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      This book is for everyone who fell in love with the Beast, and then
 was truly disappointed when he turned into a handsome prince.
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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

   



      Prelude

      Once upon a time, when men still believed gods and goddesses walked the earth, Hecate, Great Goddess of Night, was granted
         dominion over the crossroads of man. The dark goddess took her charge seriously, for not only did she stand watch over mortal
         roads and byways, Hecate guarded the crossroads between dreams and reality … between the corporeal and the ethereal. Her
         dominion was the place from which all dreams, and the magick they create, originated. Thus, the Goddess of Night became Goddess
         of Magick as well as Goddess of Beasts and the Ebony Moon.
      

      Ever vigilant, Hecate called to her service a monstrous beast of olde. Willingly the beast swore to be the goddess’s Guardian
         of the Crossroads and to do her bidding. This creature was the perfect melding of man and beast; son of the Titan Cronos,
         he was a being like no other. As reward for his fidelity in answering the goddess’s summons, Hecate gifted her Guardian with
         the heart and soul of a man, so although his appearance was monstrous, Hecate felt secure, entrusting him with the protection
         of the boundaries of the magickal crossroads, which the goddess christened the Realm of the Rose, as well as the Priestesses
         of the Blood, who served Hecate there. For centuries, the Guardian stood faithful, following the dictates of his sacred trust,
         for he was as honorable as he was powerful and as wise as he was mighty …
      

… Until one Beltane. The Guardian knew his duty. But alas, even a great Guardian can grow weary. Our beast did not err
         because of cruelty or greed; his only mistake was in loving unwisely. He broke trust with his goddess, and in a flash of rage,
         Hecate cast a spell over her Guardian and the Realm of the Rose. The realm would have no High Priestess, and the Guardian
         would sleep eternally unless the beast was awakened by a woman who carried the magickal blood of Hecate’s priestess and was
         wise enough to see the truth and compassionate enough to act upon it.
      

      And so the Realm of the Rose despaired and the Guardian slept while their goddess waited …

   



      Part One

      






      
      
      Chapter One

      
      
      ‘I’ve been having those dreams again.’

      
      Nelly straightened in her chair and gave her what Mikki liked to think of as her Clinically Interested Look.

      
      ‘Would you like to tell me about them?’ she asked.

      
      Mikki shifted her eyes from her friend. Would she like to tell her? She uncrossed and then crossed her long legs, ran her
         hand nervously through her hair and tried to settle into the wingback chair.
      

      
      ‘Before I answer that question, I want you to answer one of mine first.’

      
      ‘Fair enough,’ Nelly said.

      
      ‘If I tell you about my dreams, how will you be listening? As my friend or as my shrink?’

      
      The psychiatrist laughed. ‘Please, Mikki! We’re at a coffee shop, not my office. You’re definitely not paying me a hundred
         and twenty dollars an hour to sit here with you. And let’s not forget’ – she leaned forward and exaggerated a whisper – ‘you’ve
         been my friend for years, but you’ve never been my patient.’
      

      
      ‘True, but that hasn’t been because of my lack of issues.’

      
      ‘Oh, definitely,’ Nelly said with purposeful sarcasm. ‘So you gonna tell me, or do I have to use my secret shrink tricks on
         you to get you to divulge?’
      

      
      ‘Anything but that!’ Mikki raised her hands as if to fend off an attack. Then she shrugged her shoulders. ‘Well, they’re
         the same as the others.’ Noting Nelly’s knowing look coupled with her raised eyebrows, Mikki sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘Okay, maybe
         they have changed some lately.’
      

      
      ‘Could you see his face this time?’ Nelly asked gently.

      
      ‘Almost.’ Mikki squinted and stared at a spot above the cozy brick fireplace in the corner of the coffee shop. ‘Actually,
         I think I could have seen his face this time, but …’
      

      
      ‘But?’ she prompted.

      
      ‘But I …’ Mikki hesitated.

      
      Nelly made an encouraging sound.

      
      ‘But I was so preoccupied I couldn’t make myself concentrate on his face,’ she finished in a rush.

      
      ‘Preoccupied with … ?’

      
      Mikki stopped staring at the hearth and met her friend’s eyes. ‘I was preoccupied with having the most incredibly erotic dream
         of my life. I really didn’t give a damn what his face looked like.’
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well …’ She drew out the word. ‘I don’t remember you describing sex in the other dreams. Now I really am interested in the
         rest of the story.’
      

      
      ‘That’s because they weren’t … or maybe I didn’t … oh, I don’t know. For some reason they’re changing.’ She struggled
         to describe what was happening to her. ‘I’m telling you, Nelly, the dreams are getting more and more real.’
      

      
      The joking sparkle went out of Nelly’s dark eyes, instantly replaced by concern.

      
      ‘Talk to me, honey. What’s going on?’ she asked.

      
      ‘It’s like the more realistic the dreams get, the less real my life is.’

      
      ‘Tell me about your latest dream, Mikki.’

      
      Instead of answering her, Mikki twirled an errant strand of thick, copper-colored hair and bought time by sipping her cappuccino. She and Nelly had been friends for years. They’d met at the hospital where they both worked and had been instant
         girlfriends. On the outside they had little in common. Nelly was tall and slender – dark with an exotic beauty – a gift from
         her mother’s Haitian blood. She towered over Mikki’s five-foot-seven-inch frame. Where Nelly was dark, Mikki was fair, just
         as where her friend was slender and graceful, Mikki was voluptuous and earthy. But instead of being jealous of or put off
         by the differences in their exteriors, the two women had, from the moment they’d met, appreciated each other for their uniqueness.
      

      
      It was a solid friendship, founded in trust and mutual respect. And Mikki had no idea why she was so hesitant to tell Nelly
         about the dreams, especially the last one …
      

      
      ‘Mikki?’

      
      ‘I’m thinking of where to start,’ she prevaricated.

      
      Nelly gave her a little half-smile and sipped her own cappuccino before taking a delicate bite from her chocolate biscotti.
         ‘Take your time. All good shrinks have one thing in common.’
      

      
      ‘I know, I know … you’re all annoyingly patient.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      Mikki fiddled with her coffee cup. She really did need to get this dream stuff straightened out. It was becoming too weird,
         in a hypnotic, seductive way.
      

      
      But she was stalling, and not just because she was hesitant about revealing such intimate details aloud, but also because
         part of her was afraid her friend – who really was an excellent psychiatrist – would have some kind of magic words that would
         cure her.
      

      
      She wasn’t sure she wanted to be cured.

      
      ‘Hey, it’s just me,’ Nelly said softly.

      
      
      Mikki gave her a tight, appreciative smile, drew a deep breath and began. ‘Okay, this one started the same as the others.’
         She picked nervously at her fingernail polish.
      

      
      ‘You mean in the canopy bed?’

      
      ‘Huge canopy bed in the enormous bedroom,’ she corrected and then nodded. ‘Yeah. It was the same place, only it wasn’t as dark as it usually is. This time
         a little light was coming into the room through a whole wall of windows. I think they’re called’ – Mikki searched for the
         word – ‘mull-something-or-other … panes of vertical stripes of glass. Know what I mean?’
      

      
      Nelly nodded. ‘Mullioned windows.’

