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          CHAPTER 1 
        
      

      

      
        The sky is wrapped in somber clouds, and the tears of the sun and moon mingle. Let the daughter of the skies guard her heart from the son of earth and wind. 
      

      
        —Prophecy by Elizabeth Morgana Starr 
      

      * * * * 

      He'd dreamed again last night. Dreamed of ripping terror, destruction, and death. 

      Days and nights of violence years earlier still had the power to shatter Hawk Adams’ peace of mind. Here, half a world away on the coast of Southern California, the spectre of his past had brought him to a park in the first pale light of a new day. 

      He stared at dark trees silhouetted against the rising sun and saw only the scenes that haunted his nights; scenes of shadow wars in faraway jungles and deserts, of comrades dying around him. He recalled enemies he'd faced in combat and felt deep regret for the loss of life. He'd been young then, wild, yet bound by duty. Now, years later, his mind still carried the tumbled chaos, the fury beyond madness that made him want to rage, to slash and destroy, to do the unthinkable—show weakness by shedding tears. 

      Suddenly, a woman's scream split the dawn. Hawk bolted to his feet and instinctively raced toward the desperate cry. 

      Ahead, stands of pine and eucalyptus screened the woman's position, but he heard the thud and scrape of a violent fight. 

      * * * * 

      The speed and viciousness of the attack tore one scream from Charity Starr before she put her energy into beating off the two strangers. Only moments ago, she'd enjoyed the cool breeze and the distant thunder of ocean waves. Now she fought in bone-aching terror. 

      Growling, “Gimme the damn case, bitch,” the burly man clamped her arms against his sweaty body, and pried her fingers from the computer bag. 

      God, no. Twisting, she straddled the case to protect its secrets. 

      The second man ordered, “Hold her, Rhino. I'll help.” He grabbed her hips. She wrenched one hand loose long enough to rake fingernails across the wiry man's face. Howling, he clapped a palm over one eye. 

      Fear gripped her as she caught a whiff of a familiar, sharp odor in the cloth Rhino tried to jam against her face. She flung her head back, hearing and feeling the crunch when she connected with his nose. He dropped the cloth and screamed curses at her. His hot blood dripped down the nape of her neck, soaking into the collar of her denim jacket. Gagging at the coppery scent, she brought the heel of her running shoe down hard on his instep, wishing she'd worn hobnail boots. 

      He swore and cuffed the side of her head. 

      Her ears rang from the blow. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her shoulders, and lunged to break away. It didn't work. 

      The wiry man clawed at her ankles. Terrified, she kicked him in the groin. He rolled away cursing again. 

      Panting, she fought in silent fury against Rhino, the big man behind her. He shoved her arms higher against her spine, anchoring them with cruel force. She clamped her lips, strained forward to ease the pressure, then kicked backward at his knee. 

      She missed. 

      Her left wrist ached where his steely fingers dug into tender flesh. She gulped air, sick with fear for the vital and deadly information in the laptop and in her mind. 

      Almost blinded by terror, she felt sudden hope as a tall, masculine figure emerged from the shadows and sped toward them. 

      Her rescuer tore Rhino away from her. She stumbled over the case, and looked up to see her unknown defender punch out the big kidnapper. 

      With the precious computer bag cradled in her arms, she stood just as the wiry kidnapper came out of nowhere and rammed her into a tree. 

      “No!” 

      Hearing the woman's anguished cry, Hawk whirled in time to see her fall, and the second kidnapper run off toward another line of trees carrying a small, dark blue case. 

      The young woman lay sprawled on the grass against the rough base of the trunk, eyes closed, skin ashen. Blood stained her neck, her jacket, and the pink T-shirt that stretched over the soft curves of her breasts. 

      Kneeling beside her, he pressed his fingers to the pulse point on her throat. 

      She bit off a moan as her eyes fluttered open. “Did he get my case?” 

      “Yeah. Don't worry.” Concerned about the source of the fresh blood, he noted signs of shock in her eyes and pale clammy skin. 

      She tried to sit up. 

      He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Stay down. You're hurt.” 

      “You don't understand. I can't let him get it.” Fumbling in her jacket pocket, she pulled out a small control box. 

      “Quiet, lady. You're in shock.” 

      “No! Let me go. I have to do this.” 

      Filled with grudging admiration, he propped her up. 

      Her fingers trembled as she entered a code, aimed one end at the figure disappearing into the distant grove, pushed a button, then fell back against his supporting arm. 

      He heard a small pop and the crook's sharp cry of alarm. A puff of smoke curled from the stolen case. The thief dropped it and kept running. 

      “Another failure...” She fainted. 

      Muffled sounds behind Hawk alerted him to the other attacker's escape. 

      “Damn, should've hit him harder.” 

      He turned back to examine the young woman. Strands of dark brown hair had come loose from an intricate French braid. Her black lashes lay curled on pale cheeks. 

      With skilled fingers, he searched for a source of the fresh blood on her clothes. He examined her head, swearing at the cut and rapidly growing bump where she'd crashed against the tree. 

      She looked so helpless lying there—like a young dove with a broken wing he'd once found huddled on a forest floor. As he smoothed away a wisp of hair from her face, a surge of protectiveness rose in his chest. 

      “Can't leave you here alone,” Hawk muttered. 

      Carrying the unconscious woman to his black Jaguar, he laid her on the grass. He got a soft Navajo blanket from the trunk, and cocooned her in its warm, woolen folds. 

      With the first aid kit from his car, Hawk cleaned and bandaged the cut on her head, then checked her pupils and counted her pulse. As he wiped the assailant's blood from her neck and hands, he studied her slim fingertips. Flakes of skin and blood under the nails bore grim testimony to her desperate battle. 

      Hawk folded her small hand in his, impressed by her courage. “Who are you, girl?” he wondered aloud. “And why are you in the park at dawn?” 

      Opening the door, he picked her up again, all too aware of her womanly curves and delicate frame as he settled her, still tucked in the blanket, into the car. 

      Baffled by the urge to take her home and protect her, he studied her through the windshield and shook his head. 

      Deciding to retrieve the mysterious blue case for the unconscious woman, he jogged back to where the thief had dropped it. 

      He found it easily, detouring to retrieve the small control box. Farther on, a piece of cloth partly trampled by a small footprint caught his attention. He picked it up by one corner, recognizing the characteristic pungent odor of chloroform, and carried it with the control box and case back to the car. He sealed the rag in a plastic sample bag, automatically preserving evidence. 

      “Kidnap,” he muttered. What other reason would there be for an anesthetic? She must have fought like hell before he got there to prevent the bastards from drugging her senseless. 

      The case held a lap top computer with a small hole in the middle. So she'd destroyed information to keep it from the crooks who'd jumped her. Hawk marveled at the tremendous drive that had roused her long enough to key the code and set off the explosive. 

      A wallet in the blue bag provided her identification; Charity Elizabeth Starr from Virginia. 

      Settling behind the wheel, he switched on the engine, pulled onto the street , and glanced at her. “Hey, wake up, lady.” 

      She didn't respond. Cursing under his breath, he drove faster toward the hospital. * * * * 

      Impatiently, Hawk swept aside the pale blue drapes separating Charity's narrow cubicle from others. “When are you getting a medic in here? Five minutes is too long.” 

      A man in green scrubs with a stethoscope around his neck appeared. “I'm Dr. Raymond. What happened? How long has the young lady been unconscious?” 

      “About fifteen minutes, since two men attacked her.” Introducing himself, Hawk told the doctor her name and described the fight while the doctor bent to examine Charity's head. 

