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Chapter One

 


One night in the past in the American
Frontier…

 


The long, orange-yellow ribbons of flames
stretched and reached up toward the dark Nevada sky, embracing the
air and the spirit of the night. Smoke billowed from glowing logs
within a stone-ringed pit. Trent Whitetail VanAlder chanted as he
danced around the fire.

His grandfather, a shaman called Thinks Like
Owl, had told him the fire-dance ritual and meditation would
illuminate his life-path. Though he hadn’t grown up immersed in the
lifestyle of the desert people, deep down he believed a revelation
would occur. His spirit guide would appear and supply him with the
answers he sought. As Owl had instructed over the past several
months, spiritual growth was a matter of faith.

So he’d learned to meditate, to go within to
find peace and center his spirit. Sometimes, he caught glimpses of
his twin soul—a beautiful woman with flowing hair and piercing
eyes. Sometimes, he felt close to receiving the answers he sought
regarding where he belonged. His grandfather had said coming close
to but not receiving the answers right away was all part of the
process of preparing him for what was to come.

Due to the meditations and “near answers,”
he had belief. He had faith. He had hope. He added another prayer
that the ritual would work this time because he really wanted it
to.

Trent stopped his chanting and dancing
around the fire and sat crossed-legged on the ground facing the
pit. He gazed upon the fire, and becoming mesmerized by the blaze’s
dance, he settled into a meditative state and prayed the gods would
find favor upon him.

He sensed his spirit moving back in time,
then pictured a forest, and as he stepped forward, the trees and
bushes parted, revealing a grassy path. Taking the passage, he
followed it to the bank of a slow-moving river. Near the water’s
edge sat a woman filling a pouch made from an animal’s skin. She
turned and smiled at him.

His heart soared with love for the
dark-haired, dark-skinned woman. Ever since he’d found her in a
field, battered and bloodied, and then helped her heal, he felt an
inexplicable connection to her.

Over the course of a few months, the members
of his clan let it be known they did not like the strange woman in
their midst, they only tolerated her. He went to see the clan’s
witch to learn if there was anything to be done. She said the dark
woman came to their land for him. The traveler was his other half,
the one who would make him happy and whole.

He admitted to the sorceress he knew he and
the foreigner were connected. He’d dreamt of her and him together
in other lifetimes prior to finding her.

The old hag nodded at his words, then picked
up her black feline. As she stroked its fur, the animal seemed to
regard him. Its stare sent chills down his arms.

A log popped, followed by several cracks and
a long hiss from the wood, snapping Trent out of his trance. Sparks
flew toward him, but he didn’t flinch.

He shook his head. Great Sky Spirit.
Who was he kidding? His spiritual growth wasn’t just a matter of
wanting a quest to seek answers to happen. It was a matter of
necessity. Discovering where he belonged was of utmost importance.
He needed answers. Was he meant to be with his grandfather and his
dead father’s people, those who lived in and off the desert? Or did
he belong with his adopted family because his deceased mother once
was friends with the woman who raised him? He felt like he didn’t
fit in with either family. His skin tone and mannerisms were too
European for the tribal committee. His passionate spirit too Native
American for his adopted brothers.

Now he also needed to know who the woman was
he kept seeing in his meditations. How did she fit into all of
this?

Trent turned his face up to the dark sky
blanketed with silver pinpricks of light. “Great Sky Spirit guiding
all on Earth, what am I to do? Where am I to go?” His gaze dropped
back down to the outline of the mountain range illuminated by the
light of the full moon. Then he looked down the slope to the
framing of the house his adopted family was in the process of
building.

A dark shape emerged from the shadows on the
other side of the pit nearer to the construction. A soft gasp
escaped him. Excitement sped up his pulse. The journey begins!
Thinks Like Owl spoke the truth.

The shape’s shadow merged into the
neighboring glow of the fire as it neared. The form became
clear.

Confused, he blinked.

A black cat sat next to the pit and stared
at him with piercing yellow-green eyes.

