfully and sighed again, a little annoyed to realize that she probably sounded fifteen instead of twenty-five.
         Then she brightened.
      

      
      ‘Hey! I forgot about my other message,’ she told the phone as she scooped it back up, dialed her messages, and skipped past her parents’ voices.
      

      
      ‘Next new message. Sent at 6:32 P.M.’
      

      
      CC grinned around a mouth full of chicken. It was probably Sandy, her oldest friend – actually she was the only high school
         friend CC still kept in touch with. Sandy had known her since first grade, and she rarely forgot anything, let alone a birthday.
         The two of them loved to laugh long distance about how they had managed to ‘escape’ small town Homer. Sandy had landed an
         excellent job working for a large hospital in the fun and fabulous city of Chicago. Her official title was Physician Affairs
         Liaison, which actually meant she was in charge of recruiting new doctors for the hospital, but she and Sandy loved the totally
         unrealistic, risqué-sounding title. It was especially amusing because Sandy had been happily and faithfully married for three
         years.
      

      
      ‘Hi there, CC. Long time no call, girl!’

      
      Instead of Sandy’s familiar Midwestern accent, the voice had a long, fluid Southern drawl. ‘It’s me, Halley. Your favorite Georgia peach! Oh, my – I had such a hard time getting your new phone number. Naughty you
            forgot to give it to me when you shipped out.’

      
      CC’s grin slipped off her face like wax from a candle. Halley was one of the few things she hadn’t missed about her last duty
         station.
      

      
      ‘Just have a quick second to talk. I’m calling to remind you that my thirtieth birthday is just a month and a half away –
            December fifteenth, to be exact – and I want you to mark your little ol’ calendar.’

      
      CC listened with disbelief. ‘This is like a train wreck. It just keeps getting worse and worse.’

      
      ‘I’m having the Party to End All Parties, and I expect your attendance. So put in for leave ASAP. I’ll send the formal invite
            in a week or so. And, yes, presents are acceptable.’ Halley giggled like a Southern Barbie doll. ‘See y’all soon. Bye-bye for now!’

      
      ‘I don’t believe it.’ CC punched the Off button with decidedly more force than was necessary. ‘First my parents forget my
         birthday. Then not only does it look like my oldest friend has forgotten it, too, but I get a call from an annoying non-friend
         inviting me to her party!’ She dropped the phone back on the counter. ‘A month and a half in advance!’
      

      
      CC shoved the unopened bottle of champagne into the fridge.

      
      ‘Consider yourself on-deck,’ she told it grimly. Then she grabbed the open bottle of champagne, her half-empty glass, the
         bucket of KFC and marched purposefully to the living room where she spread out her feast on the coffee table before returning
         to the kitchen for a handful of napkins. Passing the deceptively silent phone she halted and spun around.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no. I’m not done with you; you’re coming with me.’ She tossed the phone next to her on the couch. ‘Just sit there. I’m
         keeping an eye on you.’
      

      
      CC picked out another piece of delightfully greasy chicken and clicked on the TV – and groaned. The screen was nothing but
         static.
      

      
      ‘Oh, no! The cable!’ Because she would be out of the country for three months, she had decided to have the cable temporarily
         disconnected and had been proud of herself for being so money conscious. ‘Not tonight! I told them effective the first of
         November, not the thirty-first of October.’ She glanced at the silent phone. ‘You probably had something to do with this.’
      

      
      And she started to laugh, semi-hysterically.

      
      ‘I’m talking to the telephone.’ She poured herself another glass of champagne, noting the bottle was now half empty. Sipping
         the bubbly liquid thoughtfully, CC spoke aloud, pointedly ignoring the phone. ‘This obviously calls for emergency measures.
         Time to break out the Favorite Girl Movies.’
      

      
      Clutching the chicken thigh between her teeth, she wiped her hands on the paper towel before opening the video cabinet that
         stood next to her television set. Through a full mouth she mumbled the titles as she scanned her stash.
      

      
      ‘Dirty Dancing, Shadowlands, West Side Story, Gone With the Wind.’ She paused and chewed, considering. ‘Nope, too long – and it’s really not birthday material. Humm …’ She kept reading. ‘Superman, Pride and Prejudice, Last of the Mohicans, The Accidental Tourist, The Color Purple, The Witches of Eastwick.’ She stopped.
      

      
      ‘This is exactly what I need. Some Girl Power.’ She plunked the video in the VCR. ‘No,’ she corrected herself. ‘This is better
         than Girl Power – it’s Women Power!’ CC raised her glass to the screen, toasting each of the vibrant movie goddesses as they
         appeared. They were unique and fabulous.
      

      
      Cher was mysterious and exotic, with a full, perfect mouth and a wealth of seductive ringlets that framed her face like the
         mane of a wild, dark lioness.
      

      
      CC sighed. She couldn’t really do anything about her own little lips – if she did, they would look like a science experiment.
         But everything else about her was so small. Maybe it was time to rethink her short, boyish haircut.
      

      
      Michelle Pfeiffer – now there was a gorgeous woman. Even playing the role of Ms. Fertile Mom, she was still undeniably ethereal
         in her blonde beauty.
      

      
      No one would ever call her cute.
      

      
      And Susan Sarandon. She couldn’t look frumpy even when she was dressed like an old schoolmarm music teacher. She oozed sexuality.

      
      No guy would ever think of her as just a friend. At least no heterosexual guy.
      

      
      ‘To three amazing women who are everything I wish I could be!’ She couldn’t believe her glass was empty – and the bottle,
         too.
      

      
      ‘It’s a darn good thing we have another.’ She patted the phone affectionately before rescuing the other champagne bottle from
         a life of loneliness in the fridge.
      

      
      Ignoring the fact that her steps seemed a little unsteady, she settled back, grabbed a fourth piece of chicken and slanted a glance at the ever-silent phone. ‘Bet it shocks you that someone
         who’s so little can eat so much.’
      

      
      It answered with a shrill ring.

      
      CC jumped, almost choking on the half-chewed piece of chicken. ‘Good Lord, you scared the bejeezes out of me!’

      
      The phone bleated again.

      
      ‘CC, it’s a phone. Get it together, Sarg.’ She shook her head at her own foolishness.