      
      ‘Right, I think. Well, whatever they’re called, I noticed them this time because they were letting in some light.’ Mikki’s
         gaze was trapped by the cheerily burning fire as she relived her dream. ‘It was a soft, pink-tinted light that must have been
         dawn,’ she said dreamily and then caught herself and continued, ‘Anyway, it woke me.’ She hesitated and a small, half-laugh
         escaped her throat. ‘It even seemed odd in the dream – having my dream self wake up to experience another dream.’ Mikki shrugged
         her shoulders. ‘But I woke up. I was lying on my stomach, and I could feel someone brushing my hair. It was wonderful. The
         “whoever” was using one of those big brushes with soft, wide bristles.’ Mikki grinned at her friend. ‘You know there are few
         things better than having your hair brushed.’
      

      
      ‘I’m with you on that one, but hair brushing is not sex.’

      
      ‘Okay, it’s been a long time, but I’m fully aware that hair brushing is not sex. I’m not at the sex part yet, I’m just at
         the why-I-was-so-relaxed-and-happy part,’ Mikki said, giving Nelly an impatient look.
      

      
      ‘Sorry for interrupting. Just pretend like I’m not here.’

      
      ‘Is that shrink-talk stuff?’

      
      
      ‘Nope. It’s I-want-to-hear-about-the-sex-part stuff.’

      
      Mikki grinned at her. ‘In that case, I will gladly continue. Let’s see … I was so relaxed that I could feel myself drifting.
         It was bizarre – like my soul had become so light that it lifted from my body. It was then that everything got freaky.’
      

      
      ‘Explain freaky.’

      
      ‘Well, there was a rush of wind. It was like the breeze had all of a sudden picked me up and carried me someplace. But not
         really me. Just my spirit me. Then there was a settling feeling. It startled me, and I opened my eyes. I was back in my body, only
         now I was standing in the middle of the most incredible rose garden I have ever seen, ever even imagined.’ Mikki’s voice lost
         any hint of hesitation as she fell into the description of the scene. ‘It was breathtaking. I wanted to drink the air like
         wine. Roses were all around me. All my favorites: Double Delight, Chrysler Imperial, Cary Grant, Sterling Silver …’ She
         sighed happily.
      

      
      ‘Any Mikado Roses?’

      
      Nelly’s question brought her back to reality.

      
      ‘No, I didn’t see any of my namesake roses.’ She sat up, giving her friend an irritated look. ‘And I really don’t think this
         is happening to me because my mother thought it was clever to name me after her favorite rose.’
      

      
      Nelly made a conciliatory gesture with her hand. ‘Hey, you have to admit, Mikki,’ she said, pronouncing the nickname clearly,
         as if to erase the word Mikado from the air around them, ‘that it’s weird that roses, in some form, appear in every one of your dreams.’
      

      
      ‘Why should it be odd? I’m a volunteer at the Tulsa Municipal Rose Gardens. I raise my own roses. Why should something that
         has been such a big part of my life not figure into my dreams?’
      

      
      
      ‘You’re right. Roses are an important part of your life, as they were your mother’s—’

      
      ‘And her mother’s before her, and hers before her,’ Mikki interrupted.

      
      Nelly smiled and nodded. ‘You know I think it’s a lovely hobby, and I’m completely jealous of your ability to grow such beautiful
         roses.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be so touchy. I guess I’m running short on sleep.’

      
      Worry shadowed Nelly’s expression. ‘You didn’t tell me that you’re not sleeping.’

      
      ‘Oh, no, it’s nothing,’ Mikki said briskly. ‘I’ve just been taking too many papers home from the office and staying up too
         late.’
      

      
      Please don’t ask me any more questions about that, she thought, glancing at Nelly as she hastily stirred and then sipped her cappuccino. She didn’t want her to know that her
         exhaustion had nothing to do with lack of sleep or too much work. All she wanted to do was to escape to her dream world and
         sleep, and even though she never felt fully rested after she’d been to that fantasy world of dreams, she felt compelled to
         return night after night.
      

      
      ‘Mikki?’

      
      ‘Where was I?’ she floundered.

      
      ‘In the beautiful rose garden.’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘And things were getting freaky.’

      
      ‘Yeah.’ Mikki let her eyes fall back to the fireplace. ‘For a while I just walked among the roses, touching each of them and
         appreciating their beauty. My guess was right, it was early morning and the air was fresh and cool; the roses were still sprinkled
         with dew. Everything looked like it had just been washed. The garden was circular, and the roses and their terraces formed a kind of labyrinth or maybe a maze. I wandered around and around,
         just enjoying myself.’
      

      
      Mikki’s smile wavered, and she paused before beginning the next part of her dream. She could feel her cheeks coloring. Her
         eyes shifted abruptly to meet her friend’s curious gaze.
      

      
      ‘Do not tell me you’re embarrassed!’

      
      Mikki gave her a sheepish grin. ‘Kinda.’

      
      ‘Please recall that you and I have gotten Brazilian waxes. Together. In the same room. Get over it and give me the details.
         Plus, if all else fails, remember’ – she took another big bite of biscotti and continued through a full mouth – ‘I’m a professional.’
      

      
      ‘Don’t remind me,’ Mikki mumbled. She took a deep breath. ‘Okay, so I’m in the rose garden and then I suddenly felt him. I
         couldn’t see him, but I knew he was behind me.’ She licked her lips. Unconsciously, Mikki’s hand moved to her throat. Her
         fingertips slowly stroked the sensitive skin at the base of her neck as she spoke. ‘I started walking faster, because at first
         I felt like I should get away from him, but soon that changed. I could hear him behind me; he was gaining on me. He wasn’t
         being quiet or trying to hide. His noises were feral … dangerous … it was as if I was being hunted by a fierce, masculine
         animal.’
      

      
      Mikki tried to force her breathing back to normal. Her body tingled with a flush of heat. She could feel the drop of sweat
         that made a hot, wet path between her breasts.
      

      
      ‘You were afraid?’ Nellie asked.

      
      ‘No,’ Mikki said in a whisper that her friend had to lean forward and strain to hear. ‘That’s just it. I wasn’t afraid at
         all. It thrilled me. It excited me. I wanted him to catch me. When I ran, it was only because I could tell it provoked him
         – and I wanted very much for him to be provoked.’
      

      
      
      ‘Wow,’ Nelly said on a rush of breath. ‘Sexy …’

      
      ‘I told you so, and it gets better.’

      
      ‘Good.’ Nelly bit into another biscotti.

      
      ‘I ran naked and laughing. It felt like the wind was my lover as it rushed over my body. I reveled in every grunt, every huff, every growl made by the man-thing who pursued me. And I wanted to be caught, but not until he was very, very eager to catch
         me.’
      

      
      ‘Well, for God’s sake don’t stop there. Did he catch you?’

      
      Mikki’s gaze became introspective, and her eyes moved back to the fireplace.

      
      ‘Yes and no. As I said, I was running and he was chasing me. I came to a sharp corner in the labyrinth and I turned, then
         stumbled, and fell into a pit. When I hit the bottom it should have hurt, but it didn’t because my fall was cushioned.’ Mikki’s
         lips twitched and then curved into a seductive smile. ‘It was cushioned by petals. I had fallen into a pit that had been filled
         with a bed of rose petals. There must have been thousands of them. Their scent filled the air and caressed my body. Every
         inch of my naked skin felt alive against their softness. And then his hands replaced the roses. They weren’t soft. Instead,
         they were rough and strong and demanding. The difference between the two sensations was incredibly exciting. He stroked my
         naked body, moving from my breasts down my stomach and my thighs. He caressed me exactly as I would have touched myself. It
         was like he had the ability to tap into my dreams and he knew all my secret desires.’
      

