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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.’
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