      
      The thing rang again before she had her hands wiped and her nerves settled enough to answer it.

      
      ‘H-hello?’ she said tentatively.

      
      ‘May I speak with Christine Canady, please?’ The woman’s voice was unfamiliar, but pleasant sounding.

      
      ‘This is she.’ CC clicked the remote and paused The Witches of Eastwick.
      

      
      ‘Miss Canady, this is Jess Brown from Woodland Hills Resort in Branson, Missouri. I’m calling to tell you that your parents,
         Elinor and Herb, have given you a weekend in Branson at our beautiful resort for your twenty-second birthday! Happy Birthday,
         Miss Canady!’ CC could almost see Jess Brown beaming in delight all the way from Branson. Wherever that was.
      

      
      ‘Twenty-fifth,’ was all she could make her mouth say.

      
      ‘Pardon?’

      
      ‘It’s my twenty-fifth birthday, not my twenty-second.’

      
      ‘No.’ Through the phone came the sound of papers being frantically rustled. ‘No, it says right here – Christine Canady, twenty-second
         birthday.’
      

      
      ‘But I’m not.’

      
      ‘Not Christine Canady?’ Jess sounded worried.

      
      ‘Not twenty-two!’ CC eyed the newly opened second bottle of champagne. Maybe she was drunk and hallucinating.
      

      
      ‘But you are Christine Canady?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And your parents are Elinor and Herb Canady?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Well, as long as you’re really you, I suppose the rest doesn’t matter.’ Jess was obviously relieved.

      
      ‘I guess not.’ CC shrugged helplessly. She decided she might as well join the madness.

      
      ‘Good!’ Jess’s perkiness was back in place. ‘Now, just a few little details you should know. You can plan your weekend anytime
         in the next year, but you will need to call to reserve your cabin …’
      

      
      Cabin? CC’s mind whirred. What had they done?

      
      ‘ … at least one month ahead of time or we cannot guarantee availability. And, of course, this gift is just for your personal
         use, but if you would like to bring a friend, the resort would be willing to allow him or her to join you for a nominal fee
         – or for totally free if he or she would be willing to attend a short informational meeting about our time-share facility.’
      

      
      CC closed her eyes and rubbed her right temple where the echo of a headache was just beginning.

      
      ‘And along with your wonderful Woodland weekend,’ Jess Brown alliterated, ‘your parents have generously reserved a ticket
         for you to the Andy Williams Moon River Theater, one of the most popular and long-running shows in Branson!’
      

      
      CC couldn’t stop the bleak groan that escaped her lips.

      
      ‘Oh, I can well understand your excitement!’ Jess gushed. ‘We’ll be sending you the official information packet in the mail.
         Just let me double-check your address …’
      

      
      CC heard herself woodenly confirming her address.
      

      
      ‘Okay! I think that’s all the information we need. You have a lovely evening, Miss Canady, and a very happy twenty-second
         birthday!’ Jess Brown cheerfully clicked off the line.
      

      
      ‘But where is Branson?’ CC asked the dial tone.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      ‘That’s right!’ CC shouted at the TV, sloshing champagne onto the carpet as she raised her glass dramatically. ‘Click him
         off, girlfriends! Jack Nicholson wasn’t cute, anyway – it was the three of you who really had the magic the whole time.’
      

      
      CC hardly noticed her unsteadiness as she got to her feet to dance the Woman’s Magic Victory Dance while the movie credits
         rolled.
      

      
      ‘Mr. Phone.’ She took a break from her Victory Dance to catch her breath. Fleetingly, she wondered just who had eaten all
         that KFC.
      

      
      Mr. Phone seemed to be smiling at her from his place on the couch.

      
      ‘Do you know that women have all the magic?’

      
      He didn’t answer.

      
      ‘Of course you don’t – you’re a phone!’ CC giggled. ‘You didn’t even know I was twenty-five instead of twenty-two.’ She laughed
         until she snorted. ‘But you do now. And after watching that most excellent movie, you should know that women have magic, too.’
      

      
      Mr. Phone seemed skeptical.

      
      ‘It’s true! Didn’t Cher and Michelle and Susan just prove it?’ CC wobbled, but only a little. ‘Oh, I see what you mean. You
         think they have magic, but you don’t really believe that an ordinary woman, like me, could have magic.’
      

      
      CC couldn’t be entirely sure, but he appeared to be willing to listen.

      
      ‘Okay. You may be right, but what if you’re not? What if women really do have something within them, and we just have to find
         it? Like they did.’ CC felt the spark of an idea, and her brow wrinkled in an attempt at concentration. ‘They didn’t believe
         it at first, either, but that didn’t stop it from working. Maybe it doesn’t matter if you’re ordinary-looking, or if you’re
         new somewhere and you don’t have any friends yet.’ Or, CC’s mind added, if your birthday has been forgotten. ‘Maybe all it
         takes is a leap of faith.’
      

      
      And a milky light flashed in the corner of her left eye, breaking her concentration.

      
      What the …? A little shiver of trepidation fingered its way down the nape of her neck.

      
      The light was coming from behind the closed drapes that shrouded the patio doors leading to her balcony.

      
      CC checked the VCR clock. The digital numbers read 10:05 P.M.
      

      
      ‘Must be the streetlights,’ she told Mr. Phone, but her eyes remained riveted on the captivating glimpse of brightness. The
         sliver of light she could see had an odd quality, totally unlike the sterile brightness of streetlights.
      

      
      ‘Could be headlights from a parked car.’ But as she said it she knew it couldn’t be true. Not in her top floor apartment.
         Car headlights didn’t shine up. They also didn’t have a quality of warmth that made her want to bathe herself in them.
      

      
      CC’s feet took her to the drapes before she consciously told them to move.

      
      ‘You asked for some magic,’ she whispered. Slowly, like she was moving through the sweet twilight between awake and asleep,
         she reached up and parted the curtains.
      

      
      ‘Ohhhh …’ The word came out on a breath. ‘It is magic.’
      

      
      The full moon hung perfect and luminous above her as if the goddess Diana herself had placed it there as a birthday offering.
         It bathed the riot of potted plants that crowded the balcony in a warm, opal-like glow. She quickly unlatched the glass doors
         and stepped out into the gentle warmth of a late October night.
      