      “I'll give you an update on your girlfriend's condition later,” Dr. Raymond said, writing on the medical chart. “There's a waiting room past the clerk's office.” 

      Hawk didn't correct the doctor's error. He realized he'd get more information about her condition if the hospital authorities thought he and Charity had a close relationship. 

      He gave her medical insurance card to the clerk, saying, “I'll call the police and move my car.” 

      While he waited for an officer to arrive, Hawk used his car phone to contact his friend, Michael Forest, on the chance he might have information about the unconscious woman. Michael kept track of a world-wide business empire through his sophisticated communications network. Plus, he had ties to covert operations. When Michael answered, Hawk quickly outlined the events. 

      “Charity Starr?” Michael responded. “She's here to do research for us at the Sequoia Foundation. One of my people heard a rumor about a plot to kidnap her at Stanford after her lecture, but a male member of her family was with her. I'll access her file.” 

      As Hawk heard the tap of computer keys, he wondered if the same men had made both kidnap attempts. 

      “Got it,” Michael said. “Miss Starr has advanced degrees in Chemistry and Astrophysics. She's scheduled to do a seminar on solar energy in four days.” He tapped more keys. “There's something else I can't pin down, but she could still be in danger.” 

      Hawk's muscles tensed. “I figured that.” 

      “I'll keep digging and see what turns up.” 

      A squad car pulled into the parking lot, and Hawk said, “Call me,” before hanging up. 

      Hawk followed the policeman into the hospital and identified himself as the witness. The officer studied Charity's Driver's License, accepted the sample bag, listened to Hawk's report, and read his business card. 

      “Challenge Security Consultants. Did Miss Starr hire you for protection, Mr. Adams?” 

      “No, I live just up the road. I was jogging in the park.” 

      In a short time the doctor came out. “We're running a CT scan. She's still unconscious and I suspect a skull fracture.” 

      If I'd been thirty seconds faster... Hawk clenched one fist. 

      Dr. Raymond promised to notify them when he had more information and disappeared through the automatic doors. 

      In a few minutes, the officer finished his preliminary report and left. 

      Waiting for an update on Charity's condition, Hawk ignored a jolt of anticipation at the idea of seeing her again. He'd talk with her a minute or two and leave. Nothing personal, he told himself, discounting the possibility of any attraction. 

      * * * * 

      Charity fought her way out of a starless night. A dream? A nightmare? Why did her head throb, her eyes refuse to open? Strangers’ voices confused her. And why did she hear the beep and whir of unfamiliar equipment? 

      “Where am I?” she murmured, trying to sort and identify the sounds and scents around her. 

      The sharp odor of antiseptic and soap, and, “Paging Doctor Wayne Ford,” gave her the answer. 

      “I'm in a hospital. Why?” She rubbed her forehead. I can't remember! 

      A man's voice startled her. “Open your eyes, Charity. I'm Doctor Raymond.” 

      “Doctor?” Touching a bandage on her head, she gazed up into the warm eyes of a stranger. 

      “You're in Ocean Community Hospital. How do you feel?” 

      “Like Mars fell on me. What happened?” 

      “You were attacked.” 

      Suddenly cold, she dug her fingers into the blanket to stop their trembling. “Now I remember. Two men tried to kidnap me. God, I was terrified.” 

      “Relax. You're safe. Your boyfriend brought you here.” 

      “Boyfriend?” 

      “Adams.” The doctor pulled a small penlight from his pocket. Murmuring, “Just want to check your pupils,” he flashed the thin beam in her eyes. 

      “But I don't—” 

      “You should rest.” Doctor Raymond patted her hand. “You needed stitches, and suffered a mild concussion. We'll keep you overnight for observation. When you're up to it, you can sign the forms.” 

      “Yes, insurance. The card's in my wallet.” Memory hit. “My purse! It was in the bag they took.” 

      “Don't worry. Adams brought your purse and wallet.” 

      Charity recalled black hair, shadowed eyes, and powerful hands holding back the terror, helping her “I want to talk to him.” 

      “He's waiting to see you as soon as you're transferred to your room.” * * * * 

      Restlessly, Charity tossed in her hospital bed and fought to stay awake. She had to find out about the data in her laptop. Had it been completely destroyed? She hoped so. 

      Closing her eyes against nausea and headache-induced flashes of light, she listened to carts rattling and nurses passing in the hall. 

      She was dimly aware of a disturbance, like a swirl in the fog. A presence. 

      “Miss Starr?” The stranger who'd rescued her earlier approached in soundless steps. 

      Her gaze fastened on his face. Her breath caught. She was stunned by his aura of masculine power and her own rising attraction. 

      She tried to look away, but her full attention was captured by his dark eyes. 

      “I'm Hawk Adams. I brought you here.” His deep baritone held a gentle note of caring so at odds with her last memory of him battling the kidnappers. 

      She extended her hand. “Thanks for your help.” She heard a quiver in her voice and despised her weakness. 

      He took possession of her hand in both of his and a murky flood of sadness began to overwhelm her, rising, cresting like an ocean tide. 

      “No,” she whispered. Cold perspiration trickled down her spine. Chills wracked her body. Empathic skills she'd caged for ten years awakened, and she struggled to shore up the shattered barriers that shielded her from knowing his pain and the emotional scars that haunted his days and nights. 

      One more frantic effort blocked him out of her mind. But another mental wall crumbled under the pressure. From every part of the hospital, emotions bombarded her. Other people's fear, joy, the sudden blanking out of death, pounded through her mind and body. 

      Then, a growing sense of pressure, of brightness, and confusion, and half-formed thoughts filled her mind. What? Who? She drank a deep, steadying breath, and traced the thread of consciousness back to its source—a newborn experiencing its first minutes after birth. 

      Sweet baby. She felt a smile on her lips as she tapped into her strength to soothe the newborn and ease the mother's pains. 

      From another floor, a thick wave of grief brought tears to her eyes. Instinctively she sought the source, a middle-aged man's aching sorrow as he held the hand of his dying wife. Charity's heart wept for him, and she returned comfort and peace. 

      As the clamor of emotional heights and depths faded, once again locked beyond protective barriers, she took a tremulous breath. Her stamina had been drained, but she'd staved off her greatest, most terrifying fear. 

      The rescuer's strong fingers still gripped her hand, anchoring her to the here and now. “You're hurting. I'll call a nurse.” 

      “Don't call anyone. I'll be okay.” 

      But she wasn't okay. It was him. The power of his compassion and mental force overwhelmed her. 

      Damn, she thought renewing her desperate fight for control. My gifts would choose this moment to operate. Her internal barricades, half-shuttered to protect herself, opened more. She sensed a flicker of battle rage and chaos held in tight control. It came from him, the stranger who'd rescued her. Something else—an awareness of violence and terror, of the ability to hunt or stalk relentlessly—flickered at the edge of his thoughts then skittered away before she could grasp it. Instead, she mentally heard the beat of mighty wings and the harsh cry of a great, dark, hunting bird. 

      One thing was certain, in the time it took for him to clasp her hand, he'd unlocked doors she fought daily to keep sealed. 

      She studied the powerful man standing beside her. Her impression of the mighty hunting bird had been correct. He exuded an aura of danger. 

      Another spear of pain darted through her head and she winced. 

      Carefully, hard fingers gently squeezed hers. Hawk's dark eyes, warm with concern, searched her face. “Didn't they give you something for pain?” 

      “The doctor said no because of my concussion.” Charity laid her hand on his forearm. “Don't worry. I'll be fine. You have a tender heart, you know.” 

