





Dear Reader,
The Ark of Crystals is real. The Eastern Cherokee nation has such an ark. Contained within it are sacred, ceremonial objects for each of the seven clans that comprise this nation.
The three crystal clan totems in my story are fiction. To divulge the true contents wouldn’t be honoring the Eastern Cherokee nation. Secret is sacred. Sacred is secret.
While the Eastern Cherokee nation does have a Paint Clan, to my knowledge, a quartz-crystal mask roughly the size of a woman’s hand does not exist. I created this mask to symbolize the power of this particular clan.
The seven-pointed star is, again, a figment of my imagination. The seven points on the star represent the seven clans of the Eastern Cherokee nation and, more importantly, the Pleiades, which is the seven-starred constellation you can see in our winter skies.
The Wolf’s Head crystal, also fictional, symbolizes the Wolf Clan of the Eastern Cherokee nation. It is from this clan that leaders, both men and women chiefs and counselors, originate and are molded. Without good leaders, a nation becomes disorganized and confused.
Without the return of these three crystal totems, there is loss, disharmony and imbalance on the reservation, which people feel keenly. With their return come healing, abundance and balance.
Enjoy!
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Dear Reader,
Welcome to Silhouette Bombshell, the hottest new line to hit the bookshelves this summer. Who is the Silhouette Bombshell woman? She’s the bombshell of the new millennium; she’s savvy, sexy and strong. She’s just as comfortable in a cocktail dress as she is brandishing blue steel! Now she’s being featured in the four thrilling reads we’ll be bringing you each month.
What can you expect in a Silhouette Bombshell novel? A high-stakes situation in which the heroine saves the day. She’s the kind of woman who always gets her man—and we’re not just talking about the bad guy. Take a look at this month’s lineup….
From USA TODAY bestselling author Lindsay McKenna, we have Daughter of Destiny, an action-packed adventure featuring a Native American military pilot on a quest to find the lost ark of her people. Her partner on this dangerous trek? The one man she never thought she’d see again, much less risk her life with!
This month also kicks off ATHENA FORCE, a brand-new twelve-book continuity series featuring friends bonded during their elite training and reunited when one of them is murdered. In Proof, by award-winning author Justine Davis, you’ll meet a forensic investigator on a mission, and the sexy stranger who may have deadly intentions toward her.
Veteran author Carla Cassidy brings us a babe with an attitude—and a sense of humor. Everyone wants to Get Blondie in this story of a smart-mouthed cop and the man she just can’t say no to when it comes to dealing out justice.
Finally, be the first to read hot new novelist Judith Leon’s Code Name: Dove, featuring Nova Blair, the CIA’s secret weapon. Nova’s mission this time? Seduction.
We hope you enjoy this killer lineup!
Sincerely,
Natashya Wilson
Associate Senior Editor, Silhouette Bombshell


LINDSAY MCKENNA
DAUGHTER OF DESTINY
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LINDSAY MCKENNA
served in the U.S. Navy as an aerographer’s mate 3rd class, a weather forecaster. She’s no stranger to flying and got her student pilot license at age seventeen! The military is in her family and in her blood. Her family has a U.S. Naval history, and she was proud to serve her country. She has ridden in a T-38 “chase plane” during an actual test flight at Edwards Air Force Base and flown in a B-52 on a day and night mission. She goes where the action is to get the sights, sounds and experiences to put into her books. Known as “The Top Gun of Military Romance,” Lindsay created the first military romance in 1983 as a Silhouette Special Edition title. She’s pioneered the field in many ways and continues to be a leader, just like her heroines.
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writer. Friend from beginning to end. She started this

new line and I was thrilled to be a part of it to support

her dream. And what a great dream it is. Thank you,
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Chapter 1

The lurid, churning blackness swirled around Kai Alseoun. She moaned, turning over in the narrow bed and shoving the sheet off with her legs. No. No…this can’t be happening again! Since receiving her bad conduct discharge from the U.S. Navy, she’d found her life tumbling like an out-of-control F-14 Tomcat. Not even sleep brought her peace; nightmares stalked her every time she closed her eyes.
Breathing hard, Kai twisted her head from side to side. It was October and she was staying in her grandmother’s old log cabin in North Carolina. But not even her return to the reservation could protect her from the darkness that plagued her in earnest now. It called to her in a hissing voice. Fear vomited through her. Kai hadn’t known fear until the last few months. When Lieutenant Commander Ryan Thorval had accused her of assaulting him and breaking his nose—trumped-up charges—her hotshot combat-aviator existence had come to a shocking halt.
The reason she’d broken his nose in the Ready Room aboard the carrier was because he’d groped her. Thorval had come up behind her and slid his hand across her hip, angling down toward the apex of her thighs. Without thinking, Kai, who was a former national kick-boxing champion of North America, had lifted her elbow and shoved it backward into his face, fracturing his nose. Unfortunately, there had been no witnesses to his assault, so Thorval had pressed charges against her for striking a superior officer. He was a lieutenant commander and she a lowly lieutenant, and Thorval had made the charges stick. The board had a tendency to believe the superior officer, and Kai was below him in rank. With shame, she had come back to where she’d been born—the Quallah Eastern Cherokee Reservation near Cherokee, North Carolina—to salve her wounds. Her grandmother, Ivy Sanderson, the Elder Medicine woman on the reservation, took her into her humble log cabin in the Great Smoky mountains to recover.
Kai came from an honored and respected medicine family, her mother once renown for her healing abilities. She desperately wanted to erase the humiliating black mark on her family’s name.
She turned on her side, pressing her face into the old feather pillow. Days after her return to the res, Grams had sent her up the mountain to ask the Great Spirit what she should do with her life. And this…this nightmare had haunted her nightly since she’d come back down. For four days and nights she’d been without water and food while she prayed for a dream that would help her sort out her life. Well, the dream that had come to her up on the mountain was a nightmare, as far as Kai was concerned.
Moaning, Kai felt the roiling darkness begin to enfold her. No! Oh, no! Perspiration soaked the hair at her temples. Sweat covered her face. She turned over again, fists clenching and unclenching. The storm clouds were palpable. Heart slamming into her ribs, she couldn’t see her way out of the suffocating darkness. She felt fear so vivid that she could taste it like burning acid in her mouth. Never had she felt terror like this!
The sensation of being spun around, as if in a tornado, began. It always started this way. What to do? How to escape it? Kai heard the shrieking of the wind as it tugged violently at her body. She felt the howling gale grasp at her like greedy hands. Where was it taking her? Where?