      
      CC’s balcony was large, and it looked out on a greenbelt that divided the apartment complex and an upscale neighborhood. The
         amazing balcony was the reason she had decided to stretch her budget and afford the rent for the pricey apartment. She loved
         to sit there and let the comforting sounds of the greenery melt away the tension that relentlessly clung to her from work
         and could even stubbornly stay with her through her kick-boxing class and the warm bubble bath soak she so often took after
         class. She had spent many evenings there, as was evident by the comfortable wicker rocking chair and the matching whatnot
         table that was just the right size to hold a book and a glass of something cold. Nestled in the middle of the lush plants
         was her favorite piece of balcony furniture, a mini version of a chimenea.
      

      
      Tonight the creamy color of the chimenea caught the moon’s caress and reflected its light like moonlight off the sands of
         an exotic beach.
      

      
      Suddenly, she tilted her head back and spread her arms, as if she could embrace the night. The full moon filled her vision
         and she felt her body flush, like she was being saturated in the light of another world.
      

      
      And her head snapped up.

      
      ‘It is true,’ she said to the listening night. ‘It must be true.’ And an idea was born, conceived of champagne and moonlight.
         CC grinned and whirled back through the open glass doors. Practically skipping, she rushed to her bedroom, already unbuttoning her air force uniform. The dark blue skirt and light blue blouse pooled with her pantyhose and bra.
      

      
      ‘Step one.’

      
      Naked, CC pulled open her pajama drawer and pawed through it until she found the long, silk nightgown that lay at the bottom,
         ignored for her more practical cotton nightshirts. A uniform is good for work, but not for magic, she told herself and pulled
         the pale gown over her head, loving the erotic feel of it as it slid down her naked body.
      

      
      ‘I will wear this more often,’ she promised aloud.

      
      ‘Step two.’ She moved resolutely to her spare room, which she had recently begun to set up as an office. So far she had only
         had the time and money to buy a computer desk and chair for her five-year-old computer. Her books were stacked neatly on the
         floor, waiting for the bookshelves that she had promised them. She flicked on the overhead light and started searching through
         the piles of old textbooks, accumulated over the past seven years while she haphazardly took college classes, never sure which
         field she wanted to major in. CC combed through texts that ranged from Anatomy and Physiology lab guides to Basic Business
         Accounting 101.
      

      
      ‘Here you are!’ She pulled out the medium-sized text that had been hidden under an enormous Humanities tome. It was entitled,
         The Matriarchal Era – Myth and Legend. CC fondly remembered her semester of Women’s Studies and the witty Professor Teresa Miller who had made that class one of
         her all-time favorites. She could still hear Ms. Miller’s expressive voice reading aloud words that had been authored in an
         ancient time when women had been revered and even worshipped.
      

      
      ‘Where is it?’ she mumbled to herself as she scanned the index, her finger lightly going down each row of names, finally stopping
         near the beginning of the G’s.
      

      
      ‘Gaea!’
      

      
      She sat back on her heels, turned to page eighty-six, and read aloud: ‘Gaea, or Gaia, was an Earth goddess, the Great Mother,
         known as the oldest of the divinities. She ruled magic, prophecy and motherhood. Although Zeus and other male gods took over
         her shrines during the emergence of the patriarchal insurgence, the gods swore all their oaths in her name, thus ultimately
         remaining subjected to her law.’
      

      
      CC nodded her head. This was exactly what she had been looking for. Gaea was the Mother of Magic. Flipping back to the index
         she turned pages till she found the R’s.
      

      
      ‘Rituals! Earth Ritual page one-fifty-two.’ She shuffled through the slick, white pages and made a victorious exclamation
         when she found it. ‘Ha! I knew it!’ Silently she read the ancient invocation, tugging on her bottom lip in concentration.
         When she had finished reading, she took the book to her desk and sat quietly for a moment, then with a satisfied smile she
         wrote a single sentence in blue ink on a piece of plain white Xerox paper and folded it once. Bending the page to mark her
         place in the text, she headed back to the living room, book and paper in hand.
      

      
      This time when she stepped onto the balcony she brought with her the book, the piece of paper, a clean champagne flute filled
         with cold water, a box of long-handled matches and a determination that showed clearly in the square set of her shoulders.
      

      
      The chimenea was just big enough to hold one block of fragrant pinyon wood. Deftly, she fed its small mouth and lit the dry
         pinyon. Then she moved to a long, thin planter that was hooked to the wrought iron balcony railing. She caressed the velvety
         leaves and bent to inhale the tangy fragrance of mint.
      

      
      ‘It’s a lucky thing that I have such a green thumb.’ She smiled.
      

      
      Choosing carefully, she snapped off the tops of several of the larger plants.

      
      The spicy scent of burning pinyon rose from the chimenea like mist. The smoke hovered around the balcony. Clearly visible
         in the moonlight, it twisted and lifted in the warm breeze like ocean waves. CC’s breath caught in excitement as she hurried
         to position herself in front of the chimenea. She placed the cut mint on the little table next to the glass of water and the
         piece of paper, then she opened the book to the turned-down page. With a growing sense of excitement she cleared her throat
         and began to read.
      

      
      ‘Great Mother, Gaea, ripe creatress of all that exists, I call upon you to be here with me now.’

      
      As she fell into the rhythm of the ancient ritual, the tentative quality left her voice and she felt an unexpected rush of
         feeling pass over the hair on her bare arms, almost like a spark of static electricity.
      

      
      ‘I need your guidance as I strive for spiritual knowledge and growth. Help me also with …’ CC paused. Here in the text there
         were the parenthesized words priestess states her purpose. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, concentrating with all of her heart and soul, then she repeated, ‘Help me also
         with creating magic in my life.’
      

      
      Reopening her eyes, she continued to read. ‘I wish with all my heart to accomplish my desires in a positive way. Reveal to
         me the direction to take. I await your guidance and aid.’
      

      
      A breath of air touched the pages of the open book and for a moment it quivered and felt alive in her hands.

      
      CC shivered in response. The night was hushed, like a lover waiting for her beloved’s next words.

      
      ‘I give my desires and dreams into your keeping.’
      