“My great spirit guide is a cat?” Disbelief
and disappointment clouded his mind. He’d been expecting a mountain
lion or a bear or a great hawk. Not some common house cat. He shook
his head. The enchantment surrounding the ritual deflated. “Shoo.
Go away. Leave me to my misery of being caught between the two
different worlds of my heritage.”

The cat tilted its head and chirped a few
times.

Trent rubbed his eyes, then studied the
animal. Sounded like the cat snickered. I must be losing my
mind. The feline meowed and looked over its shoulder. He
followed its focus.

On the other side of the fire, a woman sat
on a log. Tears streamed down her face. His gut clenched. Who was
the strange-clothed intruder on his family’s property? What harm
had befallen her that she should cry?

He rose, then stepped around the fire. “Who
are you?”

The woman didn’t move, gave no sign she even
heard him.

Trent repeated his question louder and took
another step toward her.

The cat trotted up to her and rubbed against
her leg. She reached down and stroked its fur. The warm, romantic
glow of the fire encompassed her, making her pale skin and the gold
in her brown hair shine. A quiet grace accented her movements. The
gentle slant of her neck led to almost bare shoulders just above
the rise of her breasts. The creamy skin of her mounds peeked
through the low-cut piece of clothing she wore.

It was her—the woman from his meditations.
She may not look the same, but her essence and soul were.

Warmth flooded his body. His groin twitched.
An intense urge to take the cat’s place and be caressed by her hand
gripped him and propelled him forward. A stick broke beneath his
bare foot. A second snap sounded, and his quick intake of breath
from the pain poking him in his heel caught the woman’s
attention.

Her focus jerked from the critter to him.
Her gaze trailed up his height.

He held out a hand in greeting. “Hello.”

She screamed.

Shocked by her reaction, Trent jumped back
as if confronted by a rattlesnake. His sight greyed. He tried to
make it back to his seat to where his water pouch lay, but he
didn’t. The world around him went black, and he crashed to the
ground.


Chapter Two

 


Present day…

 


“How the hell can a fire help me? I know
Cassandra said a good ritual cleansing would help my spirit, but I
feel ridiculous. It’s late. I’ve made a campfire. I’m talking to a
cat. Of course I’m going crazy.” Julie VanAlder gazed down at
Cassandra’s cat, Myrddin, and stroked his long, black fur. The cat
returned a sad look with wide, yellow-green eyes. “I wish you had
warned my cousin of what was going to happen,” she said to the
feline. “But, then, you probably can see into the future as well as
I can, right? If only I had known months ago what had been in store
for me.”

Cassandra’s feline familiar laid its body
down at her feet. Julie swiped tears from her cheeks. Several
months ago, life had been grand. She had Derek. She’d come to visit
her Aunt Mae. She’d stood up to her parents. She’d planned to raise
her baby in Nevada.

Then her world crashed down around her—her
happiness and lofty designs for her future busted like glass
hitting tile.

First, Derek had turned on her. The man she
thought she loved had woke up one morning, rolled over, and
announced he was moving back to Texas. When she’d pressed him for
details on why he wanted to leave her—his pregnant girlfriend—he
said when he thought about it, he realized he wasn’t ready to be a
father and husband. In fact, he questioned if he’d ever really
loved her at all or was ever in love with her. She’d begged
and pleaded with him to reconsider. He hadn’t budged and wouldn’t
discuss the matter. In a fit of fury, she’d called him every
inconsiderate name she could think of, then kicked him out of her
Aunt Mae’s house.

A week later, Mae had passed along a message
that Derek called. He was safe and sound in Texas at his parents’
house. He said he had time to think and asked that she call him
back. Julie couldn’t bring herself to pick up the phone. She didn’t
care about his thoughts, didn’t want to hear his excuses or
apologies. He was the jerk that left her. The dick who claimed he
never loved her. For what seemed like the thousandth time, she
ranted and railed at the injustice of it all and cried until she
could cry no more. Then, the second blow happened a day after his
call.

She’d lost the baby.

A well of new tears filled her eyes and
blurred her vision of the fire. She placed her hands on her lower
abdomen. The two of them might not have been quite ready for a
family, but the moment the doctor had confirmed that there was a
life growing inside of her, she’d wanted the baby more than she’d
wanted anything
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