Groaning, Kai pulled the pillow over her head and flopped onto her stomach. If only she could escape this dream! But she couldn’t. Out of the thick, cloying darkness, she saw a white glow in the distance. And just as before, it came closer and closer, racing toward her at what seemed to be the speed of light. She saw three hand-carved crystal totems. One looked similar to a mask that she’d seen worn by Cherokee medicine people, members of the Paint Clan. The mask was transparent, with slits for eyes and shaped to cover the upper half of a person’s face. A lightning bolt had been painstakingly carved diagonally across it. Another carved crystal formed the head of the wolf. Kai knew that this totem belonged to the Wolf Clan, where all leaders and chiefs came from. The last crystal that hovered before her, sparkling and nearly blinding with its light, was a seven-pointed star that represented the Yam Clan. That was the clan that cared for the sacred Ark of Crystals—seven quartz crystals that had been a part of the Cherokee nation since it had been created in millennia. The Yam Clan was responsible for the ark’s protection.
In her dream the three objects, all transparent quartz crystals, turned slowly in front of her. Then she saw the first crystal, the Paint Clan mask, arc across Mother Earth and land in the center of Australia. The second crystal, the wolf’s head, flew to South America. The last one, the seven-pointed crystal star, arced skyward and disappeared onto the island of Hong Kong.
A voice kept whispering, “Seek out and find the Paint Clan mask….” over and over again. She knew she had to find it and make it her own. But fear stopped her.
In the midst of her nightmare, Kai screamed out for her grandmother. Grams was the most revered medicine woman on the reservation. She was the one of the few people in Kai’s life who had ever loved her and protected her. Now Kai cried out for her help.
The slowly moving thunderheads in her vision were like the wall of a hurricane moving threateningly toward her. Lightning forked between the gray and menacing clouds. The sound created by the huge Thunder Beings caromed against her, vibrating like the roll of kettle drums through every pore in her body until she felt as if she were going to shake apart and burst into a million pieces.
“Seek and find the Paint Clan mask….” Kai heard the soft voice whispering in her ear again.
Yes, grab it!
She reached out to the mask hovering over Australia. Her fingers stretched to touch the glowing crystal. Groaning, she strained forward, but no matter how she tried to capture it, the mask hovered in space, just inches away from her fingertips. Impossible! Frightened, Kai felt the energy of the crystal throbbing. It was as if a stone had been thrown in a clear, quiet pool of water, and she could feel each wave as it reached her, sharp and clear. She felt battered by the powerful energy.
Then the second crystal, the seven-pointed star, came out of the malevolent clouds and appeared to her once more. Again a voice whispered, “Send the snake woman after it. She will find it in Peru….” Moaning, Kai turned over on her back. Finally the third crystal, the wolf’s head, reappeared. The whispering voice said, “Send the wild woman after it. She will find it on an island where the Yellow People live….” The clear quartz wolf shone with a blinding white-gold light as Kai watched it slowly rotate in front of her. Each of the crystals floated across the face of Mother Earth and disappeared as before. And then the real terror began.
Kai saw a monster with a man’s face stalking Mother Earth. Men had made her life miserable of late and caused her such deep, wounding pain. But this face hovering before her scared the hell out of her. The man appeared to be in his eighties, balding on top with white hair encircling his skull and green eyes that were slitted like a cougar’s on the hunt. He seemed to be heading purposefully toward her. Kai felt helpless, but she knew she must battle this man to help save those crystal totems. But how was she going to do that? She stood in the midst of the growling, rumbling storm without a weapon. Completely unarmed, Kai moved into one of her kick-boxing positions, her hands raised, feet spread for balance, her body poised to do battle with this powerful man.
The man’s face was gruesome, his flesh sagging, his eyes like sockets in a skull. He smelled of death, a rotten scent that made her gag. He wanted her death. And he wanted the power of the three crystals she’d seen. Kai knew with certainty that he would kill her if she tried to take one of those crystal totems from him.
Her body damp with perspiration, Kai suddenly sat up, a scream on her lips. Shaking, she pulled her knees to her chest and buried her face in her hands. Breathing hard, she tried to reorient herself. The chill of the room felt good against her hot flesh.
I’m safe…I’m safe. I’m here in Grams’s cabin…I’m okay. It’s just a nightmare. Just a nightmare…
Kai sat there for a long time, trying to steady her wildly beating heart. She was still sweaty and hot. It was October in the Great Smoky Mountains and the small window in her bedroom was covered with a lacy coating of frost. Outside, she could hear the nearby stream’s gurgle, which soothed her ragged state somewhat. Moonlight filtered through the frosty window and spread lacy patterns across the narrow pine bed where she slept.
Lifting her head, Kai ran her fingers through her straight hair, which shifted like a dark cloak about her shoulders and breasts. She wore a gray cotton T-shirt and gray sweatpants, her normal bed attire. They were soaked with sweat. Wrinkling her nose, she reached over and turned on the small lamp next to the bed. The light made her wince. Kai had to get up, take a shower and wash off the fear. Every night for the last week the nightmare had occurred. Grams had said that if Kai would act upon the vision the Great Spirit had given her, the nightmare would stop stalking her. She needed to take action. But what kind? She was used to the hard physical reality of combat jets and in-your-face danger, not the mystical world that Grams lived in. Still, Kai couldn’t dismiss the ominous nightmare that returned to her now every time she tried to sleep.
Slowly getting up, her feet meeting the cool, smooth surface of the polished pine floor, Kai looked forlornly around the tiny room. The log cabin was over a hundred years old. Grams had been born here, and so had Kai’s mother. And so had Kai. The cabin was filled with family memories. Shaking her head, she felt her life was like a tumbleweed in comparison to her family, all of whom had lived and died on the res.
Her mind gyrated back to solving her problem. Who could she go to for help with this vision that haunted her nightly? As she padded down the hall toward the bathroom, Kai remember a man who had come aboard their carrier one time, Major Mike Houston. He was retired from the U.S. Army, they’d said, but everyone called him Major Houston out of deference. He’d been with Perseus, a Q-Secret organization under the canopy of the CIA. That meant very few people in the government knew of Perseus. She remembered him because he was of South American Indian blood, and she’d boldly introduced herself to him in the squadron conference room after the mission debriefing and asked him what Indian nation he’d come from.
Kai would never forget the Special Force’s A team officer smiling back at her. He’d told her he was a Quechua, from Peru, and that his ancestors had been shamans in the Inca Empire. His skin was not copper-colored like hers, and she’d found out that his father had been an Anglo from the USA, an officer in the Army. He’d followed in his father’s footsteps by joining the military.
When Kai found out Houston had been called the Jaguar God down in Peru while on a mission there, she’d felt oddly safe with him. She knew part of the reason was because he was an Indian like herself, but that wasn’t the only thing. Her medicine man father, a drunken alcoholic, had been Indian, too, and he certainly hadn’t inspired any sense of security in Kai. No, there was something about Major Houston that had urged Kai to trust him.