      
      With one hand she held open the book. She used her other hand to fan her fingers slowly through the drifting pinyon smoke.

      
      ‘By air, I create the seed.’ The smoke swirled in lazy, dancing circles.

      
      With the same hand she reached for the piece of folded paper, on which was written a single sentence in CC’s compact cursive
         hand, ‘I want magic in my life.’ The wish filled her mind … Oh, please, she prayed.
      

      
      ‘By fire, I warm it.’

      
      The paper went into the fire and caught instantly ablaze with a fierce, green flame.

      
      Through her mind brushed the thought that it shouldn’t have done that – it was just a simple piece of copy paper. Nothing
         about it could have made a wild green flame. CC’s heartbeat increased erratically, but she forced her hand to be steady as
         she took the crystal glass filled with cold, clear water, and with delicate flicks of her fingers she scattered it in a small
         circle around the chimenea.
      

      
      ‘By water, I nourish it.’

      
      CC stepped within the newly made circle. It glistened in the moon-light like lacework made of mercury. She bent back to the
         table and gathered the sprigs of mint in her hand.
      

      
      ‘By Earth, I cause it to grow.’

      
      She tossed the delicate plants into the fire where they sizzled and glowed. She watched as they began to dissolve. For an
         instant CC thought they looked like some kind of exotic seaweed, and she could actually smell the salty tang of the ocean.
      

      
      ‘From spirit, I draw the power to make all things possible as I join in the power of the goddess.’ With a burst of emotion
         CC dropped the text to the table and completed the words of the ritual as if they were written upon her heart. ‘Thank you, Gaea, Great Mother Goddess!’
      

      
      As if in response to her invocation, the breeze shifted and cooled. The pinyon smoke spiraled up, diaphanous and glowing with
         the light of aquamarines. Transfixed, CC watched it disappear into the moon-drenched sky.
      

      
      The breeze continued to increase, and CC impulsively raised her hands over her head, fingers outstretched as if she could
         capture the moon within them. Slowly she began to sway, letting the wind move her in time to the symphony of the night. Her
         bare feet found their own dance as they followed the circumference of the damp circle. The wind licked her body, drawing the
         silk of her nightgown against the warmth of her skin.
      

      
      CC looked down at her body, and felt her eyes widen in surprise. Usually she thought of herself as too petite to be considered
         sexy, but tonight the moonlight mingled with silk, casting a spell on her body. Through the thin fabric her breasts were clearly
         visible and her small, perfect nipples felt sensitive and tight as they puckered against its softness. She swung her leg forward
         in a graceful dance step that had lain dormant within her since grade-school ballet lessons. The nightgown molded itself to
         her thighs, making her feel like she had just stepped from the canvas of a voluptuous Maxfield Parrish painting. The moonlight
         caught the ripples and folds of silk, giving life to the pale color and turning it into frothing sea foam. She laughed aloud
         at her unexpected beauty and twirled on feet that had wings.
      

      
      ‘I have magic!’ she proclaimed to the night.

      
      Shadows flitted across the balcony, and she looked up to see wisps of clouds, like half-formed thoughts, beginning to obscure
         the face of the attendant moon. The wind increased, and CC’s dance kept time with it, mirroring the tempo of the swaying trees.
      

      
      The deafening crack of thunder should have frightened her, but instead CC felt like the coming storm had originated within
         her body. When the blue-white shard of lightning pierced the sky, it only fueled her appetite for the night, and she whooped,
         adding her own voice to the tempest.
      

      
      Like a ripened fruit the sky burst apart, sending a rush of whimsical rain to join in her celebration. CC spun and twirled
         and laughed aloud. She reveled in every instant. She noticed how her plants seemed to move their leaves with her, and how
         the falling rain glistened amidst them like faceted jewels. Her eyes were drawn to the mundane stretch of blacktop parking
         lot below her, and she was amazed at how the rain had transformed it into the glass-like surface of a mysterious, shadow-covered
         ocean.
      

      
      CC lifted her arms and pirouetted as the rain swathed her in damp majesty. She laughed aloud and believed she clearly heard
         the sound of another woman’s musical laughter – and for a magically suspended moment their voices merged, filling the balcony
         with joy and love.
      

      
      Then the sky exploded with another flash of light, and the rain roped down in a torrent. CC realized that her drapes were
         billowing wildly within her apartment and rain was drenching her living room carpet. Still laughing, she scrambled wetly through
         the open patio doors and pulled them securely closed behind her.
      

      
      Shivering a little in a puddle of sopped carpet she should have felt melted; instead she felt invigorated. CC held her arms
         away from her body and watched as drops of water, sparkling like diamonds, slid down the soaked cloth of her nightgown.
      

      
      ‘I have never been this alive.’ She was compelled to speak the words aloud. She shook her head, letting the water float around her, and ran her fingers through her short curls.
      

      
      ‘I will let it grow,’ she promised.

      
      And she realized her hair wasn’t all she was ready to change. She was going to break her own mold.

      
      Walking lightly, she made her way back to her bathroom and pulled a thick towel from the linen shelf. On the short dresser
         next to her bed she lit a candle that she had bought from a quaint little boutique aptly named the Secret Garden. She breathed
         deeply, filling herself with the candle’s delicious vanilla-rum fragrance. The sweet scent drifted around her as she flicked
         the thin, damp straps of the gown from her shoulders and let the fabric slither from her body. Standing in the candlelit room
         she began to towel-dry, rubbing her already sensitized skin with light, circular strokes. Her hair was almost dry when she
         slid naked between the coolness of the clean sheets. With fingertips that were on fire, she caressed herself. Closing her
         eyes she moaned and arched into her hand, delighted and surprised by the exquisitely electric sensations that cascaded through
         her body.
      

      
      As velvet sleep swept her away, CC was sure she heard a woman’s laughter, the same magical laughter she had heard while she
         danced in the rain on her balcony. CC’s lips curved into a smile, and she slept.
      

      
      And while she slept, CC dreamed that a man’s voice called to her in deep, seductive tones. Her dreaming body responded to
         that call and strained forward, but she felt unusually sluggish. In her dream she opened her eyes. She was surrounded by a
         veil of liquid blue. I’m underwater, her sleeping mind acknowledged.
      