      Hawk's expression remained impassive, but a new psychic gift opened, and she unintentionally caught his thought; Tender. Me? Hell! That bump on her head did more damage than I thought. 

      Shaken by the contact, she closed the connection between them. In her twenty-six years, she'd never read anyone's thoughts, not even members of her family. She felt vulnerable to this strong man with a troubled soul. 

      His voice intruded. “Why did those men attack you and what's so important about your computer that you destroyed it?” 

      “Please sit down, Mr. Adams...” 

      “Call me Hawk.” 

      Charity studied him a moment while he pulled a chair closer and sat. His face was sculpted in strong planes. High cheekbones and a copper tinge in his dark tan revealed an Amerind heritage. Black hair, the sheen of a raven's wing, matched slashing eyebrows. His eyes, as dark and fathomless as midnight, reminded her of the volcanic obsidian ancient Native Americans had fashioned into arrow and spear points. She saw that same sharpness and cutting power in him. 

      “Hawk, you do deserve an explanation, but please keep it confidential.” 

      “You can trust me.” 

      She had a brief memory of him appearing out of the dawn like the spirit of revenge, to fight her battle. 

      “I know. First, thank you for coming to my rescue. Those men terrified me.” 

      “You had good reason.” He leaned forward to rest his hand on hers. 

      A funny little quiver rippled up her arm. For a moment, she couldn't collect her thoughts. Still confused by her reaction to his touch, she asked, “What happened to my computer?” 

      “You blew a hole in it with your fancy explosive. Why did you say another failure?” 

      “I'm doing research. My laptop held important formulas and calculations. I rigged it with a tiny explosive device to destroy the information before the wrong people got it.” 

      “Sounds like you're mixed up in industrial espionage.” 

      “Not by choice. My current work will concentrate the power of solar winds. It's another failure because it sets back my final date of completion.” 

      Charity stroked Hawk's wrist while she talked, barely aware of her movements. “NASA is interested. They'll have an endless supply of power throughout the solar system.” 

      “Sounds like a damn good deal for the space program.” Hawk glanced at his wrist where she stroked him. He wondered if she knew how arousing her soft touch felt. He sure as hell did. 

      “Sorry.” Bright pink mantled her cheeks. “I've always been a tactile person. I handle and stroke things or people when I'm thinking.” 

      “Who's complaining?” Charmed by her blush, he hid his amusement when she yanked away her hand. 

      Leaning back, he turned slightly so he wouldn't make her feel crowded or threatened. He needed the space, too. His growing attraction to her was becoming physically obvious. “That why they tried to kidnap you?” 

      Charity gazed at him a moment, her eyes shadowed. “The discovery has other, classified applications.” She picked at the blanket, then smoothed the fabric. “Twice in the last three months, someone has tried to steal my portable computer so I always keep it in reach.” 

      Hawk heard the anger and concern in his own voice as he asked, “Then why in the hell did you walk alone in the park at sunrise, for God's sake?” 

      Her fingers froze on the blanket. She gazed at him, her eyes wide and dark, reminding Hawk of a tiny squirrel when it sees the shadow of a wild hawk hovering overhead. 

      She swallowed and raised her delicate chin in challenge. “Listen, I opened the drapes and watched a woman walk her dog down the street. Then two cars pulled into the parking lot, and people wearing hotel uniforms climbed out. I even saw a police cruiser drive past. I thought it was safe.” 

      “It's never safe for a woman out that early. Lady, you better learn a little caution.” 

      Smiling, Charity said, “You sound like my oldest brother, Daniel. He spent half my childhood getting me out of scrapes.” 

      The last thing Hawk wanted was to be attracted to Charity, but he'd already lost that battle. She had him tangled up with just a glance. The longer he sat there feeling her innocence and warmth, the more he felt drawn to her. 

      Uncoiling from the chair, he stood, ready to leave. “Have you called your family?” 

      “I don't want a member of the Starr clan swooping down on me. Whoever comes will try to bundle me up and take me back home.” 

      “Sounds like a good idea.” 

      “Not when I've spent most of my life working hard to convince them I can do things for myself.” 

      He raised one eyebrow at her determined expression. “Just stay there until you've recovered from your injuries.” 

      “Don't.” 

      “Don't what?” Again, she reminded him of a wild squirrel, but this time her fur was ruffled. 

      “Don't treat me like a child. I can make my own decisions. That's why I applied for the research grant here in Orange County, clear across the continent from my family. I have to prove my independence.” 

      She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “Sorry to sound ungrateful. It's a long story. The shorter version is that I'm the youngest of seven children. Since I'm also small and female, it brings out my family's protective streak.” 

      “I can understand that. You do seem kind of young to be out on your own.” He smothered a grin at the sparks of anger in her eyes. 

      “I'm twenty-six years old. I've been on my own since I went to the university, but they still try to protect me.” With a wry expression, she added, “After teaching two summer session classes, I had a month-long lecture tour. In every city, a different member of my family just happened to show up.” 

      He held up one hand. “You win.” He took out his card case. “Here's my card. Reach me at home or in my car. If not, my office will track me down. Notify me what time they'll discharge you tomorrow. I'll drive you to where you're staying.” 

      “No thanks. I'll make my own arrangements.” 

      “I suggest you accept. You don't have any family here.” 

      Charity pushed herself up on her elbows. “I said no." 

      “That's tough. I'll be here tomorrow.” 

      * * * * 

      Charity watched him go. His hard, muscled body held an honorable man. He'd been kind and considerate, but he'd fought with deadly skill. Now he acted over protective. She knew she should stay away from him. His effect on her paranormal talents put her in danger. She'd have to leave before he returned the next day. 

      A sudden chill iced her skin. Tiny hairs rose on the back of her neck. Once more, she saw and experienced her uncle trapped in a killer's emotions and held by brute force. Nausea choked her. She lunged against the same psychopath who held her a mental captive too. 

      Her eyes snapped open. Safe. She was safe. At least physically safe, but her internal barriers quivered under the waves of acute emotions filling the hospital. 

      Charity twisted the sheets with her fingers. Her Starr heritage of psychic abilities had returned to haunt her. Since that hideous moment when her uncle died tangled in a killer's emotions, she'd locked away her own empathic gifts. Mysteriously, Hawk had opened that door and sparked a new gift, the ability to read his thoughts. 

      But this time she was an adult, not a vulnerable sixteen-year-old. Extra-sensory gifts were her genetic heritage, encoded in her mind and body as much as the shape of her hands or feet. Instead of sealing them in some shadowed corner of her mind, she'd accept the responsibility and consequences of their use. 

      With that decision came another, long hidden recollection of a prophecy spoken by her mother years earlier: 

      
        "The sky is wrapped in somber clouds, and the tears of the sun and moon mingle. Let the daughter of the skies guard her heart from the son of earth and wind." 
      

      In the depths of her mind, the door of perception opened to a higher level of understanding. On the day the tears of the sun and moon mingled, Hawk would hold her heart in his hand and either cherish or destroy it. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk strode away knowing he was in over his head. The small woman with hair the color of rich earth and eyes like wild violets had burrowed under his defenses. 

      He caught his reflection in a window and muttered, “You're ten years older than her, and a half-breed, ex-street kid with a degree in efficient fighting thanks to Special Forces. She has a home, a family and a Ph.D. in Astrophysics.” 

      He turned the corner and went through the exit as the doors slid open. Hell! I wouldn't know a solar wind from breaking wind. 

      Hawk walked out into the bright morning sunshine. Charity's playground spread across the universe. Ties of his heritage bound him to the earth. 