Reaching the bathroom, Kai quietly shut the creaking door behind her. Then she turned on the shower faucets and adjusted the temperature of the water. Shedding her T-shirt and sweatpants, she dropped them on the floor and stepped into the shower stall. As the warm water hit her skin, she groaned in gratitude and closed her eyes. Lifting her face to the spray, she shut her eyes and allowed it to wash away the sweat clinging to her skin.
As she stood there, Kai remembered Mike Houston handing her a business card and saying, “If you ever decide to stop flying F-14s around the sky and raising hell with the Iraqis, come see me. Perseus is always looking for women warriors. We can put your talents and your intelligence to work, and help save this world of ours….”
She knew now that he might be able to help her with her quest. As the warming water pummeled her flesh and cleansed the fear stench that surrounded her, Kai felt oddly better this time. There was an answer, a way out of this. Yes, she would pack what few clothes she had, mount her Harley Hawg and motorcycle across the U.S. to Mike’s headquarters in Montana. At least it would be a nice, easy ride, especially in the fall weather. If Mike could help her follow up on her vision quest and end her nightmares, it would be worth the trip. Somehow, Kai knew that when she told Grams what she was going to do, the old medicine woman would smile and nod her head. Yes, it felt like the right thing to do….
After emerging from the shower and drying off, Kai changed into clean clothes. She put on a bright red, ribbed cotton turtleneck, black corduroy slacks and warm black socks. Pushing her feet into a pair of wool-lined slippers, she headed out to the kitchen. She hesitated at the door when she saw Grams sitting at the table, wearing a faded cotton print dress that fell to below her knees, and a warm pink wool shawl that she’d crocheted half a century before. She had on an old pair of black tennis shoes and purple socks. There were two cups of tea on the table and Grams was gazing at her with that wise look that made Kai certain everything was going to be all right once more.
“I heard you scream, child,” Ivy murmured. She patted the wooden chair next to where she sat. “Come, sit. It’s time to talk of this vision you saw up on the mountain, which stalks you nightly.”
Relief poured through Kai. “Sounds good to me, Grams.” She sat down and wrapped her fingers around the chipped white mug. The cabin was cool because it was heated only by a wood stove, the embers dying down throughout the night. Kai could hear the snap and crackle of new logs that Grams had placed in the living room stove. Already the chill was beginning to recede as she picked up a cup and sipped the honey-laced, white sage tea.
“Tell me what you see in your dream,” Ivy urged.
Kai sat there and told her everything. She knew that a vision quest dream was more important than any other dream a Native American could have. It was a guide for that person, a way of showing her what needed to be done to make her life right. Shrugging wearily after she’d divulged the entire vision, Kai muttered, “I don’t know what I’m seeing, Grams. What are these three pieces of carved crystal? Totems? Power objects?”
Ivy smiled briefly and sat up, resting her thick, callused elbows on the rough-hewn oak table. “Child, you turned away from becoming a medicine woman when you were very little. Originally, the firstborn child of a medicine family is trained, but you refused.” She gave Kai a kindly look. “I understand why you didn’t follow the path. Your own mother did and she spent her life being beaten by your drunken father. You saw medicine women as being helpless and passive. You also saw that being a medicine woman or man did not necessarily make you a better person. And by all rights, it should. To walk the path of a healer means learning about compassion and helping others.” Nodding, she reached out and patted Kai’s hand. “But the fact that you refused the path does not mean you were denied the vision quest for your people. What you saw in your dream has to do with something that happened here a little over a year ago. Something our nation is in mourning about.”
Tilting her head, Kai studied Grams’s hooded expression. She saw the way the tiny vertical wrinkles across her upper lip deepened with displeasure. “What are you talking about? Do the star, wolf’s head and mask totems exist? Are they real?” Her heartbeat sped up a little. Kai had never gone on a vision quest before. Oh, she’d had ample opportunity, but she’d refused to join her people’s spiritual path. She’d turned away from it entirely, so her knowledge of her heritage was sketchy.
“We have seven clans in the Eastern Cherokee nation,” Grams told her quietly, turning the cup slowly around in her work-worn hands. “What you do not know is that in the Ark of Crystals, which is kept by the Yam Clan, is charged with keeping them safe. There are seven totems along with the seven single terminated quartz crystals. Each totem is a symbol for one clan. A year ago, three men broke into Elmer Black Raven’s house. Elmer was the current caretaker of the ark. When he came home he discovered that three of the totems were stolen. One was the quartz crystal wolf’s head, the symbol for our Wolf Clan. The second was the seven-pointed star, representing the Yam Clan. The third was the crystal mask, which belongs to the Paint Clan.”
Kai sat up, her eyes widening with surprise. “Oh…”
“Yes, indeed. Oh.” Grams shook her head. “When our people lost these three of our seven very sacred and powerful items, the clans were left without their totems.” She opened her hands. “You were in the U.S. military, were trained in its beliefs. The loss of these three totems is akin to the United States having the original Declaration of Independence stolen by thieves, child.”
“I see….” Kai murmured, beginning to understand.
“So the Great Spirit has come to you and is asking for your help. You’ve seen where all three of the stolen totems are presently located. This is great news for our nation. I will share it with the medicine society later today. Our people will be filled with hope. Since the theft of the crystals, we’ve been bleeding, spiritually speaking. These objects, which are thousands of years old, are sacred to us.”
“I didn’t realize all of this.” How could she? Yes, she sent letters regularly to Grams, but her grandmother didn’t write English too well and didn’t own a telephone, so news from her was sparse.
Ivy studied Kai’s shadowed face. “The Great Spirit is asking you to find the first totem, the one in Australia. You were also shown that two other women will retrieve the second and third ones for us. To find the crystals and return them to us will give our nation back its spiritual lifeblood. Without the totems, the three clans and the thousands of people who belong to them are suffering badly. It is a blow to our spirit, a terrible tragedy to our nation.”
Clenching her hands in frustration, Kai muttered, “But how do I do this, Grams?”
“Follow your instincts, child. You come from a long line of medicine people. On both sides of your family. I know you don’t like to acknowledge this, but it will take your inner knowing to find this first crystal, the Paint Clan mask totem.”
“I refused training from Mom, Grams. You know that. I’m absolutely worthless when it comes to the metaphysical aspects of the medicine way.”
“You refused training because you didn’t want to be a passive victim like your mom. That is why you walked away from your legacy. Well, you must have faith that the Great Spirit will provide you help through others who will be drawn to assist you in your quest.”
Kai stared at Grams doubtfully. “Listen, I left that stuff behind when I was nine years old, Grams—when my parents died. I never wanted to be like them. All I wanted to do was become a buzzard and fly on thermals in the air. I accomplished that when I became a fighter pilot.” Her shame at being kicked out of the Navy washed over her once more. “I feel as if you’re throwing me to the wolves, Grams. I don’t know what I’m doing. This is like having my squadron leader tell me to get into a combat jet and go fly, when I haven’t had flight training yet.”