      
      Come to me, my love.
      

      
      The rich voice sounded within her mind, and CC’s pulse jumped.

      
      Yes! She tried to yell her answer, but in her dream she was mute.
      

      
      A light shimmered over her head and she peered up, squinting into the brightness. Just above the surface of the water a shape
         appeared. CC floated up, and the shape took on form and became a man. He was dark and exotic. His hair fell around his wide,
         bronzed shoulders in a black wave and his eyes laughed down at her. Through the ripples of the crystal waves she could see
         his easy smile as his outstretched hand beckoned to her.
      

      
      She tried to reach up and take his hand, but her arm felt leaden. It would not obey her desire to respond.

      
      The man’s handsome face saddened. He looked lost and the voice inside her head was filled with longing.

      
      Please come to me …
      

   
      
      Chapter Three

      
      A different kind of light played crimson shadows across her closed eyelids. What an odd dream, CC thought as she stretched
         luxuriously. The smooth feel of fresh sheets against her naked body mixed with the poignant, unfulfilled seduction of the
         dream. She still felt super-sensitized and her naked body tingled.
      

      
      Naked?

      
      She never slept in the nude. Why the heck was she naked? She flung her eyes open and cringed at the brightness of her bedroom,
         then quickly closed them again. It couldn’t be later than 0730. Could it? Hadn’t she set her alarm? Was she late for work?
         Her heart pounded.
      

      
      Memories of the night came flooding back – the two bottles of champagne, the movie, the sudden brainstorm that led to the
         idea that led to the ritual. Here she cringed and tried to burrow down into her sheets, but her memory was relentless.
      

      
      ‘You’d think I’d had enough champagne that I would have blacked it all out,’ she groaned.

      
      She peeked over the side of the bed. The vanilla-rum candle had burned out. Well, at least she could be thankful she hadn’t
         set her apartment on fire. She glanced down. Her nightgown made a rumpled, pale spot on her cream-colored carpet.
      

      
      She shook her head and sighed. Two bottles of champagne – what had she been thinking?

      
      ‘I forgot,’ she muttered. ‘The process of rational thought stops after bottle number one.’
      

      
      No wonder she’d had the weird dream; she’d been in a drunken stupor.

      
      She glanced back at the nightstand and squinted at her bedside alarm clock, which read 11:42 P.M. CC’s eyes widened. Panic banished the dream, and she sat bolt upright.
      

      
      ‘It’s almost noon!’ She yelped, scrambling to her closet to frantically pull out a fresh uniform before she remembered that
         she didn’t have to report for duty that day. She was flying out tomorrow, which meant that today would be dedicated to packing
         and trying up the loose ends being gone for three months created.
      

      
      She took a shaky breath and ran her hand through her hair. Actually, the only reason she had to go on base at all that day
         was to stop by the orderly room and pick up her new set of dog tags. (She was still chagrined that she’d lost her old set
         during the move from Colorado.) Besides that, she just needed to buy some last minute toiletries for the trip, come back to
         the apartment and move her plants from the balcony to her living room so that her neighbor, Mrs. Runyan, could water them
         and finish her packing. And, of course, she had to remember to drop her key off with Mrs. Runyan before she left for the airport
         the next morning.
      

      
      CC took a deep breath. What was wrong with her? She was usually so organized and logical about a deployment. She had planned
         to get up early that morning and finish her business on base, and then get her plants taken care of and her packing completed
         early so that she could spend the rest of the day relaxing. The trip to Saudi would be long and exhausting, and CC definitely
         was not looking forward to it – and that’s not even considering how much she hated flying.
      

      
      She shook her head. Instead she’d chosen to send herself off with an enormous hangover. CC marched into the bathroom and flipped
         on the shower. As the warm, soothing mist began to rise, she started searching through the cabinet for some aspirin for her
         tremendous headache. But before she found it, she stopped herself.
      

      
      Headache? No, now that her heart wasn’t yammering a mile a minute, and she wasn’t afraid she’d been AWOL for half a day, she
         realized her head didn’t actually hurt. At all. Actually, she felt fine. She closed the cabinet door and studied herself in
         the mirror.
      

      
      Instead of the sallow, hollow-eyed look of a morning-after hang-over, CC’s chestnut-colored eyes were clear and bright. Her
         gaze traveled down her naked body. Her skin was healthy and vibrant; she glowed with a lovely pinkish flush. It was almost
         like she had spent the night being pampered in an exclusive spa instead of drinking two bottles of champagne, eating a ton
         of KFC and getting caught in a thunderstorm while she danced in the moonlight.
      

      
      ‘Maybe …’ she whispered to her reflection.

      
      A thrill of delight traveled the length of her nakedness as she remembered the moonlight and the electric passion it had fueled
         within her body. She could almost feel the night against her skin again.
      

      
      The warm mist from the shower crept around her in thick, lazy waves.

      
      ‘Like the pinyon smoke,’ she gasped, and her heart leapt. ‘Remember,’ she told her reflection. ‘You promised to break your
         mold.’
      

      
      Tentatively, she raised her arms, trying to mimic her movements of the previous night and turned slowly in a sleepy pirouette. The fog swirled around her, licking her naked skin with a liquid warmth that reminded her of her sensuous, bittersweet
         dream. Thinking about the handsome stranger her sleeping mind had conjured, CC continued to spin, catching quick glimpses
         of herself in the mist-veiled mirror. Her petite body looked lithe and mysterious, as if she had trapped some of the moonlit
         magic within herself.
      

      
      ‘You believed last night; believe today, too.’ As she spoke something deep within her seemed to move, like smooth water over
         river pebbles.
      

      
      ‘Magic …’ CC whispered.

      
      Maybe the night and the dream had been signs of things to come – things that would change – in her life. Maybe she just had
         to be open to change and answer when it called.
      

      
      ‘Magic …’ CC repeated.

      
      She danced and laughed her way into the shower, loving the warm fingers of water that rippled down her body.

      
      She didn’t stop smiling the entire time she dressed and applied just a touch of make-up. The feeling wouldn’t go away. It
         was like someone had taken a key and opened up something inside her, and now that it was open, it refused to be locked away
         again.
      