      
      Mikki paused to brush a strand of hair from her face. Her hand was shaking, but not wanting Nelly to notice, she hurried on
         with her story.
      

      
      ‘It was darker in the pit than it had been in the gardens, and my vision was hazy, almost like the scent of the crushed petals had created a fog of perfume that obscured my vision. I couldn’t see him, but wherever he touched me I was on fire. Before
         then in all of the dreams I had felt his presence, like he was an insubstantial being, a ghost or a shadow. I had known he
         was there, but he had never pursued me, never touched me. And I had certainly never touched him. But in the pit of roses,
         everything changed. I could feel his hands on me, and when I reached for him, I could actually touch him, too. I pulled him
         to me. And he … he felt …’
      

      
      Mikki gulped and closed her eyes tightly in remembrance. ‘He felt thick and strong and incredibly big. I ran my hands up and
         down the width of his shoulders and his arms. His muscles were like living stone. And I felt something else … he was .
         . . he had …’ Mikki swallowed around the sudden dryness in her throat. Could she really tell Nelly? Could she tell anyone?
         Remembering, it was almost as if she was there again, in that pit of sensation and fragrance. Her hands had moved up to bury
         themselves in the thick mass of his hair. She had intended to turn his face to hers – to open her eyes and to finally, finally
         see him. Then she had touched them. Horns. The man creature who was stroking her body into an excitement she had never before
         experienced had horns.
      

      
      No! She couldn’t tell Nelly; it was just too crazy. And her friend definitely knew crazy. Instead, she said in a rush, ‘He
         had some kind of costume on. It was leather – hard leather, all across his chest. Like … like’ – she searched for the
         word – ‘like an old-fashioned breastplate. It was unbelievably erotic – those hard muscles being barely covered by that hard
         leather. I let my hands feel him – caress him. His face was buried in my hair, right here.’
      

      
      Closing her eyes, Mikki’s right hand moved slowly up, pulled forward a mass of her reddish curls and sank her hand into them
         near her right ear.
      

      
      
      ‘This is where his face was, so it was easy for me to hear every sound he made. When I stroked him, he moaned into my ear,
         except it wasn’t really a moan – at least not a moan a human would have made. It was a low, deep growl that went on and on.
         I know it should have scared me. I should have screamed and fought, or at the very least been petrified, frozen with fear.
         But I didn’t want to be away from him. That horrible, wonderful, beastlike sound excited me even more. I felt like I would
         die if I couldn’t have him – all of him. Arching up to meet him, I could easily feel his erection. He was grinding it against
         me.’
      

      
      Mikki swallowed again. ‘And then he spoke. His voice was like nothing I’ve ever heard – a man’s, yet not. An animal’s, but
         not really. The power in it rumbled through me and it was as if I could hear him within my mind, too.’
      

      
      When she paused, Nelly prompted breathlessly, ‘What did he say?’

      
      ‘He growled into my ear, “We must not … I cannot … It cannot be allowed to happen!” but his words didn’t stop me.
         I could feel his desire in them as surely as I could feel his hardness between my legs. I begged him not to stop as I clutched
         at his clothes. I wanted them off him; I wanted him naked against me. But it was too late. I was already climaxing, and all
         I could do was wrap my legs around him as my body exploded. The orgasm is what woke me.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two

      

      Nelly cleared her throat before she attempted to speak. ‘Oh, my dear sweet Lord, I agree with you. That was definitely more
         realistic than the other dreams – and sexier.’ She fanned herself with a napkin.
      

      
      ‘I could have seen his face, Nelly. It was there, right beside my own face the whole time, and I knew that even though the
         pit was foggy, there was enough light for me to be able to see him. I could even feel him staring at me, but I refused to
         open my eyes. I didn’t want to see what he was.’ Silently, she acknowledged that she had lost her nerve. After she’d felt
         the horns, she’d been afraid to see him. She hadn’t wanted the fantasy to be shattered by the reality of what he might be.
      

      
      ‘Was that because even though you were excited, there was a part of you that was afraid, too?’

      
      Mikki took her time answering Nelly, wondering if she was talking to her friend or the psychiatrist. ‘Maybe. But I don’t know
         whether my fear was because of what I might have seen, or because if I saw him the spell might be broken and I would never
         dream about him again,’ she admitted.
      

      
      ‘The spell?’

      
      Mikki shrugged her shoulders and smiled sheepishly. ‘What would you call it? What’s happening feels more like magic than psychosis.
         Or at least it does to me.’
      

      
      Nelly returned her smile. ‘You know my attitude about that kind of stuff. I think there are many magical things about the human brain, but they all have causes rooted in science.’
      

      
      ‘Now you do sound like a shrink.’

      
      ‘Stop, you flatterer.’ Nelly’s eyes shifted to her watch. ‘Oh, crap! I have to get going soon.’

      
      ‘Scary freak coming in to unload his problems on you?’

      
      ‘Of course. It’s my favorite part of my job.’ Nelly dunked her biscotti in the remaining cappuccino. ‘Wait, didn’t you say
         something earlier about the dreams becoming more realistic and the world around you seeming less real? Did something weird
         happen?’
      

      
      ‘I thought you had to get going.’

      
      ‘Soon, but not this instant. I still have biscotti to devour. So give up the rest of it.’

      
      Mikki sighed. ‘You never forget anything, do you?’

      
      ‘It’s all part of my very expensive training.’ She waved the soggy biscotti at Mikki. ‘Continue, please.’

      
      ‘Okay, okay. It happened yesterday. I was crossing Twenty-first Street, going from Woodward Park to my apartment. Thursdays
         are the evenings I volunteer at the Rose Gardens, remember?’
      

      
      ‘Yep.’

      
      ‘Well, it was a little after dusk. I got finished later than usual – there’s just so much to do to get the roses ready for
         winter, and with the pain-in-the-ass construction in the third tier, well, we’re way behind. Anyway, I was crossing the street,
         and I heard something weird behind me.’
      

      
      Mikki paused and squinted her eyes in reflection.

      
      ‘Something weird?’

      
      ‘I know it sounds crazy.’ Mikki gave a nervous laugh. ‘But who better to tell crazy stuff to than my shrink girlfriend?’ Nelly narrowed her eyes at her. With a little unconscious gesture of defiance, Mikki tossed back her hair before she continued.
         ‘Okay, I heard this … this … noise coming from behind me. At first I thought it had something to do with the play they’re rehearsing in the park.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yeah. Performance in the Park runs the first week of November. I’d almost forgotten. What is it they’re putting on this
         year?’
      

      
      ‘Medea,’ Mikki said, slanting a grin at her.
      

      
      ‘So a weird sound coming from that play wouldn’t have seemed too surprising.’

      
      ‘Exactly, except I heard a roar, and even though I haven’t read the play since high school, I don’t think there are any wild
         animals in Medea.’
      

      
      ‘You heard a lion?’

      
      ‘I don’t know … It sounded a little like a lion … only different.’

      
      Mikki paused again. She knew very well how the roar had differed from any normal zoo beast. It had sounded lonely – heart-wrenchingly,
         totally, horribly, lonely. And somehow human, too. But there was no way she was going to admit that to her friend. She wasn’t
         that crazy – at least not yet. Instead, she hurried on with the rest of her explanation.
      