“I believe that part of your vision quest is about learning to have faith in our people and their ways, child. I also believe that you must learn to trust that inner voice of knowing.” Ivy touched her heart with her hand. “We cannot live without our natural instincts. Everyone has an inner voice that counsels us, guides us and keeps us safe and out of harm’s way.” She smiled gently at Kai, who looked absolutely dismayed over where her life was suddenly going. “You mentioned that you already know a person who can help you. Why not go to see this man? Our people say that you must take the first step and go through the door of opportunity. Only then does the Great Spirit aid you.”
Lifting her head, Kai thought about Mike Houston. Going to him felt like the right choice. Not only was he formerly military, he was Indian and would understand the nature of this quest. Giving Grams a warm look, Kai whispered, “Okay, I think I see what you mean. Maybe Mike Houston can give me the next bit of guidance I need to bring the Paint Clan mask back home to your people.”
“Our people,” Ivy whispered. “Stop separating yourself from us, Kai. You are a full-blood Eastern Cherokee. You can no more disavow what runs through your veins than Mother Sun could deny her light to Mother Earth and all her relations.”
Shrugging restlessly, Kai sipped her tea. “I’ll try, Grams. I promise I’ll try….” But that was all she could promise. Kai had never gone out on a limb as she’d have to on this quest, had never trusted the teachings of the Cherokee people. The fact that she had to now scared her.
 
“Hey! You can’t go in there! Wait! Stop!”
Kai paused before the door that said Mike Houston, Assistant Director. Then, easily avoiding the blond woman’s grasping hand, she opened the door and stepped into the spacious office. Mike Houston sat behind a cherry-wood desk in the center, dressed in a blue polo shirt and tan trousers. He lifted his head, his dark brows bunched.
Mike watched as his assistant, Jenny Wright, tried to grab the arm of the tall woman who stood before him. His visitor was dressed in a black leather jacket studded with silver conches, the long, thick leather fringes on each arm swinging as she avoided his assistant’s grasp. Jenny’s efforts were useless. She was short in comparison to this woman, who stepped forward confidently, a black helmet with a white wolf’s head painted on it beneath her arm. She moved with the grace of a jaguar, her long, firm legs encased in black leather pants studded with silver conches from hip to knee, and a pair of knee-high black leather boots. Her hair was the same color as the leather and swung freely around her shoulders, nearly touching her waist.
Mike rose. “Jenny? It’s all right….” He held up his hand to the assistant he shared with his boss, Morgan Trayhern. He saw the frustration and fear in Jenny’s wide eyes. She thought this unannounced stranger was here to do them harm. But as Mike glanced at the intruder once more, he recognized her as a U.S. Navy aviator he’d met a year ago.
Halting, Jenny sighed. “I’m sorry, Mike. This…this woman has no appointment scheduled with you. I thought she might be…well, you know—a terrorist….”
Kai swung gracefully toward the petulant blond woman in a gray pantsuit, whose balled fists were resting on her hips. Kai’s lips barely twitched. “Trust me, if I was a terrorist, Ms. Wright, you wouldn’t be standing here trying to stop me from getting into Major Houston’s office.”
Jenny looked at her challengingly. “You’re right, but your manners need some polishing. Making an appointment would be a good start.”
Kai’s mouth curved a little more and she gazed back with respect. “You might be small, but you’re mighty.” She looked toward Mike Houston, who was standing there grinning at them. “I don’t have an appointment because Major Houston gave me his business card and told me that if I ever wanted to see him, I could just show up on his doorstep. And I’m taking him at his word.” Kai glanced into Houston’s laughing eyes. “If that offer still stands Major Houston, you can get this blond guard dog off my six.” That was a fighter jet term. The six was the rear of the plane where the pilot could not see the enemy coming up behind and had the advantage of surprise.
“I never break a promise. Welcome, Lieutenant Alseoun.” Mike held out his hand to her. As he did, he lifted his gaze to his assistant. “She’s right, Jenny. It’s my fault.” He saw her visibly relax.
Kai felt a tingle of relief as the major offered his large, square hand to her. The smile on his mouth had reached his eyes, and she knew his welcome was genuine. “Thanks, Major.” She gripped his hand firmly in return.
“Take a seat, Lieutenant. Can Jenny get you coffee? Tea?”
Kai released his hand and looked toward the still frowning assistant. “No…thank you. I ate lunch in Phillipsburg just before I came over here. I’m fine.”
“Jenny? Do me a favor? Call Miles Danforth and reschedule him for tomorrow? I’ll need an hour here with Lieutenant Alseoun.”
She raised her chin and nodded. “Of course, Mike.”
“Thank you, Jenny….”
Kai set her motorcycle helmet on a chair in front of the desk, then opened the snaps on her black leather jacket, took it off and hung it across the back. She tugged at the neck of the purple mock turtleneck she wore as she sat down in the next chair. Houston sat behind his desk once more.
“Thanks for seeing me,” Kai told him.
“Not a problem. I remember you well.”
“You remember what you told me?”
“Of course I do. I told you that Perseus, our company, is always looking for warrior women like yourself. We never get enough of them.”
Feeling nervous, although she wasn’t going to show it, Kai threaded her fingers through her hair, spreading it across her shoulders. “I’m not here to join Perseus, Major Houston. I’m here to ask for your help and support on something that has happened…. I have nowhere else to go, nowhere else to turn….” She frowned and bit her lower lip. Looking over at his square face, she saw his eyes flicker. Even though she had refused to become a medicine woman, the tradition in her family, Kai had strong intuition. She could feel Houston’s interest. It was a good feeling, so she went on.
“First of all, you need to know some things about me. When you met me on the carrier a year ago, I was flying F-14s. I had the world by the tail. I was the only woman in my combat squadron. I’d flown in Afghanistan, and later, I patrolled the No Fly Zone over Iraq, where I downed two Iraqi MiGs.”
“That’s impressive. You have two kills to your credit.” Mike leaned back in his chair.
“Yeah, well, it doesn’t seem to mean much to the Navy,” Kai told him, her voice husky with barely concealed anger. “I just received a bad conduct discharge three weeks ago, Major Houston. You need to know that.”
Frowning, Mike sat up. “What?” He couldn’t keep the disbelief out of his voice. Kai Alseoun was the first Native American woman combat F-14 fighter pilot in the U.S. military. There had been a lot of press about that fact. His eyes narrowed as he studied her eyes. Despite her Native American parentage, Kai had eyes the spectacular blue of the glacial lakes in northern Alaska. It was the mysterious quality in them that had drawn him to her in their first meeting. They were large and intelligent-looking, with huge black pupils. What made them so arresting to Mike was that her irises were ringed in black, giving her the intense, focused look of an eagle. Kai Alseoun was a hunter of the first order. Mike had sensed that from the start with his own powerful intuition, just as he did now. She was a force to be reckoned with and not a person to mess with. He sat up. “A BCD? Impossible!”