      As he'd held her unconscious body in the park, he'd been filled with a tender protectiveness. In Emergency, her welfare had been vital to him. Talking with her in the hospital room had loosened dark bands of tension coiling through his body. With that thought came the sudden realization of the peace he'd found in her presence. True, he wanted to bask in that peace, but how could he and still protect her? The horror of his past would destroy the very innocence that, in his experience, made her tender and unique. 

      “Dammit,” he muttered, striding toward his car. He'd see her tomorrow and keep his promise to drive her to the hotel, but that would be the end of it. He couldn't risk getting more involved. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 2 
        
      

      

      “Your ride should be here any minute, ma'am.” 

      Charity smiled at the middle-aged clerk who stood close enough for her to smell the woman's perfume. Thank God, even this near, she didn't detect the slightest ripple of emotion from the sweet-faced woman. 

      “Thanks for making the arrangements.” As she signed the last discharge form, she was grateful to be back in control of her talents, and even more grateful to be leaving. The hospital's emotional stew constantly assaulted her mind and drained her energy. 

      Ruefully, she recalled stories she'd read about empaths becoming millionaires, living happily ever after. If only people knew. She sighed. 

      Alone again, she scanned the room to be sure she'd gathered everything, desperate to escape before Hawk came. 

      It'd be safer not to see him again. 

      Five minutes later, a nurse's aide propelled Charity's obligatory wheelchair down the hall. Moving past pale-blue walls interrupted by oakwood doors, she recalled the moment Hawk's presence had unlocked her psychic talents. From that point on, she'd been buffeted by other patients’ pain. Drained of energy by their needs. Only Uncle Devon's hours of training had helped her build and hold a mental fortress. 

      She worried the smooth leather strap of her purse and tried to relax, but it didn't help. Even the strongest wall had a weak spot. Last night before a new wave of pain dulled her thinking, she'd considered the more logical theory that the blow to her head had restarted her paranormal abilities. If so, why hadn't the emotions of the doctor or several nurses breached her automatic barriers the instant she was carried into the hospital? The answer was clear. Somehow Hawk had caused her abilities to start operating after years of deliberate suppression. Not only that, for the first time she'd heard a person's thoughts and they were his. 

      The young nurse's aide asked questions and made cheerful comments. But Charity wasn't listening. Her mind was filled with Hawk. 

      “We'll wait here in the lobby until the taxi arrives,” the lively redhead said, setting the brake. 

      “You don't have to stay with me. I'll be fine.” 

      “I can't do that. I have to deliver you to the taxi. Besides,” She smiled like a groupie eyeing a rock star. “It gives me a chance to scope out the hunk by the passenger loading zone.” 

      Amused, Charity glanced out the mirrored window at the hunk. Her smile died. “Hawk Adams! What's he doing here so early?” 

      “You know him?” 

      “He rescued me yesterday and brought me to Emergency.” 

      “Cool! Introduce us, okay?” 

      “I'll be glad to.” Charity bit her lip, wondering why she felt annoyed by the pretty young aide's interest in Hawk. 

      “Thanks. He's gorgeous, sort of bronze and Indianish.” Her attention still fixed on Hawk, the young woman moved closer to the window. “Is he taken?” 

      “I don't know.” 

      Unobtrusively, Charity studied Hawk. His face was more stern than handsome, but he exuded a masculine charisma that had a far greater potency. Morning sunlight sparked blue highlights off his black hair. A black knit shirt fit close over his wide shoulders and strong chest, tapering down to his waist and flat stomach. Black jeans, tucked into black boots, hugged his thighs and legs showing the flex of muscles when he moved. 

      “There's the taxi.” Grasping the back of the wheelchair, the young woman pushed her toward the automatic door. 

      Charity watched Hawk speak to the driver, then the taxi pulled away. He swung around, his face set in calm, unemotional lines. “Feel better this morning, Miss Starr?” 

      She lunged to her feet. “Why did you send him away?” Her irritation flared. “You had no business making that decision for me.” 

      “I said I'd drive you to where you're staying.” 

      “And I told you no." 

      “Well, I'm here and the taxi's gone.” 

      She clenched her fingers around her purse. “Listen, Mr. Adams, I came to California to get away from other people telling me what to do.” 

      A slow smile warmed his features. “It's Hawk. I came to give you a ride, not run your life.” 

      In spite of her annoyance, she was too exhausted to fight, and threw up her hands. Stalling for time, Charity introduced Hawk to the aide. She thought about his kindness, so at odds with the hard, curt image he projected. The glimpse into his thoughts showed he'd been forced to make terrifying choices in his life, and had accepted the results without blaming anyone else. 

      Hawk opened the door of his Jaguar, parked in the patient loading zone, vitally conscious of Charity waiting at the curb. 

      This was probably a stupid idea, he mused, glancing at her. God knows she'd ruined his sleep. He couldn't stop remembering her warm, slim body when he'd held her. Those thoughts had tormented him through a long walk and cold shower the night before. They still caught him at unexpected moments, teasing him with erotic images. 

      Hawk wrapped his hand around her arm to steady her, shocked when a jolt of sensual heat swept through his body. “In you go.” 

      Trying to figure what the hell he could do about his reaction, he slid into the car. He wasn't some teenage kid controlled by raging hormones, so why did his body react to her with such heat and need? 

      For a moment he looked at Charity. She sat rigid, her face flushed. Was it anger, or had she felt it too? 

      He started the engine, reminding himself there were too many years and his own violent past between them. 

      “Where you staying?” 

      Charity jerked at the sound of his voice, then forced herself to relax. “At the Regent Pacific Hotel.” 

      “Across from the park where they jumped you.” 

      “That's right.” Charity settled back, still stunned by sparks of sensual awareness. His warm clasp had melted through her, clear to the bone. Licking her lips, she tried to sort out her feelings. No other man had ever affected her like the enigmatic one beside her. 

      Leaning her cheek against the headrest, she studied Hawk's long, elegant fingers and hands as he drove the powerful car through heavy morning traffic. There were faint scars on the back of both hands. She'd have to avoid them and their latent residue of psychic pain. Even though she fought to keep her internal barriers closed, she sensed his leashed power and something deeper—a constant war he waged to keep his darker side under control. 

      At the hotel, he stayed beside her, one hand at the small of her back, as they crossed the marble floor to the accommodations desk. 

      Charity was acutely aware of his touch and the heat radiating through her body from that contact. Glancing toward him, she saw how he moved with the grace of a sleek panther, his powerful form drawing the interest of other women. 

      Her bandaged head and the bloodstains on her jeans,Tshirt, and denim jacket, drew stares. Ignoring the curious, she reached the desk and asked for her phone messages. 

      She read the top three. Her mother had called twice and her sister, Summer, once. They knew something had happened to her just as she would know if any member of her family were injured. 

      “Funny. After what happened, even the hotel seems different.” 

      “Change to another one.” 

      “No, I'll be fine here.” She saw his lips flatten. He didn't like her decision. “Really, Hawk, don't worry. I've stayed in hotels by myself a lot. I'm cautious.” 

      “I can't boss you, but I'll damn sure secure your room before you go in.” 

      “Good idea.” She glanced at the message slips. “I should see who else called.” 

      Absorbed in reading, she walked beside Hawk through a light-drenched atrium filled with trees and plants. The eight-story building soared above them on all sides. Vines cascaded from each level. Water splashed in a blue-tiled fountain. But her mind was on her family not the beauty around her. 