      
      ‘Yes, I realize the zoo is way over on the other side of town, and even if the lions or whatever animals were roaring their
         heads off, there’s no way I could hear them at Woodward Park. But I swear to you I heard a roar. As you can imagine, it surprised
         me, so as soon as I reached the sidewalk I turned around. The park was hard to see because the air was filled with waves or
         thermals or … I don’t know what the hell to call them. You know, like currents of air rising from a hot blacktop road
         in the middle of summer. I thought something was wrong with my eyes, so I blinked and rubbed at them. And when I opened them again, the park was gone.’
      

      
      Nelly’s eyebrows drew together. ‘What do you mean, it was gone?’

      
      ‘Just that.’ She shrugged one shoulder. ‘Gone. Disappeared. Absent. No longer there. Instead, there was a huge forest of trees.’

      
      ‘Well … Woodward Park has trees,’ Nelly said, as if that was explanation enough.

      
      Mikki made a scoffing sound through her nose. ‘Oh, please. I don’t mean some attractive, well-manicured trees conveniently
         spaced around man-made waterfalls and azalea hedges. This was a real forest. The oaks were huge, and it was dense and dark.’ She shivered. ‘If I had walked into it, I would have been swallowed.’
      

      
      ‘Did you hear the roar again?’

      
      Mikki shook her head. ‘No, everything was very silent. Weirdly silent now that I think about it.’

      
      ‘Did you experience any other sensory impression during the hallucination?’

      
      ‘You sound like a shrink when you talk like that.’

      
      ‘Just answer the damn question.’

      
      ‘I smelled roses.’ Mikki’s lips curled in a smile.

      
      ‘At least you’re consistent.’ She grinned at her friend. Then her look sobered. ‘What caused it to end?’

      
      Mikki grimaced. ‘Some bubba in a pickup drove by, gunned his motor, and honked while he yelled something incredibly articulate
         like “Whoo-hoo! You are one hot mamma, Red.” That effectively killed the fantasy.’
      

      
      ‘As it would any fantasy that took place anywhere except a trailer park,’ Nelly said.

      
      ‘Ugh.’ Mikki nodded in agreement. ‘So am I bananas?’

      
      
      ‘I don’t think “bananas” would be the medical term I would use.’

      
      ‘Nuts?’

      
      Nelly shrugged. ‘Clearly, you’re some kind of fruit.’ Then her expression turned serious. ‘All kidding aside, Mikki, I need
         to know how this is making you feel. Are you afraid?’
      

      
      Mikki answered slowly, maintaining eye contact with her friend. ‘I’ll admit it makes me nervous. I wonder what’s going on
         inside my head, but I’m not afraid. It’s never made me feel afraid.’ She drew a deep breath before she finished her answer.
         ‘Honestly, I don’t want to sound like a freak or some kind of a pervert, but the dreams have become incredibly sexy. Hell,
         even the weird vision made my heart pound and gave me that fluttery feeling like I’d just been kissed by someone who really
         knows what he’s doing. I hate to admit it, but I’m more horny than horrified.’ She bit her bottom lip. ‘Is that awful?’
      

      
      ‘Nope,’ Nelly assured her quickly. ‘I’m glad you don’t feel anxiety or fear. Actually …’ She gathered up her purse and
         checked her lipstick. ‘My professional opinion – although you didn’t technically ask for it – is that your imagination is
         working overtime because it has been forever since you’ve been laid.’
      

      
      ‘That’s what you’d tell one of your patients?’

      
      ‘You are not one of my patients. And my friend, you are not crazy.’

      
      ‘I’m just creative and horny?’ ‘That’s my guess. Or I could write you a referral to a good neurologist.’

      
      ‘A neurologist!’ Mikki’s panic caused her voice to go shrill. ‘Do you think I have a brain tumor or something?’

      
      ‘Please do not freak. There are a variety of neurological problems that can cause symptoms like you have been experiencing.’ She stood, grabbing her briefcase from beside the chair. ‘If it gets worse and is really bothering you, you might want to
         have some bloodwork run or whatnot.’
      

      
      ‘Is “whatnot” another medical term?’

      
      ‘Just like “bananas” and “nuts.” ’ Nelly leaned down and gave her a quick, hard hug. ‘Don’t worry about it. Just go on with
         your life as you normally would, because you are normal. Oh, and don’t forget that I’m fixing you up with that professor who is in town to lecture at TU.’
      

      
      Mikki groaned. ‘Now I really do wish you thought I was nuts.’

      
      ‘Stop it. This date will be good for you. Just don’t act like you hate all men. It really doesn’t make for a good first impression.’

      
      ‘I don’t hate all men. I even like men. In theory. It’s just that the past thirty-five years have trained me to believe that
         they will eventually disappoint me.’
      

      
      ‘Uh, that’s not such a positive attitude either.’

      
      ‘Fine. I’ll try to be good.’

      
      ‘I didn’t mean for you to be good – just don’t be cynical, and don’t worry. You’re totally okay.’ Nelly hugged her again and
         then hurried out the door.
      

      
      Mikki frowned and checked her watch. She’d have to get going soon, too. Drinking the rest of her coffee, she muttered to herself.
         ‘Don’t worry? Oh, sure. I saw Phenomenon. John Travolta thought aliens had visited him – until he died from his brain tumor. Aliens … a sexy beastlike dream lover … what’s the difference? I think we’re both screwed in more ways
         than one.’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three

      

      ‘Nursing Services, how may I help you?’ Mikki answered the ringing phone as she glanced at the clock. It was just a little
         past noon. Would the day never end?
      

      
      ‘May I speak with Mikki Empousai?’ the man asked.

      
      ‘This is she.’ Mikki tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. It was probably another drug rep trying to schmooze her
         so he could get to her boss. As executive assistant for the director of Nursing Services at St. John’s Hospital, it fell to
         her to screen salesmen and other time-wasters from her director. But it certainly was an annoying part of her job. Didn’t
         those guys ever give up?
      

      
      ‘Mikki, this is Arnold Asher. I’m calling to confirm our date tonight.’

      
      ‘Oh! Uh … oh,’ Mikki stuttered.

      
      ‘You sound surprised. Did I record the date wrong in my BlackBerry?’

      
      Through the phone Mikki could hear him tapping the little electronic screen.

      
      ‘No, I haven’t forgotten. I’ve just had a really busy morning,’ she lied. The only thing on her mind after her breakfast with
         Nelly had been her brain tumor and getting through the rest of the day at work without some kind of tragic, foaming-at-the-mouth
         psychotic episode. Briefly, she tried to recall if her bra and panties matched. God, it’d be embarrassing to be admitted to
         the psych ward wearing tacky lingerie …
      

      
      
      Arnold’s voice intruded into her musings. She’d almost forgotten she was on the phone with him. Almost.

      
      ‘Our mutual friend, Nelly Peterson, told me your favorite restaurant is The Wild Fork, so I made a reservation for seven o’clock.
         Will that work for you?’
      

      
      Mikki stifled her urge to break the date. She really was being unfair to the guy. He had a nice voice, and Nelly wouldn’t
         fix her up with a guy who was anything less than attractive and interesting. She ignored the thought that attractive and interesting
         always seemed to hide arrogant and irritating under their onionlike layers of nice clothes and good manners. She could practically
         hear Nelly yelling at her, Give the guy a chance!

      
      ‘Yes, dinner at The Wild Fork sounds wonderful, and it is one of my favorite restaurants,’ Mikki said, forcing her voice to
         be enthusiastic.
      

      
      ‘Great! How about I pick you up at about six thirty?’