“Yeah, you’d better believe it. A lieutenant commander in my squadron attacked me from behind in the Ready Room right after I got off a flight. I had just finished writing my report, when I stood up to leave. I didn’t hear him come in. The next thing I knew, he was grabbing my ass and telling me in no uncertain terms just what he wanted to do with me.”
Mike stared at her. Kai’s eyes were slits of fury and her full mouth was pursed as she sat tensely in her chair. “You’ve got to be kidding me!” he exclaimed. This was one woman Mike would never tangle with. He had sensed the power of her Indian heritage swirling around her like a storm just waiting to break, though he also saw now she closeted that power, whether to protect herself or others, he wasn’t sure. He had also been as keenly aware of her anger then as he was now. Mike had learned that she’d come from a long line of medicine people, and that explained the turbulent power that swirled around her. The anger he felt her carrying…well, he figured that had come from her past, from her childhood, but he didn’t know her well enough to be sure.
“Lieutenant Commander Thorval paid for the attack,” Kai told him. “My kick-boxing skills come in handy from time to time.” She flexed her fingers. “I broke his nose.”
“He’s lucky you only did that.”
“I was going to do more, but the commanding officer of our squadron appeared unexpectedly at the door. Thorval was screaming that I’d hit him for no reason at all, Major Houston. I had no witnesses who could tell the wing commander that Thorval was lying.”
“My God,” Mike breathed, “don’t tell me…they court-martialed you?”
“That’s exactly what they did,” Kai told him grimly. “But that’s not why I’m here, Major. I got busted out of the Navy and came home to where I was born—the Quallah Reservation in North Carolina. My Grams, Ivy Shining Star Sanderson, sent me out on a vision quest, to pray to the Great Spirit to give me new direction in my life. I wanted to save my honor. I wanted to salvage my family’s name. Right now the gossip on the res is that I’ve given the entire nation a black eye. People don’t understand what happened and they blame me. The newspapers painted me as an outcast. A rebel. Someone who would strike a superior officer….”
Shaking his head, Mike got up and came around his desk. He leaned against the front of it and faced Kai. “You’ve come to the right place, Kai. Do you want to vindicate your good name? We can help. We can start an investigation—”
“No,” she whispered, “that’s not why I’m here, Major. I’m not here for me. I’m here as a representative of my nation, the Eastern Cherokee people….”


Chapter 2

Mike studied the determination in Kai’s eyes. “What can I do to help?”
“Aboard the carrier I made a connection with you,” she answered. “I believe you’re someone I can trust and I need to talk with you.” She looked around the office, which held a pair of crossed cavalry sabers on one wall, an American flag in the corner, with the flag of Montana nearby. One wall was devoted to photos of Mike Houston with various Peruvian Army personnel. There was no doubt he was a warrior of the first order. Clearing her throat, she said, “I don’t know much about your people’s culture down in Peru. Are you familiar with vision quests? With Native American protocols?”
Shrugging, Mike said, “We have similar things in our culture, beliefs and practices in common with our cousins to the north. Why?”
Kai sat back and held his gaze. “I need to share my vision quest dream with you. I know that’s not normally done, but you have to hear it to understand why I’m here….” Taking a deep breath, Kai launched into the nightmare that had dogged her heels nightly since she’d come off that mountain in the Great Smokies. When she was done, she added, “Here’s what you don’t know, Major, and it’s key to my dream. Cherokee storytellers say that our clans each have their own totem, hand-carved by a medicine person with prayer and ceremony, over a period of many years. To outsiders, these are nothing more than art objects.” She shrugged. “But to us, they are alive, real, and exude an energy that helps the clan and, in turn, all the people of our nation. Without the three stolen totems, our people are suffering badly in a spiritual sense.” She halted to see if he understood. His dark blue eyes were narrowed and thoughtful. Kai sensed he did.
“Among the Quechua, my people, we also have totems,” Mike affirmed. “For example, I have a jaguar spirit guide.” He smiled slightly as he fished a small black figure out of his pocket and showed it to her. It was a jaguar carved out of obsidian. “This is a fetish—an archetypal symbol of the energy of the animal, insect, bird, fish or whoever we work with, spiritwise.”
“Yes, I’m familiar with them,” Kai said. She knew better than to reach for it. One never touched a sacred item unless it was directly offered. To do so was to put one’s energy upon it and alter it. That was taboo. She saw that the jaguar was beautifully carved from the shining black stone. Watching as Houston slid the object back into his left pocket, she murmured, “Fetishes are usually personal totems. The three clan totems of the seven we own are a hundred times more powerful and valuable, spiritually speaking, from what my grandmother told me.”
Nodding, Mike said, “No question there. I understand your concern over them being stolen. A nation can disintegrate without sacred items such as these being kept where they belong. I know they need special care. I’m sure there is a moon ceremony for them each month to keep their power aligned with the clan.”
Kai sighed, knitting her fingers in her lap and staring down at them. “That’s correct, although Grams, who is one of the oldest and most revered medicine people on the res, didn’t say much about them in that regard.” Kai looked up at him. “As you know, that kind of information is kept secret and sacred as it’s passed down from generation to generation. One family, and one member of that family at a time, is educated and charged with the care and protection of each clan totem. Only they know what must be done to look after them.”
“I understand perfectly,” Mike said. “Some things, especially totems that have come down through thousands of years in a clan’s lineage, are very, very powerful and need special care, cleansing and honoring to maintain their energy.”
“Major, finding the missing crystal totems and bringing them home to the Quallah Reservation will help to save my nation’s honor and help my people find their balance and harmony again. Grams was telling me that since these totems have been stolen, some of the young people on the res have gotten into drugs. She believes that many of these young people are simply trying to get in touch with the Great Spirit. Before the totems were stolen, there were ceremonies in which they could have wonderful, heart-centered experiences that fed their spirit and gave them a sense of bonding and balance within the clan. Without the totems there are fewer ceremonies to attend, and they don’t have the same impact. As a result, some of the young people have turned to drugs to try and find that same special feeling of oneness that you get from attending this very special ceremony.”
“I grasp the importance of finding these treasures. And yes, a nation can be sent reeling without its totems being present.”
“It appears I need to find the first totem, the crystal mask. The other two will be found by different women later.”
“You sound hesitant about going after it.”
Kai snorted. “I’m hardly a saint! I’m not even a medicine woman, which is what has me worried about this. My grandmother told me that even though I don’t have metaphysical training, I have been chosen by the Great Spirit for this venture.”