      
      She stepped into her favorite pair of button-up 501 jeans. After listening to the decidedly cooler weather forecast, she pulled
         on her thick gray sweatshirt with AIR FORCE written in block lettering across her chest. Her feet felt light as she grabbed a V8 Splash from the fridge and hurried out
         of her apartment.
      

      
      The stairs that spiraled gracefully from her top-floor apartment were still damp from last night’s storm, which made CC’s
         smile widen. Everything looked preternaturally clear and beautiful. Her car was parked almost directly below her balcony,
         and as she unlocked it, she glanced up. Her lips rounded in a wordless O of delight. The light of the midday sun formed a halo over the rich green foliage that still sparkled with beads of rain,
         making her balcony appear more like something submerged in an ocean than something on land.
      

      
      Magic is happening. The thought sprang unbidden into her mind, and instead of questioning it, CC took a deep breath and let the enticing idea
         settle.
      

      
      The gate guard at Tinker’s North Entrance was checking military IDs, and when her turn came, CC rolled down her window and
         beamed a cheery ‘Good morning!’ to the serious-looking young airman.
      

      
      The granite set of his face softened, and he returned her grin with an endearingly lopsided smile. ‘It’s afternoon, ma’am,’
         he corrected gently.
      

      
      ‘Oops!’ She grinned. ‘Well, everything’s so bright and clear that it still seems like morning.’

      
      ‘Hadn’t thought about it till now, but I guess you’re right. It is real pretty today.’ He looked honestly surprised at the
         discovery. ‘You have a good day, ma’am.’ He waved her through the gate, but his eyes stayed fixed on her car and the lopsided
         smile was still painted on his face long after she’d disappeared.
      

      
      The Communications Squadron’s orderly room was located in the Personnel Building. It was a typical military structure, large
         and square and made of nondescript red brick. CC was pleased to see that a front row parking space was open. Usually the parking
         lot was ridiculously crowded, and she had to park far away down the street. The lawn surrounding the building and the hedges
         that bordered the entrance were meticulously manicured. The sense of obsessive neatness carried through to the interior of
         the building as well.
      

      
      CC pulled open the door and was greeted by the familiar smell of military clean. Yes, ma’am. You could eat off the floors, walls, ceilings and desks … literally. Directly in front of her a full-length mirror showed CC her reflection.
         She automatically read the words printed across the top of the mirror: DOES YOUR APPEARANCE REFLECT YOUR PROFESSIONALISM? CC started to grin sheepishly at her jeans and sweatshirt, then she did a fast double take.
      

      
      Had her eyes ever looked so big? Entranced, she stepped closer to the mirror’s slick surface. Her mother had always described
         her eyes as ‘cute’ or ‘doelike.’ CC usually didn’t give them much thought beyond being glad that she had twenty-twenty vision.
         But today they seemed to fill her face. Their ordinary hazel color sparkled with—
      

      
      ‘May I help you, ma’am?’

      
      The rough voice caused CC to jump guiltily. Her cheeks felt warm as she turned around to face a weathered-looking chief master
         sergeant.
      

      
      ‘Uh, yeah. Can you tell me where I’d go to pick up my dog tags?’

      
      ‘Sure can.’ As soon as she’d started speaking his gruff appearance softened, and he smiled warmly at her. ‘The office for
         tags and military IDs is on the third floor. You can take the elevator that’s down this hall.’ He gestured to the right.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, Chief,’ CC said and bolted to the elevator, face blazing.

      
      The old chief stood for a moment looking after her.

      
      ‘Now there’s a pretty girl,’ he pronounced to the empty air.

      
      The ID office wasn’t hard to find – it was the busiest office in the building. CC sighed as she took a number and found a
         seat along the wall. Orderly rooms were always ultra-busy during the lunch hour. She should have known better. Trying to find
         an interesting article in an old Air Force Times newspaper, she wished she had remembered to bring a book with her.
      

      
      The room was almost empty and the black hands of the government issue clock told her forty-five minutes had passed when her
         number was finally called and she retrieved her new set of dog tags. Finally! CC felt like she’d been set free. She punched
         the Down button on the elevator, and as the door glided open she ticked off her ‘To Do’ list on her fingers.
      

      
      One: go to the Base Exchange and get a few toiletries. Two: pick up some plant food – her stomach growled. And three: some
         people food. She’d eaten most of the KFC last night, and anyway she couldn’t handle KFC two nights in a row. Or at least she
         shouldn’t.
      

      
      She had just begun to step forward into the elevator when a woman’s commanding voice spoke a single word.

      
      ‘Wait!’

      
      CC hesitated and turned. The woman standing behind her was breathtakingly lovely.

      
      ‘What?’ CC asked stupidly, stunned by the woman’s beauty. She was tall – she seemed to tower over CC’s petite five foot one
         inch frame. And her hair was amazing; CC had never seen anything so beautiful. It was the color of rich earth and it cascaded
         to the curve of her waist. Her face was regal and her cheekbones were high and well formed. But it was her eyes that captured
         CC in their liquid blue depths.
      

      
      ‘Wait, Daughter.’ The woman smiled, and CC felt the warmth of that smile envelop her. She wanted to ask why she should wait,
         and why the incredibly gorgeous woman would call her daughter, but her mouth didn’t seem to want to work. All she could do
         was to stand there and grin inanely back at the woman like a nervous kindergarten child meeting her teacher.
      

      
      ‘WAIT, MA’AM!’
      

      
      The shout came from the far end of the hall, and she turned her head just in time to see a man dressed in a firefighter’s
         uniform launching himself at her. The tackle carried them several feet from the elevator’s open doors. As soon as they slid
         to a halt the firefighter jumped up.
      

      
      ‘Are you okay, ma’am?’ He was trying to help her to her feet while he brushed nonexistent dirt off her jeans.

      
      CC couldn’t believe it. The wind had been knocked out of her, so all she could do was gasp for air and glare at the man.

      
      ‘Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to be so rough, but I had to stop you from getting in that elevator,’ he said.

      
      ‘W-what,’ CC sucked air and wiped her tearing eyes, ‘are you t-talking about?’

      
      ‘Well, the elevator, ma’am.’ He pointed at the still-open doors.