      
      ‘No!’ she said a little too quickly, and then to cover her abruptness, she laughed gaily like she’d lost every one of her
         brain cells. ‘There’s really no need. I live just down the street from the restaurant. I’ll meet you there.’
      

      
      ‘I understand completely. Whatever would make you more comfortable.’

      
      Was his tone patronizing?

      
      ‘That’s what I prefer,’ Mikki said firmly.

      
      ‘Then it’s a date. I’ll see you at seven o’clock at The Wild Fork. How will I recognize you?’

      
      Mikki rubbed her forehead, already feeling the beginning of a tension headache. Or was her brain tumor acting up? She seriously
         hated blind dates.
      

      
      ‘I’ll be the redhead with the rose in my hair.’

      
      
      Warm laughter filled the phone, surprising Mikki with its allure.

      
      ‘Well, I definitely won’t mistake you for another woman,’ he said, still chuckling softly.

      
      Hoping he could hear the answering smile in her voice, Mikki said, ‘That’s the idea. And I hope you’re as charming as your
         laugh. I’ll see you at seven.’
      

      
      ‘I’m looking forward to it,’ he said.

      
      ‘I am, too.’

      
      She hung up and smiled at the phone, realizing that she really was looking forward to meeting the man behind the voice. She
         was still smiling when her boss, Jill Carter, rushed out of her office.
      

      
      ‘Mikki! Call all the other directors’ assistants. There’s been a major accident on the BA Expressway. A bus filled with senior
         citizens on their way to Vegas rolled. They’re bringing old people in here in droves. We’ll need all the hands we can get
         to process them.’
      

      
      ‘I’m on it,’ Mikki said. She was punching phone numbers before Jill finished speaking.

      
      THREE hours later the ER still resembled a geriatric battlefield, but at least Mikki thought it was finally beginning to seem like
         the hospital staff was on the winning side.
      

      
      ‘I think the only ones who haven’t been processed yet are those two little old ladies over there.’ Patricia, executive assistant
         to the director of security, nodded her head at the far corner of the ER waiting room.
      

      
      Mikki sighed. ‘I’ll take the lady in the red skirt if you take the one in the orange polyester pantsuit.’

      
      ‘Let’s do it,’ Patricia said, already heading to her charge.

      
      
      Mikki nodded. Man, she was tired. She felt as old as the ancient grandma she was approaching. Reminding herself firmly that
         even though she was tired and stressed, she hadn’t just been through a bus accident, Mikki plastered a friendly smile on her
         face. The old woman’s eyes were closed and her head was tilted back against the sterile tile of the ER wall. Her wealth of
         silver-white hair was caught up in an elegant French twist, and up close Mikki realized that the long, full skirt was made
         of rich-looking cashmere, as was the matching sweater. A thick, iridescent strand of pearls hung almost to her waist, and
         elegant pearl drops decorated her ears. A white silk scarf was wrapped around her left hand. The middle of the scarf was stained
         brown with dried blood.
      

      
      ‘Ma’am?’ she asked softly, not wanting to startle her.

      
      The woman didn’t respond.

      
      ‘Excuse me, ma’am,’ Mikki said a little louder.

      
      Still no response.

      
      A horrible sinking feeling nested in Mikki’s stomach. What if the old lady was dead?

      
      ‘Ma’am!’ Mikki tried unsuccessfully to keep the panic from her voice.

      
      ‘I am not dead, young lady. I am simply old.’ The woman’s voice was husky and attractive, rich with a soft, rolling accent.
         She enunciated the syllables of each word carefully.
      

      
      But she didn’t open her eyes.

      
      ‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I–I, uh, I didn’t think you were dead, I just thought you were asleep. It’s your turn. I can take your
         insurance information now.’
      

      
      She opened her eyes, and Mikki blinked in surprise. The old woman’s eyes were startlingly clear and a vibrant, deep blue.
         If hope had a color, it would be the blue of the old woman’s eyes, and Mikki was struck speechless by their beauty.
      

      
      
      The deep, soft lines at the edges of the woman’s eyes crinkled as she smiled.

      
      ‘You should try to always tell the truth, my dear. You are a dismal liar. But do not fret. I am most certainly alive – for
         the moment.’
      

      
      She held out the well-manicured hand that was not wrapped in a scarf, and Mikki automatically took it, helping the woman to
         her feet.
      

      
      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Mikki said stupidly.

      
      ‘I have always thought that the title of “ma’am” should be reserved for young women who desire to appear older, or old women
         who have given up on life. I am neither. I prefer signora, the title Italians give their women. It sounds so much more interesting, does it not? But you may call me Sevillana.’
      

      
      Mikki’s smile slipped off her face. ‘Did you say Sevillana?’

      
      ‘Yes, that is my given name. Is there something wrong, my dear?’

      
      Mikki helped Sevillana into the chair in front of the registration desk before she answered. ‘No, nothing’s wrong. It’s just
         that I know the name.’
      

      
      ‘Do you?’ The old woman raised one delicate silver eyebrow. ‘And what is it you know?’

      
      ‘I know it’s the name of a rose, a Meidiland Rose that originated in France. It’s a brilliant scarlet in color and very hardy.
         It makes a great hedge, and it blooms for almost four straight months.’
      

      
      Sevillana smiled with surprised appreciation. ‘I knew there was something special about you.’

      
      Mikki tried to return her smile, but she was still disconcerted by the odd coincidence of their names. Plenty of roses had
         been named after people – the JFK rose, the Dolly Parton, the Princess Di – but she’d never met anyone else who had been named after a rose. Retreating into the familiar, she tapped
         her computer and pulled up the new patient profile screen.
      

      
      ‘What is your last name, ma’am, I mean, signora?’ Mikki asked.

      
      ‘Kalyca. Spelled k-a-l-y-c-a.’ She took an insurance card from her purse and handed it to Mikki. ‘And what is your name, my
         dear?’
      

      
      Mikki glanced up from the computer screen. Automatically, she opened her mouth to tell Sevillana her nickname, but something
         in the old woman’s knowing gaze made her hesitate.
      

      
      ‘Mikado,’ she admitted.

      
      The smile that lit Sevillana’s face seemed to wash decades from her age. ‘Oh, my! Another lady of the roses. What a lovely
         surprise.’
      

      
      ‘It’s certainly unusual,’ Mikki agreed, with a hint of sarcasm.

      
      Sevillana studied Mikado carefully. ‘As you age, you will learn to appreciate the unusual, no matter in what form you discover
         it. Or it discovers you.’
      

      
      Mikki closed her lips on the ready quip that came to her mind. There was something so wise in the old woman’s eyes that she
         felt her normal defenses slip.
      

      
      ‘Do you really believe that?’ Mikki asked suddenly.

      
      ‘Of course, my dear.’ Sevillana’s incredible eyes were sharp. ‘The unusual is as close as we can get in this world to experiencing
         real magick, and magick is the breath of life.’
      

      
      Mikki would have liked to have questioned the old woman further, but just then a nurse stepped officiously up to them.

      
      ‘I believe you’re my last patient.’ The RN helped Sevillana to her feet. ‘Let’s take a look at that hand.’

      
      ‘It is nothing but a scratch,’ the old woman said as she let the nurse lead her from the desk. Then, glancing over her shoulder, she met Mikki’s eyes and spoke clearly and distinctly. ‘I have received far worse wounds from pruning my roses without gloves.’
      

      
      Her words caused a shock of surprise to explode across Mikki’s skin.

      
      How did the old woman know?