      By-passing the elevators, she started up the broad marble steps to the second floor. Hawk stayed beside her. His strong hand cupping her elbow made her acutely aware of his leashed power. To distract herself, she reread a couple of messages. 

      “You're worried. Why?” Hawk asked. 

      Charity brushed her fingers along the bronze handrail appreciating its cool surface. “My family suspects I'm in trouble or hurt.” 

      “With good reason.” He nodded to the call slips. “They couldn't reach you.” 

      “That's true. I hope I can stop the invasion of the Starr clan.” 

      The rose and gold carpeting muffled their footsteps in the hallway. Close to her suite, Hawk moved her into the shelter of a nearby recessed doorway and took the key card from her, whispering, “Wait here.” 

      He slipped the electronic key into the slot, slid a long knife from his boot, and held it ready. In one swift move he disappeared inside her room. 

      She listened for sounds of his progress, but he moved through the suite silently. 

      Cautiously, she opened a small barrier in her mind, not to read his thoughts but to test for any hint of danger. Even that quick dip into empathic questing took energy. 

      In spite of the connection, his sudden re-appearance startled her. 

      “All clear. Come in.” 

      Weary, she settled into a chair in the small sitting room, and touched the intricately carved picture frame on the narrow table beside her. The psychic residue of love radiating from it, comforted her. 

      Hawk lounged in the matching chair, observing her with an unreadable expression. “Your boyfriend?” 

      “My family.” She positioned it so he could see the photo. Unexpected tears blurred her vision. She flicked them away and sent him a tremulous smile. “Sorry. Don't know what caused that. The photo was made last Christmas when we were all home.” 

      Pointing to her parents, she said, “Mother is the resident author, homemaker, and peacemaker.” 

      “You look like her, same hair, same violet eyes. Bet your father had to beat off a truckload of rivals.” 

      “Not after they kissed. According to Dad, it was all over but the wedding. Mom just smiles.” 

      Touching the image of the distinguished-looking man with his arm around her mother, she said, “My father. He sold his investment business and retired, but he still chops wood for three fireplaces and works out everyday in the gym he built beside the solarium.” 

      “He looks like he can hold his own in a fight.” Hawk's eyes gleamed. “I see where you got your feistiness.” 

      Charity polished the glass with the corner of her T-shirt. “I'll call Mom in a few minutes. She worries if she can't reach me.” 

      Hawk studied her face. “You still have a headache. They give you any meds?” 

      His concern warmed her like the first morning sunbeams. It had been a long time since anyone except her family saw her as a person, and not a source of prestige or power. 

      “I'll take some when I'm settled in. That stuff puts me in a fog. I need a clear mind to review my notes.” She smiled faintly. “In three days I'm teaching a seminar.” 

      “Worry about the seminar tomorrow. You went through hell in the park.” He looked around the room and frowned. “Someone should stay with you.” 

      “After you leave I'll take a nap then order lunch from room service. I can work this afternoon.” Under his searching gaze, she said, “I promise to pace myself.” 

      “Guess that'll have to do.” He reached out to run a finger along her cheek. “I've had paramedic training. If you want, I'll come by tomorrow morning at eight and check the stitches in your head.” 

      He jotted on the back of another business card. “I'll be at this number all evening. You have my home number, here's my cellular. Don't hesitate to call, no matter what time, if you're worried or need me.” 

      “Thanks, and yes, I'd like you to take a look at the stitches.” She gripped the card, sensing a faint resonance of power that was uniquely Hawk's. Her cheek still basked in the warmth of his touch. So much for easing him out of her life. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk closed the door, then moved down the hall as he unclipped the cell phone from his belt and called Michael. Nothing new. I'm probably being overcautious, he told himself, but dammit, she's alone, so vulnerable it isn't funny. 

      After a brief conversation, he headed for his car. He had an appointment to meet at Quinn and Heather's home to discuss a security system for an estate Quinn was designing. 

      * * * * Several times during the subsequent meal, waves of uneasiness washed over Hawk. Heather touched his arm. “You're quieter than usual tonight. Want to tell us what's bothering you?” He covered her hand. “I'm concerned about a young woman I helped yesterday.” “You have that look again.” Quinn leaned back in his chair studying his friend. “Another one of your famous hunches?” 

      “Nothing concrete.” Experience had taught Hawk these unusual insights couldn't be rushed so he let his subconscious work on it. After dinner, he tried to focus on their plans, but thoughts about Charity interrupted his concentration. Finally he rolled up the schematic drawings, and left his friend's office. 

      “Problem?” Quinn asked, following him to the door. 

      “Going to see Charity. Something's wrong.” 

      “Call us,” Heather said while her husband punched the gate release then opened the door. “We'll wait up.” 

      “Right.” 

      Hawk vaulted down the steps, threw himself into the car and started the engine. Ahead of him, the security gates swung wide. He sped through. 

      Pushing the limit, he concentrated on driving. His skin crawled with tension. Would he get there in time? 

      “Damn!” He banged the steering wheel. “I should've made her change hotels.” 

      Maneuvering through traffic, he was five minutes from her hotel when his car phone buzzed. It was Michael. He'd come through in a pinch just as he had many times when they'd fought side by side in covert activities around the world. 

      “Quinn said you were headed for Miss Starr's hotel. I dug up who's trying to get more information about her research. It's Doctor Hugo Zellerman. He's connected to an international weapons cartel. That's all so far. By the way, my sources learned she turned down a million dollars for the information.” 

      “A million! Plenty of people willing to do anything for a million bucks.” Hawk switched car lanes, absorbing Michael's words while he drove. 

      “My thoughts, too.” 

      Another chill slithered down Hawk's spine. “Catch you later.” * * * * 

      After she telephoned her mother and reassured her, Charity bathed and tried to sleep, but her dreams were haunted by the assault. 

      Finally, she got up and dressed. Her thoughts kept returning to Hawk. In spite of his impact on her psychic defenses, she was drawn to him. She recalled his touch, his strong body, the way he made her feel safe, even his masculine scent. A strange ache and heat throbbed through her body. Blushing, she wondered how it would feel to lie in his arms and make love. 

      “Stop it, you have work to do,” she muttered. 

      For an hour she reviewed her seminar notes, napped again, then called room service to order fresh fruit, toast and an herbal tea. 

      In a short time she heard a sharp rap on the door, and a male voice say, “Room service.” For a moment she was tempted to drop her barriers and sense his emotional tone, but knew it wouldn't be ethical to invade his privacy. 

      She opened the door to a young dark-haired man with glasses and wearing the hotel uniform. Cautious because of the kidnap attempt, she checked his name badge. Jerry. 

      “Where do you want this, Miss Starr?” 

      “Beside the window, please. The ocean's beautiful tonight.” 

      When he left, she closed the door and fastened the night latch again. 

      After drinking half a cup of the orange and cinnamon flavored tea, she nibbled on buttered toast, slices of cantaloupe, and fresh pineapple. 

      Another calculation came to mind. She wandered over to the desk to work it out when her vision blurred. Clutching the edge of the desk, she wobbled on her feet, unable to get steady. Her skin felt raw, sensitive. Cold crept from her fingers and toes up toward the rest of her body, freezing and icy. Her tongue and the roof of her mouth stung. 

      “Was it the tea or the food?” Dizzy and nauseous, she staggered to the bathroom and threw up. She still had the suspicious symptoms. Got to get rid of the rest. Bracing her hip against the hard sink, she mixed soapy water in a plastic tumbler, forced herself to drink it, then threw up into the toilet. By instinct more than thought, she repeated the purging twice more, finally slipping to her knees on the cold tile floor. She decided soap smelled better than its perfumed, but bitter taste. 