      
      The doors must be stuck, CC concluded.

      
      ‘You knocked me over because the doors were sticking?’ Thankfully she was regaining her ability to breathe and speak at the
         same time.
      

      
      ‘No, ma’am. Not ’cause the doors are stuck.’ As if on cue the doors closed. ‘Because the elevator is stuck.’ He paused, letting
         CC absorb his words. ‘On the first floor.’
      

      
      ‘That can’t be,’ CC spoke woodenly. ‘I just rode it up here.’

      
      The firefighter made a scoffing sound. ‘Sure, and an hour ago it was working. It just stuck ’bout five minutes ago. We were
         running an exercise next door for some new recruits when the First Shirt asked us to give him a hand in posting the warning
         tape and being sure that everyone on this floor knew about the problem.’
      

      
      For the first time CC noticed that clutched in one hand he had a roll of yellow warning ribbon much like the tape civilian
         police used to secure crime scenes.
      

      
      ‘I don’t believe it,’ she said.
      

      
      ‘Take a look for yourself. Just be careful.’ He stepped out of her way.

      
      CC approached the elevator and pressed the down button, just like she had only minutes before. The doors swung smoothly open
         and CC peered down into a dark shaft of nothingness. She felt dizzy.
      

      
      ‘Good thing I saw you. I’d hate to think what would have happened if I’d been a second later.’ The firefighter shook his head
         and pursed his lips.
      

      
      ‘But it wasn’t you,’ CC said shakily. ‘I was getting ready to step into the elevator.’ CC looked wildly around the hall, ashamed it had taken her so long to acknowledge
         the woman. ‘It was the woman standing behind me. She warned me – that’s why I hadn’t already walked into the elevator.’
      

      
      CC felt a wave of nausea. She hadn’t been paying attention to her surroundings; she’d been too busy tallying errands.

      
      ‘Uh, ma’am,’ the firefighter said gently. ‘Are you sure you’re feeling okay?’

      
      ‘Of course. I’m fine.’ CC was still looking down the hallway, trying to catch a glimpse of the beautiful woman.

      
      ‘Maybe you should sit down for a while.’

      
      ‘What are you talking about?’ CC snapped. First the guy tackled her, then he was trying to analyze her. She checked the stripes
         on his arm. Yep. She even outranked him. ‘I just want to find the woman who warned me so that I can thank her.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what I mean, ma’am. There was no one else in the hall with you.’

      
      A chill shivered through CC’s body. She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Yes there was. She was standing right behind me. I was
         talking to her when you knocked me over.’
      

      
      ‘Ma’am,’ he took her arm and eased her down the hall away from the open shaft. ‘You weren’t talking to anyone. You were just
         standing there getting ready to step into the elevator.’
      

      
      ‘She was right behind me,’ CC repeated.

      
      ‘No one was there. No one is here now.’ His gesture took in the rest of the hall. ‘There’s only one way out besides the elevator,
         and that’s the stairwell, right there.’ He pointed at the doorway from which he had emerged. ‘She would have had to walk past
         me to get there, and she didn’t.’
      

      
      ‘You didn’t see her?’ CC asked numbly.

      
      ‘No, ma’am,’ he said quietly. ‘And people don’t just appear and disappear like magic.’

      
      Magic … The word echoed in CC’s head and she had to struggle to pay attention to the rest of what he was saying.
      

      
      ‘Maybe you hit your head. You know you could have blacked out for a second. I knocked you down pretty hard. Our guys can take
         you to sick call at the clinic and have you checked out.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ CC swallowed, regaining her wits. ‘See, I’m fine.’ She ran her fingers through her close-cropped curls and around her
         head, pushing and prodding without cringing to show there was no tenderness.
      

      
      The door to the stairwell opened and another fireman appeared and yelled down the hall. ‘Hey, Steve! Got that tape run yet?’

      
      ‘I’m working on it,’ CC’s fireman answered.

      
      ‘Well, hurry it up. We don’t have all day to play with pretty girls.’ He smiled and tipped his helmet to CC.

      
      Steve’s face colored, and CC took the opportunity to make her retreat.

      
      ‘I’ll let you get back to work.’ She headed quickly for the door, which the second fireman held wide open for her. ‘And I do appreciate you saving me from a nasty fall.’
      

      
      She ducked into the stairwell and Steve’s ‘Don’t mention it, ma’am’ drifted after her, but CC hardly heard him. She was too
         busy repeating a single sentence that she could see clearly in her memory. It was written in her concise cursive on blue ink
         against plain white paper.
      

      
      I want magic in my life.

   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      CC drove quickly to the Base Exchange, glad it was situated between the Personnel Building and the base’s north exit. She
         could run in, grab what she needed and get right out – and then she could hurry back to her apartment. She needed to be alone
         to sit and think about what had just happened.
      

      
      She hadn’t imagined the woman; she was certain of that. But that was all she was certain of.

      
      She pulled into the crowded Base Exchange parking lot, and as she drove by the main entrance she noticed an empty parking
         spot – the closest spot to the front doors that wasn’t reserved for high-ranking officers. CC parked with a growing sense
         of wonder.
      

      
      ‘I am having some seriously good parking luck today,’ she murmured.

      
      The Base Exchange, known by military personnel as the BX, reminded CC of a weird cross between an upscale department store
         and a flea market. Tinker’s BX was no exception. Just inside the front doors, but before she entered the body of the Exchange
         itself, was scattered booth after booth of sales people hawking everything from deli sandwiches to ‘designer’ handbags and
         jewelry. CC hurried past the colorful area and impatiently let the BX worker check her ID. She almost sprinted to the section
         of the store that sold toiletries and haphazardly chose the necessary travel items. Then she had to stop herself from screaming
         with impatience as the cashier seemed to take forever to ring up her purchases.
      

      
      Rushing back out the door, the scent of food and the insistent growling in her stomach made her pause. Why not get something
         for dinner right there? That meant she wouldn’t have to stop again on the way home. She followed her nose down the row of
         kiosks until she located the deli sandwich stand and ordered a hot Italian sub.
      