      
      Mikki was still staring thoughtfully at the doorway through which Sevillana had disappeared when her boss squeezed her shoulder,
         making her jump.
      

      
      ‘Didn’t mean to scare you, Mikki. I just wanted to thank you. I appreciate your help today. It was above and beyond the normal
         call of duty.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no problem, Jill. It was a nice change from regular office work.’

      
      Jill looked at her assistant closely. She noticed the dark circles under her expressive eyes and the unusual paleness of her
         skin. Mikki had been her assistant for five years, and the director had come to depend on the no-nonsense way she kept the
         Nursing Services office running smoothly, but lately her assistant had begun to worry her. She had become increasingly absent-minded,
         and just two days earlier Jill was almost positive Mikki had been sleeping at her desk. Perhaps it was time her assistant
         took a vacation. And maybe she needed a raise, too. Jill would hate to lose her to one of their competitor hospitals, and
         that new heart hospital had just opened on 91st Street. They were probably recruiting heavily for experienced employees. She
         made a mental note to look into the raise and bring Mikki one of those cruise line catalogs first thing Monday morning.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you knock off early today? It’s been a long week.’

      
      Mikki smiled in surprise. ‘Thanks! I do have a big date to get ready for.’

      
      
      Jill grinned at her assistant. ‘I’ll keep my fingers crossed.’ Then she looked around to be sure no one could overhear her
         before quipping, ‘You know, a hard man is good to find.’
      

      
      Mikki giggled. ‘This one’s a professor.’

      
      ‘Well, here’s hoping that his’ – Jill paused, omitting the word and waggling her eyebrows suggestively – ‘is as big as his
         brain. See you Monday.’ Then she departed, swinging her hips jauntily in time with her characteristically saucy stride.
      

      
      Mikki was still smiling as she turned off the computer. It was as she clicked the mouse that she noticed the laminated insurance
         card.
      

      
      ‘Ah, damnit! I didn’t give Sevillana back her card.’

      
      Mikki grabbed the card and rushed through the door to the inner area of the emergency room. The nurses’ station was located
         in the middle of the large center arena. Mikki recognized the unit secretary who sat behind the tall counter. As usual, the
         petite brunette was busy typing orders into the computer.
      

      
      ‘Hey, Brandi, what room is Sevillana Kalyca in?’

      
      ‘Seven.’ The harried secretary didn’t even glance up at her. ‘That’s a name that is hard to forget.’

      
      ‘Thanks.’ Mikki headed to the door marked 7. ‘Hope it quiets down for you tonight.’

      
      ‘Fat chance,’ Brandi muttered.

      
      Mikki knocked on the closed door.

      
      ‘You may enter,’ the old woman’s distinctive voice called.

      
      Mikki opened the door and peeked hesitantly into the room. Sevillana beckoned her in with her good hand. Her left hand was
         propped up on an aluminum arm that pulled out of the side of the examination bed. Someone had draped the shiny surface with
         a blue cloth. Mikki could see the laceration that slashed across the meaty part of her palm. It was slowly seeping blood.
      

      
      
      ‘Come on in, my dear. The nurse has gone to collect some instruments with which to fix this.’ She nodded at her hand. ‘Apparently,
         I need stitches.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ Mikki said automatically. ‘I hope it doesn’t hurt too much.’

      
      ‘It is a small thing, Mikado.’ Sevillana gestured to the chair beside the bed. ‘Please, sit. It was kind of you to look in
         on me.’
      

      
      ‘I brought you this.’ Mikki handed her the insurance card, feeling chagrined that she hadn’t really come to check on her.

      
      ‘Thank you. I would never have remembered where I left it.’ Sevillana took the card and smiled warmly at Mikki.

      
      Mikki sat. She tried to keep from staring at the old woman’s wound, but like a horrible accident passed on a highway, her
         gaze kept being drawn back to it. And there was something else about Sevillana’s palm. Mikki squinted, trying to get a better
         look at it.
      

      
      ‘Blood is fascinating. Do you not think it so?’ Sevillana’s voice was hypnotic.

      
      ‘The color always reminds me of roses,’ Mikki said softly. She forced her eyes from Sevillana’s injured hand to her face.
         ‘I don’t mean to sound like I’m a blood-crazed ghoul. It’s just that freshly blooming roses and new blood share such a unique
         color. I don’t understand why that should have a negative connotation,’ she finished defensively.
      

      
      Sevillana’s amazing blue eyes pierced her. ‘You are wise for one who is so young. For me, it took many years to understand
         that there is no negative connotation in what you say. Roses and blood do share many of the same traits, which is, truly,
         a wondrous thing.’
      

      
      Mikki took a deep breath.

      
      ‘How do you know about roses and blood?’ she blurted.

      
      The old woman’s answering smile was wise.

      
      
      ‘Here we are!’ The nurse hurried into the room carrying a tray filled with sterile instruments. She was followed by a female
         doctor Mikki recognized as being one of the new residents. ‘Doctor Mason is going to get you fixed right up.’
      

      
      The doctor glanced at Mikki. ‘Are you a relative?’

      
      ‘No, I’m Jill Carter’s assistant.’

      
      ‘You’ll have to leave.’

      
      Mikki nodded and looked apologetically at Sevillana. ‘I have to go. It was really nice to meet you, signora.’

      
      ‘Wait a moment, my dear.’ Sevillana reached for her purse, which was lying next to her on the examination bed.

      
      ‘Ma’am, if she’s not a relative, she really must leave,’ Dr. Mason said.

      
      ‘I understand that, young woman. I am not asking that she stay. I simply have something I must give her,’ Sevillana said in
         a tone a mother would use to admonish an errant child.
      

      
      Without waiting for a response from the doctor, the old woman’s uninjured hand disappeared into the bowels of her huge, baglike
         purse, and when it emerged, it was holding a small glass bottle. The bottle was no longer than Mikki’s little finger, and
         it was shaped like a slender tube. There were knobby protrusions up and down the length of it. Mikki thought the design looked
         vaguely familiar.
      

      
      ‘Here, my dear. I want you to have this.’

      
      Sevillana placed the vial in her hand, and when she touched it, Mikki realized why it looked familiar. It was a perfect glass
         replica of the stem of a rose, complete with tiny thorns.
      

      
      ‘It is a perfume I had made for me when I last visited the island of Crete off the coast of the always lovely Greece. In the
         past, it has brought me good luck and more than a little magick. My wish is that it may do the same for you.’
      

      
      
      Mikki’s hand closed over the bottle. ‘Thank you, Sevillana,’ she called as the nurse ushered her toward the door.

      
      ‘Remember …’ the old woman whispered after Mikado.
      

      
      The door closed with a soft click.

   



      
      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      Mikki’s apartment was a sanctuary. She’d signed the long-term lease five years before and hadn’t been sorry once. She lived
         on the top floor of the small complex. It was a spacious, quiet place, but she hadn’t decided on it because of its interior.
         She’d chosen it because of its location. The view from her wrought iron balcony, which wrapped from her living room past her
         bedroom, looked directly out on Woodward Park. Woodward Park adjoined her favourite place in the world – the Tulsa Municipal
         Rose Gardens.
      