A slight smile tipped the corners of Houston’s mouth. “We know that the Great Spirit moves in mysterious ways, Kai. And that none of us are perfect down here in human form. We all have our flaws.” Smiling more widely, he added, “And if we weren’t flawed, we wouldn’t be in human form. It sounds to me like the Great Spirit is more than ready to work through you to find the first crystal totem for your clan. By getting it back, you will help restore balance among your people. A totem works similarly to the rudder on a ship, which holds the vessel on course. Without its totem, the people of the clan are without direction. This mission is worthy of you.”
Kai tilted her head and scanned Houston with her senses—an ability she had had since childhood. In the right conditions, Kai could send out energy like a radar signal. She would bounce it off the person in question and receive an accurate reading back on them, giving her an indication of their character and what they were thinking. Of course, she could only do it when she was relaxed. If she had honed the skill instead of turning her back on her Native heritage, she’d have known Commander Thorval was stalking her. Instead she had been completely blind, deaf and dumb to his intent toward her.
Now Kai was very sorry she hadn’t accepted her spiritual training. Spreading her fingers, she admitted, “Major Houston, I have to tell you that I think they’ve got the wrong person for this task. I have absolutely no metaphysical training. I walked away from all of that when I was nine years old after…well, after my parents were killed. I was forced into an Anglo foster family shortly after that and I left the res. I wanted nothing to do with anyone except Grams. She eventually got the state of North Carolina to let me come live with her. But I was so angry—and still am—about my father, who was an alcoholic. He was driving drunk with my mother in the car and plowed into a tree, killing them both. I just haven’t forgiven him. I doubt I ever will….”
Hearing the pain in her voice, Mike unfolded his hands and stood up. “I’m so sorry, Kai. I had no idea. That must have been a terrible loss to you, especially at such a young age.”
Anguish filled Kai’s heart. She could defend herself better than nearly anyone physically, but she had no defense against the pain she felt over her mother’s loss. She had idolized Janet Alseoun and held close those cherished memories she had of her.
“Th-thanks, Major. I appreciate your words….”
“Call me Mike, Kai. You look like you really need a cup of coffee.” He pointed to a sideboard behind his desk, where a coffeepot sat on a warmer.
Nodding, Kai smiled thinly and said, “Yeah, I think I’d like a cup of coffee now. Thanks…”
Mike ambled over and poured two cups. “Cream? Sugar?”
“Straight and black.”
He smiled wryly. “Spoken like a true Navy aviator.” He handed her one cup and then leaned against the desk again. She sipped the steaming coffee and he saw her tense features relax a little. “So, what you’re wanting is monetary and logistical support from Perseus to locate these three crystal totems, right?” Perseus was the organization founded by Mike’s boss, Morgan Trayhern. It was a covert team of military trained men and women who came to the aid of others when government intervention wasn’t possible.
“Yes, exactly.” Kai studied his dark features and saw him thinking as he sipped from his own mug. “I haven’t a clue as to how the other two women are going to be found.” She rubbed her wrinkled brow. “Maybe they’ll appear to me in a vision later, after I find the first totem. I really don’t know how this works….”
Mike smiled benignly. “In my experience, whoever is supposed to go after it will get the message, just as you have. And come forward when called to do so. But let’s not worry about that right now. Let’s take this one step at a time, shall we? Let’s get you on the trail of the Paint Clan crystal mask.”
“I don’t have any money. What little I’d saved went for a civilian attorney to defend me against the charges, but I lost the case…. Lost everything—my good name, my family’s honor. I’ve shamed them—shamed my nation—and I can hardly live with it. All because of Thorval. Looking back on it, I think he was jealous of me. When I bagged those two MiGs, he went after me. He couldn’t stand the fact that a woman combat aviator had two kills to her credit when he had none.”
Nodding, Mike said, “Unfortunately, there’re men like that everywhere in the world, not just in the service.”
“I know. So I was more or less forced into this mission, Mike. I don’t really think I’m the best one to handle it, but I keep getting a dream every night about the crystal mask. It’s over in Australia. I recognize the continent. In the vision, I can see the land and the face of a very old Aboriginal woman. I know she’s a medicine woman for her people. And I know she knows where the crystal mask is hidden.”
“You need bankrolling, Kai.”
She searched his face. “Could you do that for me? I have no way of paying you back. I don’t want to work for Perseus, I want to fly. That’s what I really want to do…but with a BCD, I’m not going to be hired by any commercial airline company.”
“I know,” Mike murmured. He saw the ravages of pain in her eyes—eyes as blue as a mountain lake. “Look, let me talk to Morgan about the possibility of such a mission. This sort of request is a little out of the ordinary for us. We generally help people in foreign countries who can’t be helped through regular ambassadorial channels or through the political process. We handle a lot of undercover missions, but this one is different. We’re not going after people, we’re going after a special object, a crystal totem. My boss is not exactly educated about Native American spirituality, nor does he necessarily believe in it.”
Mike smiled slightly and drummed his fingers on his desk. “However, his son, Jason Trayhern, just married a full-blood Apache woman, Annie Dazen, and she comes from a family of medicine women. And Jason was healed by that medicine, not via conventional means. So I think Morgan may be a little more open toward this mission than he would be normally. Let me write up a mission brief for him, Kai. He needs to read it, we need to talk, and that’s when I’ll try to persuade him to support your request. Okay?”
Kai didn’t know whether to be relieved or not. “I still don’t think I’m the person for this, Mike. I’m so unskilled when it comes to anything spiritual….”
“I know you feel that way, Kai. But the Great Spirit is behind this one, and who am I to question it? I believe you. I believe in your vision. And yes, this world is a lockerful of trouble. The darkness is out there. As a shaman, I can vouch for that. I see it all the time. Perseus is on the front lines—warriors of the light, if you will, combating it and the people who employ the power of darkness for their own selfish end. So you have someone on your side who understands you and your mission.” He set his cup down on the desk. “Let’s see if I can persuade Morgan to run with this.”
 
“Just what the hell kind of mission is this, Mike?” Morgan muttered as he held up the assessment report and then dropped it on the bird’s-eye maple desk in front of him.
Mike smiled briefly and sat down in front of Morgan’s huge desk. It had taken a week to get the report written up, after several more sessions with Kai discussing the particulars. Mike was having her stay at one of the company condos in Phillipsburg while he waited to see if Morgan would go for the plan.
“This falls under our ‘unusual’ category,” he told Morgan with a grin.
“That’s putting it mildly,” the older man said as he stared down at the mission brief. He adjusted the pink silk tie at his throat. “This reads like science fiction, Mike. If I didn’t know you, I’d say someone was playing a prank on us just to see if we’d knee-jerk on it or not.”
Nodding, Mike watched as Morgan, who was dressed in a charcoal gray suit with a white silk shirt, scowled at him across the desk. “You know, for a long time I’ve been wanting to create a department within Perseus for just this type of mission.” He pointed to the brief.