      Exhausted and weak, she sank down, her cheek on the thick white bathmat in front of the tub. Struggling to breathe, she spread her fingers on the hard floor. She might die in this hotel far from home. 

      It took her a couple of minutes to recognize the sound of someone knocking at her door. 

      “Go away,” she muttered, gulping air after each word. Sleep, she needed to sleep. 

      The knocking grew louder. A vaguely familiar voice called her name. Self-preservation forced her to clutch the cold, smooth side of the bathtub and struggle to her feet. Light reflected off the white tub, walls, and cream-on-white floor. It dazzled her sensitive eyes. She lurched out on legs and feet that seemed disconnected from her body. 

      “Who's there?” 

      “Hawk Adams. Let me in.” 

      “Just a minute.” Unable to make her legs obey, she clung to the doorframe. 

      After a faint series of beeps, the door opened a crack, stopped by the night latch. 

      “Stand back.” A brief pause, then the door crashed open, and Hawk hurtled through. Rushing to her side, he wrapped his fingers around her wrist and counted her pulse. 

      Looking grim, he slipped an arm around her waist and settled her in an overstuffed chair. “I'll call 911. You look like hell.” 

      “No! If you call the paramedics, I'll refuse treatment. I already swallowed soapy water and threw up three times.” 

      Hawk frowned as he checked her pulse again and examined her fingers. “Your pupils are dilated, your lips and fingers have a blue tinge. Looks like you've been drugged. I'm calling the paramedics.” 

      “I...said...no. If they come, I won't cooperate.” 

      She struggled to stand, clinging to the chair. “If you want to help, get me some hot, strong coffee. I need a stimulant.” 

      “Why refuse medical treatment? Is it religious?” 

      “Something like that. What I do is my own business, Mr. Adams. Good-bye.” 

      Realizing she had to exercise to stay conscious, she made herself walk across the room. There, she clung to the edge of the doorframe into the bedroom. 

      Hawk watched her through narrowed eyes. “I can't force you to accept medical help. I'll call room service for coffee.” 

      “No.” She pointed to the serving cart. “That's how I was drugged.” 

      “I'll get it myself. Keep the door locked. Don't answer to anyone. I'll take the key card.” 

      She pushed away from the doorjamb as he left, commanding her feet to move. Icy perspiration raised goosebumps on her skin. Hawk's here. In a cold, dangerous place he would protect her, help her. No. He could still override her bid for independence. 

      She leaned her forehead against the wall beside the door. Another wave of weakness had her clinging to the doorframe grumbling, “I hate this. Do I need his help? Do I really need anybody's help?” 

      It seemed an eternity before Hawk returned with an insulated carafe. Still braced against the wall, she watched while he poured coffee into a clean cup. 

      He set the pot and cup on the table beside her family's photo, scooped her up, and settled her in the chair. 

      “Drink,” he said, giving her the cup. She held the smooth, hot china with both hands and drank. 

      Muttering an oath, he rummaged in her closet, found a sweater, and draped it around her shoulders. “Look at you, dammit, you're shaking. You need more than coffee.” 

      Charity put a trembling hand to her head. His anger reverberated through her mind in painful waves. “Hawk...don't. My head's aching. I won't go to a hospital.” 

      “I should insist.” His voice was cold. “I'm a damned fool not to haul you out of here and back to emergency.” 

      He examined her fingers and studied her face again. “Color's coming back. You're still pale but it's better than a few minutes ago.” His warm fingers brushed her neck as he tucked the sweater closer around her shoulders. “I'll take you somewhere safe.” 

      “Anywhere they can't find me.” If only she dared rest against him just long enough to draw strength. 

      Hawk opened the door and scanned the hallway. With his help, she made it down the outside glass elevator and to the parking lot. 

      Shivering in the warm evening wind, she braced her shoulder on Hawk's black Jaguar. He got a blanket from the trunk, draped it around her, and helped her into his car. After fastening the seat belt, she snuggled in the soft wool fabric. 

      Hawk slid behind the steering wheel, and looked at the gutsy woman beside him. One hand tightened on the steering wheel. He'd keep her safe. 

      “We'll go to my place.” 

      She stiffened. “Take me to another hotel.” 

      “What's the objection? Don't want to be alone with a man you just met yesterday?” 

      “You can understand that.” 

      “Raised in a convent, were you?” 

      She gave a quick laugh. “No, but the next best thing.” 

      “Got it. Still, you can't be alone tonight.” 

      She took a breath. “Don't tell me what—” 

      “I'll take you to my friends, Quinn and Heather Archer. Quinn's a retired ATF agent. His home's like a fort.” 

      “But I—” She shook her head. “I hate to admit it, but you're right. I should be near someone if I pass out.” 

      “Then it's all set.” Mentally, he added, Quinn's family will be a buffer between us. 

      He called the Archers and arranged for him and Charity to stay with them. 

      Hawk caught her gaze. Light reflected from security lamps pointed out her pale skin and eyes dark with fatigue and worry. 

      “I don't want to bother anybody,” she said, tucking the blanket closer. 

      “You won't. They're good people.” He gave her a faint smile. “Hope you like kids. They have eight year old Brianna and twins almost a year old.” 

      “I love children.” 

      “Bet they love you too.” He started the engine. 

      They drove on through the warm September night. Earlier winds had swept the sky clear. Now a few stars, not drowned by city lights, were sprinkled across the sky. The road climbed steadily into the Whittier hills. Spicy scents of native chaparral, sage, and California pepper trees, mixed with orange trees and firs flowed through Hawk's window. He breathed in the earthy smells. 

      Charity was asleep by the time they reached the Archer's house. 

      At Quinn's gate, Hawk entered the security code and the gates swung apart. He drove up close to the house. Light spilled out of the open door in welcome as Quinn came to meet them. 

      Hawk slid out, went around to the passenger side, and touched Charity's arm. “We're here.” 

      She yawned and blinked, her movements clumsy. “Give me a minute. My muscles are on strike.” 

      He tested her pulse. “The drug?” 

      “Probably just tired. Let me make it in on my own feet.” 

      Mumbling, “Damn fool pigheadedness,” he helped her out and steadied her. She leaned on him as they slowly walked toward the lighted entrance where Heather was emerging. 

      She clasped Charity's hand. “We're glad Hawk brought you.” 

      “I'm Charity. Thanks for putting me up.” 

      “Call us Heather and Quinn. We don't stand on ceremony.” 

      Heather noted her guest's cold fingers and signs of fatigue in her face. “You need to rest. We'll get you settled.” 

      Turning to Hawk, she said, “Take her to the guest room. I'll get cocoa.” She touched Charity's shoulder. “Plus a flannel nightgown and robe.” 

      In the bedroom, she showed Charity the adjoining bathroom. “We're happy to have company. I know Hawk brought you because he felt it was best.” 

      “You and your husband are going to a lot of trouble for a stranger.” Charity folded the Navajo blanket and held it. 

      “No trouble. Hawk would do the same for us.” Heather took the blanket. “I'll give it back to Hawk. It was made by his great-aunt.” 

      “His great-aunt?” 

      “Yes, Sarah Whitehorse. She still lives on Navajo land. Hawk's mother was Navajo and his father German-Irish.” 

      “What a mix.” 

      “And full of surprises. I'll be back in a minute.” 

      She returned to the room to find her guest settled into bed. 

      “You haven't asked, but Hawk will tell you what happened,” Charity said, covering a yawn. Her eyes closed. “He's a nice guy.” 