      
      Mikki checked her watch as she stepped onto the balcony. Almost six thirty. She had just enough time. She drank in the wonderful
         view of Woodward Park and noted that nothing wavered or shifted in the air. The park was simply the park. Briefly, Mikki strained
         to catch even an echo of a lonely roar, but except for the occasional car that whizzed past on 21st Street and the workers
         who were putting finishing touches on the stage for the play scheduled to open in a couple nights, everything was silent and
         ordinary. The October evening was pleasantly cool. The sun had just set, but the sky seemed reluctant to relinquish the remnants
         of its light. Slate blended with mauve and coral in the fading day. Mikki knew the colors would wane quickly, though. Tonight
         there would be a new moon, which meant the only light afforded by the night sky would be from its stars.
      

      
      
      She mentally shook herself. She’d better stop daydreaming and hurry if she was going to get to the restaurant before her date.

      
      The breeze stirred and Mikki breathed deeply, savoring the sweet scent of roses – her roses. The balcony held five large clay
         pots in which lived five exquisite examples of expertly tended rosebushes. All five were the same type of rose. Mikki had
         long ago given up mixing her roses at home; she knew what worked best for her – consistency and meticulous care. Her success
         surrounded her. All five bushes were in full bloom, and the blooms were more than just the typical last-minute blossoming
         show before winter called them to dormancy. Her Mikado Roses were miraculous.
      

      
      The outer petals of the fat blooms were red, but not just any red. The scarlet of Mikki’s roses had been compared to rubies,
         fire, and blood. As the blooms unfurled, the brilliant red merged with gold until the base of the rose appeared to have been
         dipped in a glass of expensive sherry.
      

      
      Mikki had been winning the amateur category of the annual All-American Rose Selections Garden Show for the past five years.
         Her co-volunteers at the Tulsa Rose Gardens liked to joke that no one could beat her because she had some kind of magic potion
         she poured on her roses. Each year they would make a big production of begging her to share her secret.
      

      
      Mikki smiled and accepted their praise – but she never joked about having a secret rose potion.

      
      Mikki put down the watering bucket and the little toolbox that held her various pruning shears and other rose gardening implements.
         She approached the first bush. Frowning, she pinched off a small leaf that to the untrained eye looked healthy, but to Mikki’s
         experienced gaze spelled a potential problem.
      

      
      
      ‘Powdery mildew,’ she said with disgust. ‘I knew the last couple nights had been unseasonably cool, but I thought the temperatures
         during the day would offset any negative effects.’ She caressed one of the blooms lightly, speaking to the bush as if it were
         a child. ‘It’s too early in the season. You won’t want me to bring you inside yet. I guess I’ll have to start covering you
         at night.’
      

      
      Moving from plant to plant, Mikki inspected her charges. She found no more offending leaves, but she made a mental note to
         check the forecast before she went to bed. If the temperature was going to drop to anywhere around forty degrees, she would
         cover the roses.
      

      
      Returning to the toolbox, she selected a medium-size pair of shears. Quickly making her choice, she moved to the rosebush
         that sat closest to the sliding glass doors leading to her bedroom. With sure, experienced motions, she held the stem of a
         delicate, just opening bloom, and in one quick motion made a vertical cut in the straight, green stem. She lifted the bloom
         to her nose and drank in its intoxicating fragrance.
      

      
      ‘I will love wearing you in my hair tonight,’ she told it.

      
      Once more she returned to her toolbox. Gently, she placed the cut rose on the balcony beside it. Then she put away the pair
         of shears and searched through the box for the final tool she would need that evening.
      

      
      She found the pocketknife quickly. It was small, but her toolbox was familiar and well ordered. Nothing could hide within
         it for long. Mikki opened the knife. The little blade was honed to a razorlike edge, which glinted dangerously in the fading
         light. Methodically, Mikki opened the bottom drawer of the box. Extracting a small packet, she tore open the alcohol wipe.
         First she swabbed the palm of her left hand, and then she cleaned the already-sterile-looking blade.
      

      
      
      She could hear her mother’s familiar voice speak from her memory, You can never be too careful, Mikado. ere’s no need to get an infection.
      

      
      Satisfied that both surfaces were clean, Mikki discarded the alcohol pad. She glanced around her. Even though her balcony
         faced a busy street, the apartment’s height and the thick foliage of her rosebushes coupled to prevent any passersby from
         catching much more than a glimpse of her. But on the evening of the new moon, Mikki wanted to avoid even the possibility of
         being glimpsed.
      

      
      Nothing was stirring around her except the breeze.

      
      Mikki held her left hand in front of her. The skin of her palm was mottled with slender white scars. She glanced at the palm
         of her right hand. Yes, she had remembered correctly. Amidst the little bone-colored lines on that palm was a more recent
         mark, still pink and newly healed, which assured her that this month it was her left palm she must use.
      

      
      Without further hesitation, Mikki pressed the sharp blade against her left palm, and with a practiced, precise movement, cut
         herself.
      

      
      Blood welled instantly, and Mikki was suddenly reminded of Sevillana’s injury. It had been in exactly the same place, only
         deeper and wider. And then with a jolt, she realized what else she had seen on the old woman’s palm. Bone-colored scars, slender,
         well healed, and familiar. Mikki felt a wave of dizziness and closed her eyes quickly on the spinning balcony.
      

      
      How could the old woman have the same cutting scars as she? It was only the women in Mikki’s family who practiced this ritual,
         and they had done so in strict secrecy for generations. And since her mother had died the year before, Mikki had thought she
         was the last of her kind, the only person left in the world who knew the secret of blood roses. Mikki had to find out more about her. First thing Monday morning she would pull Sevillana’s patient
         record and get her address. She must see the old woman again.
      

      
      The vertigo-like feeling faded, and Mikki opened her eyes. Blood was pooling in her palm. Before it could drip onto the balcony,
         Mikki plunged her hand into the watering bucket. At first the cut stung, but the coolness of the water quickly turned soothing.
         Mikki swished her hand around, watching the water blush with her blood.
      

      
      After a few minutes she pulled her hand from the water, shook it and wrapped it tightly in a strip of gauze she pulled from
         the open bottom drawer of the toolbox. She knew the bleeding would stop soon, leaving a narrow, unobtrusive scab she would
         cover for the next couple days with a flesh-colored Band-Aid. If the other volunteers at the Rose Gardens noticed it, Mikki
         would simply smile her way through their admonishments about being more careful when she pruned and making sure she always
         wore her thick leather gloves.
      

      
      But few people ever noticed such a small, insignificant cut.

      
      Carrying the bucket with her uninjured hand, she carefully divided the water among the five plants. She poured the blood-tinged
         liquid slowly over each plant’s roots, whispering endearments to them and praising them for their beauty. As always, Mikki
         thought she could actually see the roses responding to the ritual. The cool breeze filtered through their thick leaves, causing
         the heavy blooms to nod their heads as if they were saying, Yes, we are part of you … blood of your blood …

      
      And to Mikki, they were more than just plants. They were her legacy and the last vestige of her mother and her family. Without
         them, she would be alone in the world.
      

      
      
      When the water was gone she smiled happily at her charges.

      
      ‘I’d like nothing more than to pull my rocking chair out here, pour myself a glass of that new red I bought yesterday and
         spend the evening reading a good book.’ But she had a date, she reminded herself, with a man who had a nice voice and a charming
         laugh. Mikki checked the time; it was 6:45. It would take her at least ten minutes to walk to the restaurant.
      

      
      ‘Damn!’

      
      Mikki grabbed the empty bucket and the toolbox and tossed them inside the balcony door. She’d clean up the mess when she got
         home. Rushing to her bathroom, she gave her makeup and hair one last check. She looked good – the black leather skirt was
         one of her favourites, and the rust color of the cashmere sweater was a lovely complement to her red-gold hair. Quickly, she
         chose a long, slender strand of antique black glass beads to hang around her neck and dug through her earring drawer until
         she found a pair of matching chandeliers.
      