“Really?” Morgan sat up, eyeing Mike curiously.
“Hasn’t what happened to your son Jason convinced you that there’s more to this world than what we see, Morgan?”
Sitting back, he picked up his coffee cup. Jenny Wright, their assistant, had left two Krispy Kreme doughnuts on a plate on his desk. Not that he needed them, but he did enjoy them. “Well, yes…”
“Annie’s mother is a medicine woman for the Apache nation. Annie’s now training to become one herself. That’s how this knowledge is passed down from one generation to the next.”
“Ah, yes. I remember Annie showing me the rainbow medicine necklace that was passed on to her,” Morgan said.
“Exactly. That necklace is hundreds of years old and possesses magical qualities, if you will, that help others. Annie’s family are caretakers of it. Jason was helped by it. You saw it with your own two eyes.”
“If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have believed it,” Morgan growled, tapping his fingers on the brief. “I still have a tough time believe it, Mike, but Jason is better. He’s nearly fully recovered….”
“We’ve never really sat down and talked about this aspect of life, Morgan, but you know I’m Quechua Indian and come from a medicine family myself.”
Nodding, Morgan said, “Yeah…I guess I just overlook that part of you.”
“And I understand why,” Mike told him, his voice low and earnest. “I live in a world of magic, Morgan. I don’t go around talking about it, but I live it daily. Metaphysics is just as real as you and me sitting here talking to one another right now. You’re used to dealing with the third-dimensional world. My mother, who was a medicine woman, taught me about the other dimensions. We live in a complex universe, Morgan. Most people aren’t aware of the other dimensions, but those who are sensitive or psychic often tap into them.” He spread his hands. “Without years of training, though, people don’t know how to access these other dimensions. I’ve learned to turn on my psychic equipment when I need it, and turn it off when I don’t.”
Houston smiled dryly. “I still have to live the bulk of my life here—” he pointed to the floor “—in what we call the here and now. My abilities don’t hinder me, they only enhance who and what I am, for the benefit of all who live here in the third-dimensional world. Real time, in military terms.”
Morgan shook his head. “It all sounds so crazy, Mike, so far-fetched.”
“I know. Anyone who connects with the other dimensions without proper training can get into a lot of trouble with it, too. People in mental hospitals who hear voices and see things we don’t—they fall into that category. Psychosis can occur. What they’re seeing and hearing is in other dimensions—the good, the bad and the ugly all mixed into one. The problem with the mentally ill is that they don’t know how to screen it out or shut it down. I was trained to do so. Open it up and shut it down, and stay sane in the process.”
Morgan grinned at him. “You’re one of the sanest people I’ve ever encountered, Mike, and you know it.”
“Sure I do. But this is another side of me, Morgan, one I’ve purposely cloaked so you aren’t aware of it—you and most people. I know other individuals who are trained like myself, and none of us go around advertising the fact. Usually, we work behind the scenes, quietly doing what we do. The universe is made up of energy. You might say we’ve been instructed in how to utilize and work with this energy. Metaphysics means seeing into the unseen. Seeing that which isn’t physical. That’s all.”
“Well,” Morgan muttered, “if Annie’s necklace hadn’t been a crucial part of Jason’s return to health I’d have already told you that this mission was dead in the water.”
“Understandable, boss.”
Sighing, Morgan picked up the brief and frowned. “This woman, Kai Alseoun, has a BCD from the Navy, and we’re going to fund her trek across the globe to find a quartz crystal mask and bring it back to the Quallah Reservation in North Carolina?”
“That’s it in a nutshell, yes.”
“I like your idea of forming a department in Perseus for this.” Morgan stared at him. “I have a gut feeling this isn’t going to be the only mission requiring metaphysical skills that we’ll fund. I see there are two more totems to find for the Cherokee people.”
Mike gave him a sour grin. “With your permission, I’d like to call our new branch Medusa. You know, the woman with snakes in her hair who is pictured on the hero Perseus’s shield? According to some interpretations of Greek mythology, Medusa’s skill was described as being able to freeze men who looked into her face. The real truth was that Medusa was an enlightened being, a woman of immense power and a healer of incredible repute. I would like to name our new department in her honor, recognizing that women are powerful, and supporting them in this way.”
Shrugging, Morgan said, “Fine with me. And you’re running this bureau, Mike. Not me. I really don’t understand your secret world of metaphysics, but with Jason’s recovery, I’m not going to say it doesn’t exist. I do believe in miracles.”
“Well,” Mike murmured, “you may think of metaphysics like that. It can be miraculous in the right hands. But if the prana—the energy that the universe is made up of—falls into the wrong hands, it can be turned on us and harm us just as much as it can do us good in the hands of the right people.”
Morgan signed the brief, which would give Mike authorization to put the mission into action. Handing it over, he said, “Keep me out of the loop on Medusa, okay? I have my hands full dealing with third-dimensional things.” And he grinned.
Smiling, Mike said, “Yes, sir, not a problem. Let me work up a template for Medusa, a yearly budget and so on, and I’ll get it back to you within a month. In the meantime, we’ll fund Kai’s mission out of Perseus.”
“Sounds good to me. Oh, and one thing I insist on, Mike, is that you send out teams of two on each mission. One man, one woman. That’s what we do at Perseus, and it works well. So no deviation from that procedure, okay?”
“Not a problem,” Mike assured him, standing. “In fact, I have just the man for this mission with Kai.”
“Excellent. Okay, you’ve got your work cut out for you. I really don’t want the CIA to know about Medusa. This is our secret.”
“Fine, but you know the CIA has its own psychic department?”
“Oh, I’ve heard rumors….”
“Yeah, it’s true. They use remote viewing, a psychic skill some people possess. But for now, I have no problem keeping Medusa a secret.”
“Fine, I’ll let you handle this entirely. I’m sure Kai Alseoun will be very happy to hear her quest funds have been granted.”
 
Kai could barely believe her ears as she sat in front of Mike Houston’s desk that afternoon. Not only had Medusa been created as a new bureau of Perseus, but her mission to Australia was a go and would become the template for the newly created department. Pride filled her for a moment. Something good had already come from her fall from grace.
As Mike finished telling her about the bottom lines, he added, “Perseus has a standing S.O.P.—standard operating procedure—Kai. For any mission that originates through us, we put one man and one woman on each team. Morgan wants it done with anything coming out of Medusa as well. That means you’ll have a male partner.”
“Hey, no way!” She jumped to her feet. “What makes you think I need a man on this mission? I don’t! This is unacceptable!”
Mike held her blazing blue eyes. “This isn’t up for discussion, Kai. You either agree to have a male partner or this mission will never get off the ground.”
Trying to temper her reaction, Kai rasped, “Where in the world are you going to find a man besides you who knows anything about Native Americans or metaphysics on such short notice?”