      
      While she was waiting for her order to be filled, the back of her neck began to itch. Like someone was staring a hole into
         it. Brow wrinkled in irritation, CC turned to find the woman at the jewelry stand directly across from the sandwich booth
         smiling graciously at her. She was wearing a flowing dress made of sapphire velvet. She raised a well-manicured, bejeweled
         hand and gestured for CC to join her.
      

      
      ‘Come!’ she said.

      
      CC opened her mouth to decline the odd invitation, but the woman spoke again.

      
      ‘No. Do not think. Just come.’ Her thick accent rolled the words.

      
      ‘That’ll be five dollars,’ the sandwich man said.

      
      CC paid him, and then she did something unusual, something outside her mold. Without thinking, she let her feet carry her
         across the aisle to the jewelry stand.
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ the woman said, taking CC’s right hand in both of hers and turning it over so she could study her palm. ‘I knew it.
         She has touched you.’
      

      
      ‘She?’ CC asked.

      
      ‘The Great Mother.’ The woman didn’t look up from CC’s palm, but kept speaking matter-of-factly in her richly accented voice.
         ‘Yes, I saw it in your aura, and I see it clearly here. You are beloved by her.’
      

      
      ‘How—’ CC started to ask, but the woman wasn’t finished.
      

      
      ‘But your journey will be long and arduous.’ She squinted at CC’s palm like she saw something disturbing there.

      
      ‘Well, I am leaving for a ninety-day TDY to Saudi Arabia tomorrow,’ CC said.

      
      The woman’s gaze lifted from CC’s palm.

      
      ‘No, little daughter, I do not mean a journey of distance. I mean a journey of spirit.’ CC was struck by a sense of familiarity
         as their eyes met. Then the woman abruptly dropped her hand and turned.
      

      
      ‘Where is it?’ The woman muttered to herself as she searched through a nest of hanging necklaces. ‘Ah, here you are.’ Triumphantly
         she held the necklace out to CC.
      

      
      It was lovely. The silver chain was long and delicate, and suspended from it by a latticework of silver ivy was a glistening
         cinnamon-colored stone. It was about the size of CC’s thumb and shaped like a perfect teardrop.
      

      
      ‘Amber,’ the woman said. ‘It was formed by resin fossilized in the bosom of the earth.’

      
      ‘I’ve never had any amber,’ CC said. ‘But I’ve always thought it beautiful.’

      
      ‘This piece is the same color as your eyes.’ The woman smiled.

      
      CC thought she was doing one heck of a sales job. ‘How much is it?’ CC asked, returning the exotic woman’s smile.

      
      ‘This necklace is not for sale.’

      
      CC frowned. Was the woman trying to get her to look at a more expensive piece?

      
      ‘This necklace is a gift.’ In one motion the woman placed it over CC’s head.

      
      ‘But, I can’t accept this!’ CC sputtered.

      
      ‘You must. It is meant to be yours,’ she said simply. ‘And I sense that there has been a recent event for which a gift is appropriate. No?’
      

      
      ‘Well, it was my birthday yesterday,’ CC admitted.

      
      ‘Ah, a Samhain child. How appropriate. So you see, it is already yours. Take it with you on your journey. Wear it always.
         Amber is an earth stone. Know that it has the power to absorb negative energy and turn it to positive.’ The woman’s eyes were
         dark and serious. ‘You may have need of it, little daughter.’ Then her eyes lightened and she hugged CC. ‘Now go home and
         prepare.’ She cocked her head like she was listening to something and added, ‘Your plants are calling you.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ CC said. Blinking in surprise, she let the woman turn her and give her a gentle push toward the front doors.
         The amber drop nestled heavy and warm between her breasts. CC touched the stone and her face broke into an amazed grin.
      

   
      
      Chapter Five

      
      
         Dear Mrs. Runyan,
         

         Thank you for taking care of my plants while I’m gone. I put the plant food next to the watering can in the kitchen. Please
               remember to feed them every two weeks. And it would be really nice if you’d talk to them a little, too. I know it sounds silly,
               but I think they like it. Enclosed you’ll find my key and a gift certificate to Luby’s Cafeteria. I hope you and your girlfriends
               have fun. I’ll be home in ninety days. If anything goes wrong you have the number of my first sergeant on Tinker.

         Again, thank you so much.

         CC

         P.S. Yes, you can borrow any of my videos! Enjoy!

      

      
      CC slipped the letter into the envelope with her key and the Luby’s gift certificate, then she slid it under Mrs. Runyan’s
         apartment door. Mrs. Runyan was sweet and about a thousand years old, and she flat refused to take any money for watering
         CC’s plants and keeping an eye on her apartment while she was gone. But CC knew that she and her girlfriends loved to go to
         Luby’s after church on Sundays – so she’d splurged on a one-hundred-dollar gift certificate for her. CC wished she didn’t
         have to leave so early, and she could be there to see the expression on Mrs. Runyan’s kind face when she found the gift certificate.
         The thought made her smile in the predawn light while she struggled to carry her duffel bag, suitcase and carry-on bag down the three flights of winding steps and stuff them in the trunk of
         her car.
      

      
      It was so early that the traffic to Tinker was unusually light, and CC’s thoughts drifted back to the events of the past twenty-four
         hours. After she’d left the base and gone home, the rest of her day had been spent moving her horde of plants and finishing
         her packing.
      

      
      There certainly hadn’t been any magical happenings in any of that. That night she had even stood on the balcony trying to
         recapture the moonlit magic of the night before, but clouds had rolled in and there was no moonlight, nor any magic.
      

      
      Could she have imagined the lady by the elevator yesterday? She didn’t think so. The weight of the amber tear between her
         breasts told her the lady at the BX hadn’t been a figment of her imagination either. And why should she question and try to
         poke holes into what had happened? She wanted it to be true; she wanted magic in her life.
      

      
      One hand crept up to rub the amber drop with restless fingers, and CC nervously checked the car clock. It was 0530, and she
         was almost to the base. The shuttle that would take her from Tinker to Will Rogers Airport left the base at 0615. Her flight
         departed Will Rogers for Baltimore at 0825. At Baltimore she would board a military charter that would take her to the U.S.
         Air Base in Italy. From there she would travel via an Air Force C-130 cargo plane to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. The whole trip
         would total just over twenty-four hours, with about twenty of those hours spent in the air.
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