      
      She rushed from the bathroom, grabbed a sweater for her shoulders and was struggling to zip up her sassy new boots when she
         remembered the rose for her hair. She’d left it on the balcony. Grumbling to herself about being absentminded, she retrieved
         the cut flower, trimmed the leaves and the stem, and used the little decorative mirror in the living room to check herself
         as she positioned it snuggly within the curls over her left ear. Breathing deeply, Mikki smiled at her reflection. What better
         perfume could she choose?
      

      
      Perfume …

      
      Mikki narrowed her eyes thoughtfully and glanced at her purse. Deciding quickly, she unzipped the little side pocket that
         usually held only her lipstick, a compact and her keys. The glass stem was there, nestled among the more familiar items.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, why not?’ Mikki asked herself. ‘Sevillana said it brought her luck. Maybe if I wear it tonight I’ll be lucky enough
         to have a decent date for a change.’
      

      
      Mikki pulled open the tiny cork and raised the vial to her nose. She inhaled and blinked in delighted surprise. The perfume
         was an earthy mixture of roses and spices. Mikki inhaled again. She’d never smelled any perfume like it. Along with the familiar
         scent of traditional roses, she thought she recognized cinnamon, ginger and clove, all blended together in a rich, sweet oil.
         She dabbed the perfume on the pulse points of her neck, throat and wrists before placing the vial back in her purse.
      

      
      Humming softly to herself, she locked the door behind her and hurried to the sidewalk, loving how the evening breeze mingled
         the sweetness of her namesake rose and the earthiness of her new perfume. She certainly smelled good.
      

      
      And suddenly she realized that she really was feeling very lucky.

   



      
      
      Chapter Five

      
      
      The Wild Fork was located in the heart of Tulsa’s Utica Square – a beautiful area filled with lovely landscaping, mature trees,
         trendy shops and fine restaurants. As usual, it was a busy Friday night and all the outside tables were already filled with
         hungry patrons. Mikki glanced surreptitiously around her. No, she didn’t see any solitary men. He was probably seated inside.
         She checked her watch again. It was 7:10. She hated being late. Sighing, she entered the restaurant.
      

      
      The harried maître d’ was taking the names of a party of six. He assured them the wait would not be too long and then with
         an effeminate flutter of his long, slender fingers, he waved the group into the waiting area. When his gaze shifted to Mikki
         his businesslike expression was immediately replaced with a welcoming grin.
      

      
      ‘Mikki! Get yourself on in here. It’s been ages since I’ve seen you.’

      
      Mikki returned his smile, and they shared a soft, girlfriend hug.

      
      ‘Blair, you handsome thing, when are you going to kick Anthony out of your bed and invite me in?’ Mikki teased.

      
      Blair giggled and pretended to blush.

      
      ‘Hush, bad thing. Tony’s working tonight. He’ll hear you and turn positively green with jealousy. And you know green is his
         worst color.’
      

      
      
      ‘As a striking redhead, I think it’s tragic that some blondes can’t wear green,’ Mikki simpered, batting her eyes coquettishly
         at her friend.
      

      
      Blair stepped back and studied her. ‘And dahling, you are looking yummy tonight. That hot little skirt is just to die for! What’s the occasion?’
      

      
      Mikki’s grin faltered. She had almost forgotten. Almost.

      
      ‘I’m meeting a blind date here.’

      
      Blair sucked air and clutched his pearls. ‘Tragic,’ he said. ‘Let me guess. Nelly had something to do with this?’

      
      Mikki nodded.

      
      ‘Not another transient doctor?’

      
      ‘Well, kind of. This one isn’t a medical doctor. He’s some kind of professor – an engineer or something. He’s guest speaking
         at TU next week.’
      

      
      Blair’s eyes widened. ‘Get out of town! Sounds dreadfully dull.’

      
      ‘Be nice. I’m trying to be.’

      
      Blair’s shocked expression froze, and he lowered his voice. ‘Wait … he must be Mr. Dark and Dangerous who’s been here
         for about twenty minutes. Girl, he’s not bad at all!’
      

      
      Mikki felt a little skip of anticipation and tried to remember the description Nelly had given her of Arnold Asher.

      
      ‘Is he medium height, kind of stocky build, shaved bald head with a small diamond stud in one ear?’ she asked.

      
      ‘That’s him. Totally. And he has a yummy mustache. Tony and I were just whispering that he reminded us of a cross between
         a mob boss and that fabulously sexy Telly Savalas – may he rest in peace.’ Blair hastily crossed himself.
      

      
      ‘Stop it. You’re not Catholic.’

      
      ‘Girl, you know I believe in covering all bases.’

      
      
      Mikki rolled her eyes at him. ‘So what you’re saying is that he’s cute.’

      
      ‘Cute?’ Blair squeaked. ‘He’s simply delicious.’

      
      She squared her shoulders. ‘Well, good. I mean, I didn’t expect anything else. You know Nelly wouldn’t fix me up with anyone
         who was hideous.’ Which was true. But there was a whole hell of a lot more to a man than appearance. ‘Lead on. I’m ready to
         meet Mr. Delicious.’
      

      
      Blair took a menu and turned. Over his shoulder in his most professionally snobby maître d’ voice, he said, ‘Follow me please,
         mademoiselle.’ He started walking toward the section of the restaurant relegated to its far side.
      

      
      ‘Hey.’ Mikki tugged on his sleeve. ‘This is the I’m-on-a-sexy-date seating area.’

      
      ‘That’s where he asked to be seated,’ Blair said, eyes sparkling. ‘Somewhere private.’

      
      ‘Huh,’ Mikki said.

      
      ‘You may have gotten more than you bargained for with this one, little missy,’ Blair said in his truly abominable John Wayne
         accent.
      

      
      ‘Please. No John Wayne tonight. My stomach is already churning from nerves.’

      
      ‘Oh, relax. I have a good feeling about this one.’

      
      Mikki followed Blair through the restaurant to the dimly lit side room that held intimate little tables and couples who were
         close talking. Blair stepped to the side so she could be seen by all the tables. A solitary man wearing a tastefully expensive
         black jacket and pants with a silk knit sweater underneath that was a lovely shade of cool green looked up from the book he
         was reading. His head was shaved, and the light caught a small diamond earring in his left ear. Nelly had been honest in her
         assessment. She had described Arnold Asher as ‘attractive, but not in a traditional way.’ Mikki had to agree. The man was definitely interesting looking – a little dark and bad boy-ish, and decidedly
         masculine. She felt a stab of unexpected pleasure. She wasn’t attracted to traditionally handsome men – there was something
         about them that she found too much. After spending time with a ‘handsome’ man, she often felt like she’d eaten too many rich
         desserts. And all too often she’d discovered that their inside was as empty as their outside was full and attractive. But
         an unusual or interesting-looking man … Mikki watched as he recognized the rose in her hair and waved a hand at her.
      

      
      ‘Bingo!’ Blair said.

      
      Mikki smiled and strode purposefully forward to meet her date. He stood as she approached his table.

      
      ‘You must be Mikki Empousai,’ he said as his eyes slid appreciatively down her body.

      
      ‘Yes I am, Arnold. It’s nice to meet you.’

      
      They shook hands. His grip was strong and warm, and as welcoming as his smile.
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