Mike saw Kai clench her fists at her sides as she leaned forward, probably to try and intimidate him. Sinking back in his chair, he refused to be drawn into her emotional drama over this point. He knew she had a lot of ugly emotions to sort out about men in light of her recent experience with Thorval and, Mike sensed, even more because of her relationship with her alcoholic father. The emotional wounds he had inflicted were clearly still raw and bleeding. But not all men were like her father, and at twenty-four years old, Kai was still too young to fully comprehend these weighty issues in order to make distinctions among men. Mike didn’t take her reactions personally.
“You know, Kai, the first thing you have to do is trust me,” he murmured. He watched as she took a step back, her eyes flaring. Softening his voice further, he said, “From what you’ve shared with me earlier, I know your father wounded you. He hurt you deeply. You’re of medicine lineage and one thing you must know is that all medicine people must heal their wounded side, whether it’s their female half, the left side of the body, or their male half, the right side. They must make the effort to heal and then integrate. Otherwise, none of the skills and knowledge that have been passed down to them will surface. Without integration, it just doesn’t happen. You’re angry with your father. As a result, you’re projecting that most men aren’t worth much.” He held her stare. “They aren’t all bad, Kai. Not every man in your life has been unkind or negative toward you.” Mike opened his hands. “Look at me. I’m a positive male in your life. So is Morgan Trayhern. He approved this mission for you. And I’m sure there were men in your squadron who respected you, too.”
“You won’t ever find a man that could help me on this special mission! I’m better off going alone!” Kai declared. She was wrestling with emotions that writhed like a tangle of angry snakes within her.
“I’ve located just such a man, Kai.”
Disbelief made her voice raw. “That’s impossible.”
“There’s one,” Mike told her mildly. Sitting up, he opened another folder on his desk and drew out a colored photo. “Chief Warrant Officer 2 Jake Stands Alone Carter. You know him. You grew up with him. When you left the res at nine years old, you two parted. You might not know that, a decade later, he went on to join the U.S. Army, and now he’s an Apache helicopter combat pilot who was recently stationed in Afghanistan. His mother was a medicine person. He trained with her father for a while before he made the decision to go out into the world, join the military. Jake knows a lot more than you do about energy and Cherokee spirituality. That is why he’ll be your partner, Kai. He can educate you, help you deal with what you don’t know. He should be a great asset to this mission.”
Stunned, Kai took the photo. With her heart pounding in her chest, she stared down at the picture. It was of Jake…but how he’d changed from the ten-year-old she’d known on the res! His face was square, copper-colored with high cheekbones, and those golden-brown eyes of his seemed to look into her heart. Jake was in his official class A green uniform, his beret on his head, a look of pride on his unsmiling features.
Oh! Kai uttered a sound and sat down before her knees buckled beneath her. Her head was suddenly swimming with hundreds of questions and snippets of memories spent with Jake when she was growing up, and she had to take several deep breaths. He had been one of her protectors besides her Grams that lived fifteen miles away. She could run to him when she needed a safe haven, and he’d always been there for her. Somehow, he would instinctively know when she was hurting, and they would meet at their secret place, at a huge old beech tree high up on the mountain. Kai never understood how Jake knew when she needed to see him. Occasionally he didn’t show up, but most of the time he’d be there waiting, and she came to rely on him.
Kai would run up to the beech tree, tears threatening to come, but she’d never shed them. No, she’d gulp them back down until she reached that five-hundred-year-old tree. And Jake would be standing there in his ragged jeans and faded cotton T-shirt, his eyes huge and filled with concern. How many times had she burst into tears when she saw him there? Jake would open his spindly arms and she would throw herself into them, pressing her face against his thin shoulder as she sobbed—sometimes so hard she couldn’t talk for minutes at a time.
Bitterness swam through Kai as she grappled with the demons of her past. Gripping the photo of Jake in her trembling hand, she felt her heart open side. A wave of warmth, like a ribbon of peach-colored light along the horizon at dawn, flowed gently through her. The feeling scared her, yet didn’t really surprise her. She had tried to explain away her “puppy love” of Jake for all these years. Kai had told herself that the feelings she’d had for the young boy with golden eyes that shone with pure adoration for her was simply a childhood love that would never go anywhere or amount to anything. “You can’t do this to me!” she cried. “You can’t….”
Mike sat very still. Kai was struggling with a mountain of grief, rage, hurt and need, he knew. “I had no choice, Kai. Morgan isn’t going to clear this mission unless you have a male partner. I did a little investigating and came up with Carter. He’s the right person to be at your side. He was someone you trusted.”
“Then! Not now!” She threw the photo down on the desk. “This sucks! I don’t even know if I can do this alone, much less with him!”
Mike gave her a gentle smile. “Kai, Jake was someone you trusted growing up there on the res.”
“I don’t trust him any longer. I haven’t been in touch with him since I was a little kid.”
Mike saw the anguish in her eyes. He used his other senses to ferret out where Kai was coming from with her stubborn refusal. “After getting burned by Lieutenant Commander Thorval as you have, I can understand your initial reaction about men right now. But Jake is not Thorval, and you’ve got to separate the two of them. Part of a medicine person’s walk toward harmony and wholeness is to work through weaknesses. You need to feel your way through this, Kai. You’re the one who had the vision about the crystal totems. The Great Spirit has called you to go find the first one and bring it home. The real test here is are you able to transcend your own personal wounds, look beyond them and respond positively to the bigger picture? The more important one? Light instead of darkness for Mother Earth and all her relations…Are you big enough to look beyond your own pain, grief and anger to help all of us?”
Miserably, Kai looked down at Jake’s picture. Mike Houston was correct—on all counts. “You’re right,” she whispered. “And that’s what I have to do.” Just looking at Jake’s photo gave her some reassurance. How handsome he was now! He’d grown into a very good looking man. And it was true: Jake came from the Paint Clan, as most Cherokee medicine people did. She knew he had been in training with his mother to walk the path of a medicine man. When she’d left the res as a girl, Kai had figured he’d continue on and take his parent’s place someday.
“I have faith in you,” Mike told her quietly. “Even if you don’t have it in yourself at the moment. I think teaming up with Jake will be the right thing, Kai. For you. For your nation. And for us.”
Touching the photo briefly with her fingertips, Kai wondered why Jake had not followed the medicine path. He was in the military, like her. Life was throwing her more curves than she could adjust to.
Houston was right and she knew it. Jake had a lot more training than she did; she had next to none in comparison. Closing her eyes, Kai admitted that once more she was going to have to rise above her own selfish reactions and look at the larger picture. This mission was for the wellness of her people, the Cherokee Nation. She couldn’t just walk away from it, no matter who was involved.
But how was she going to handle her wildly beating heart, which now yearned to see Jake once again?
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