      That startled Heather. It wasn't the view most people had. 

      Determined to get answers, she switched off the bedside lamp. Was the mighty Hawk about to have his wings clipped? 

      He leaned against the wall just outside the room. “How's she doin'?” 

      “Asleep now.” 

      “I'll take a look anyway.” 

      Heather hid a smile and followed him back into the room. She watched as he touched Charity's forehead. A small frown crinkled his brow. Slowly, he brushed back a few strands of dark brown hair, his fingers lingering against her temple. 

      Even in her sleep she responded to his presence, murmuring his name. 

      He froze for a few breaths then turned, almost bumping into Heather. 

      In the hallway she closed the door so they wouldn't disturb Charity, and said, “Start talking. The woman in there is more than just a guest. I can see it in your face.” She looked closer at him. “Why isn't she in the hospital? You told us she was drugged. On top of that she has a head injury.” 

      Hawk ran his fingers through his hair. “It's been a hell of a night. I'll explain it to you and Quinn at the same time.” 

      * * * * 

      In the family room, after Hawk told the story, 

      Quinn said, “So that's Charity Starr? She looks too young to have accomplished so much.” 

      “She turned down a million dollars?” Heather exclaimed. “The kidnappers must be awfully anxious to get the results of her research.” 

      “I wanted to take her home, but—” 

      “She was too smart for that.” Heather grinned. 

      “So I brought her here. Your place is safe, and she's had a rough time.” 

      Heather put down the mug. “Time for me to get some sleep. I left pajamas in the other guest room.” 

      Quinn stretched. “Be with you in a few minutes.” With a more serious expression, he said to Hawk, “Should we be extra alert tonight?” 

      “Naw, I'll sleep light.” 

      After his friend left, Hawk turned off the front room lights. Quiet as the shadows stalking ahead of him, he went down the hall to check on Charity. 

      Already, her color looked better. For a few moments he watched her sleep in the dim glow of the hall light. One slender hand had slipped out of the covers and lay relaxed at her waist. Her rich brown hair fanned across the white, lace-trimmed pillow. The top of the dainty print nightgown framed her smooth neck. A whisper of her natural scent stirred him to take a step forward, lean over, and touch her soft cheek with one finger. Still asleep, she turned her face against his hand. 

      His skin tingled from that brief contact. Picking up the quilt folded at the foot of the bed, he spread it over her, and walked out again. 

      Once in bed, he laced his fingers behind his head and lay awake for a long time, wrestling with his response to Charity. Holding her was like embracing something fresh, clean. But his thoughts were far from pure when he pictured her sweet curves. He groaned. Just thinking about her made his pulse speed up and his groin heavy. 

      In his covert activities, women had proven to be deadlier than the men. But her touch, her gentleness and determination had unleashed feelings and ideas he'd worked hard to suppress. She reminded him of his lost dreams of a wife, a home, and children. 

      In the peaceful dark, he listened to the night wind and a childish murmur down the hall. If Charity ever came to love him, it would turn his whole life in a new direction. Did he dare go after that dream? 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 3 
        
      

      

      Charity woke to the tantalizing aroma of fresh brewed coffee, cinnamon and vanilla. Just like home. She stretched and smiled. This was a home, Heather and Quinn's. Hawk had brought her here last night. Where was he now? 

      “Hawk,” she murmured. Somehow he'd plunged her back into painful contact with the strong emotions of other people. 

      After ten years of peace, the curse of her gifts threatened her again. This time, she'd live with that danger. 

      Taking a deep breath, Charity sat up. Good. Outside of some sore ribs everything worked. She touched the bandage on her head. Was it a dream? Had Hawk come in before dawn? With her automatic shields operating, she hadn't detected any emotions or thoughts. But a sweet memory told her he'd curled strong fingers around her wrist pressing the place where her pulse throbbed. Next he'd rested one big, surprisingly gentle hand between her breasts. When she opened her eyes, he'd pulled his hand away and tucked the quilt around her shoulders. 

      Murmuring, “Sleep,” he'd brushed his fingers across her hair and walked away into the shadows. 

      At the time, she'd drifted in a drowsy pool of sleep. But hours later, the sensual heat of his touch still burned. 

      This morning she wondered if it had really happened or had she just dreamed? She hoped it was real. 

      Tracing the cloverleaf pattern of stitches on the quilt, she remembered her brief glimpse of his thoughts in the hospital. 

      They'd revealed a strong, honorable man tormented by stark, painful memories. In spite of the danger from his effect on her gifts, she felt drawn to him. Should she take the risk? 

      The door opened and a little blonde girl peeked in. “Hi, I'm Brianna. I'll tell Mom you're awake.” 

      In a short time, Heather appeared at the open door. “How do you feel this morning?” 

      “Better.” Hiding a grimace, Charity pushed the blankets aside and sat on the edge of the bed. I'll call a taxi and get out of your hair as soon as I'm dressed.” 

      Heather frowned and shook her head. “Hawk told us what happened. You should stay here.” 

      “I can't.” Charity swallowed dryly. “The kidnappers might track me to your home. I don't want anything happening to you or your family because of me.” 

      “Don't worry. We're safe as possible with bullet-proof glass, steel-core doors, and sensors all through the grounds. Quinn's years with Special Forces turned him into a security freak.” 

      “But there's still a danger,” Charity protested. “You don't really know anything about me.” 

      “Hawk vouched for you. That's enough.” She held out a robe to Charity. “Come to breakfast when you're ready.” 

      Minutes later, Charity walked into the sunny, plant-filled kitchen. 

      Heather smiled. “Sit down. I've poured you a cup of coffee.” 

      “Sounds good.” 

      Beyond their mother, the twins played on a braided rug in a fenced-off section of the breakfast nook. They chattered to each other in cheerful baby language. Shafts of sunlight sprayed across the wide, window-filled alcove and its white table and chairs. The little boy patted a sunbeam on the rug. 

      Charity knelt beside the twins, charmed by their baby noises. Both had their father's shiny black hair. One had blue eyes like their mother. The other's eyes were gray. 

      The little girl gabbled at her, offering a well-toothed plastic ring. 

      She touched the infant's soft hair, feeling the familiar stab of regret. How she had longed for a child of her own. 

      “Breakfast's ready.” Heather pulled a pan of fragrant muffins from the upper oven. “Coffee too strong?” 

      Charity settled into her chair and took a drink. “Hits the spot.” 

      “Quinn and Hawk like it strong enough to march five miles carrying its own cup.” Heather sat across from her. “Speaking of Hawk, you've only known him a short time, but you can depend on him to do what's right. I got acquainted with him two years ago when he was visiting Quinn. I'd trust him with my children or my life without a second thought.” 

      The blonde woman rested a hand on Charity's arm. “You and I just met last night, so you have no reason to believe me. I want to say this anyway. Don't be put off by Hawk's abrupt manner. He's survived years of violence and betrayal, but he hasn't found his own happiness yet. God knows, the way women pursue him he's had plenty of opportunity.” 

      Remembering her glimpse into Hawk's struggle against past horrors, Charity's pulse fluttered in her throat. She closed her eyes and grounded herself, visualizing the darkness flow away into the earth to be cleansed and absorbed. 

      “Charity? Did I upset you?” 

      “Not a bit.” Charity gave her hostess a faint smile. “I was thinking about what you said. Yesterday at the hospital, the aide who wheeled me out practically drooled over Hawk. He also attracted a lot of female interest at the hotel, but he ignored it.” 

      “Take time to know him. Quinn and I would love to see him settle down.” 

      “Why tell me?” Charity said, stunned by the implications of Heather's words. “I hardly know the man. For that matter, as you remarked, you and I met for the first time yesterday. What makes you think Hawk is interested in me?” 

      “You didn't see how concerned he was last night. I've never seen him take such an interest in a woman. Quinn's known him a lot longer, and said the same thing.” 

      As Charity broke open a muffin she considered Heather's comments. Since she first saw him racing to defend her, she'd become more and more attracted to Hawk. Just thinking about him sparked an inner excitement. 

      Studying the bright coffee cup to hide her thoughts, she changed the subject. “Your children remind me of my oldest brother's kids. Judy's three and Nick's five. They already have me wrapped around their little fingers. Every time they grin at me, I melt.” 

      “We're blessed.” Heather leaned over and kissed the top of each baby's head. “Quinn and I met and married when Brianna was six. I couldn't love her more if I'd been her birth mother. Adam and Michelle are special, too. You should see them with Hawk. He gets down on the floor and they crawl all over him, tug on his ears, pull his hair. He loves it.” 

      “What a picture. That's something I'd like to see.” Charity nibbled on a chunk of muffin. “Isn't Hawk having breakfast with us?” 

      “He went out at dawn on business. Later this morning, he'll drive you to the hotel to get your things.” 

      “Great. Don't want to wear out my welcome.” She smiled at Heather. “You've been wonderful, but I'll move to a different hotel.” 

      “I won't hear of it. I love the company and you'll be safer in our home. Besides, after what happened, Hawk will have a fit if you register at another hotel.” She grinned. “Hawk in a fit is not a pretty sight.” 

      Charity opened her eyes wide in mock terror. “Does he foam at the mouth and run around in tight circles?” 

      “No, he makes growling sounds and everyone else runs.” 

      “Let him growl. It's my choice where I stay.” 

      “Yes it is,” Heather agreed. “Just be sure you're not making the wrong decision only to spite him.” 

      The doorbell interrupted them. “Hawk's back. Take your time finishing breakfast. I'll see if Brianna needs help with her hair.” 

      Hawk walked across the kitchen, into the breakfast nook. He stopped beside the twins, sunlight shining on his raven hair, and across his tanned face. 

      “Mornin'.” His ebony gaze swept over her. 

      She felt the searching energy in his eyes and knew, in that moment, he could read her expression as easily as his native ancestors read tracks in the grass. She shifted nervously, fortifying her mental shields. 

      “You look a helluva lot better than you did when I checked on you last night.” 

      She burst out, “So you were in my room in the middle of the night.” 

      He gave her an amused look. “Someone had to check on you.” 

      Uncomfortably conscious of her nightgown and robe, she folded her arms across her chest. “I thought it was a dream.” 

      “Usually, I'm described more as a nightmare than a dream.” 

      “Well, I don't know about that.” She silently cursed the blush heating her face. God, she felt like a fool. 

      To hide her thoughts, she turned her gaze to the lawn and lush flower beds outside framed by bright, floral, tied-back drapes. A darling playhouse caught her eye, complete with ceramic windchimes hanging from a decorative overhang shading the miniature porch. 

      He followed her gaze. “Nice yard.” 

      “Lovely.” 

      “The view in here is even better.” His eyes were full of masculine appreciation as he looked at her. 

      “What?” She fumbled with her belt, trying to look unconcerned. Her protective barriers slipped and she read an outpouring from him of warmth and desire. 

      “Not a morning person?” Humor threaded his words, but she saw his mental image of brushing cups and muffins to the floor with one sweep, and laying her across the table, her arms stretched out in welcome. She slammed the door on that thought—fast. 

      One of the babies laughed. Hawk looked down at them. “Hello, squirts.” 

      They grinned, both flashing new-tooth smiles, and held up their arms to him. Crouching beside them, he talked quietly to each one, then rose to his feet, holding the baby girl. “How's my little bird this morning?” 

      She patted his face, saying, “A-a-a.” 

      A smile lightened his expression. “That's a big story.” 

      In a quiet voice laced with tenderness, he said, “Michelle is named for Michael Forest, a good friend. He's one damned proud godfather.” He straightened her yellow coveralls. “She's gonna be a real heartbreaker when she grows up.” 

      “Yes, she's a sweet child. So's her brother.” Charity studied the two of them. The sight of this tall, strong man holding a baby touched her. Unbidden, the thought came, if I had children they might look like that. Sadness tightened her throat. No. Forget it. I'll never have any. Growing up psychic is too painful. 

      Hawk carefully pried a handful of his hair out of chubby fingers, put the little girl down, and picked up the boy. 

      “How's the wolf cub this morning?” He jiggled the baby, making faces at him. The little boy grabbed Hawk's nose and ear. 

      “What's this, baby wrestling?” 

      Smiling at Charity, Hawk said, “He's named after me. You know, Hawk Adams. They decided to go with Adam.” 

      “Did that surprise you?” She watched morning sunbeams halo the man and child. 

      “More like stunned when Quinn told me, and asked me to be Adam's godfather.” He held the baby close for a moment longer. “You're gettin’ heavy, kid.” He put the child down. 

      Taking a plate and mug from the cupboard, and a knife from the drawer, he eased into a chair across from Charity, poured coffee and snagged a muffin from the basket. Grinning at her, he broke it open and buttered it. “I'm an adopted uncle. They let me run tame in the house.” He swallowed more coffee. “Michael, too.” 

      Charity pulled the top of her robe closer together. “You started early today.” 

      He shrugged. “Wanted to see the night manager at your hotel before he left.” He watched her with an unreadable expression for a moment before continuing. “One of my employees found a waiter from room service, named Jerry Bellsen, in a storage closet. He said someone tied him up last night and took his uniform.” 

      Charity cradled her cup, glad for the heat warming her suddenly chilled fingers. “The guy in the closet, does he have black hair and glasses?” 

      “No. His hair's light brown.” 

      “That's not the man who brought my order.” 

      “We figured that.” He stretched his arms over his head, muscles rippling and bunching under his shirt, then picked up his cup, and leaned toward her. “Dean's still looking around. It won't take long for you to get all your stuff and check out.” 

      “Thanks for offering to drive me.” She finished her coffee and stood. “I'll grab my things and go to another hotel. It'll be safe enough for a few days until I move into an apartment.” 

      “Bad idea. The bastards will make another try.” He set the cup down deliberately. “You'll be safer here.” 

      Charity rose and said evenly, “I'll take care of myself. Don't try to boss me.” 

      “Look, damn it, you're too vulnerable.” He bolted to his feet and slammed his hands on the table. “Hell, do I have to spell it out?” 

      Heather froze in the opening. “Oh, oh. Did I interrupt something?” 

      A subtle change went through Hawk. He sat down and lounged casually in his chair. “Minor difference of opinion,” he offered, fixing his narrow-eyed look on Charity. 

      Charity crossed her arms and glared back. Damn him. It would be too easy to do what he wanted. She assumed a formal tone. “I appreciate Mr. Adams's concern, but he issued orders and I disagreed.” 

      “Disagreed?” Hawk snorted. “More like you're hell-bent to get your own way.” 

      “I intend to run my life and make my own decisions.” She turned to Heather. “That's certainly reasonable.” 

      Hawk growled, “If you're so damned reasonable, why can't you see it's safer here than any hotel?” 

      “I tried to convince her of that.” Heather poured more coffee for him. 

      Charity sighed, already achy and tired. “Let's not argue anymore. I'll consider what you said. Give me half an hour to get ready.” 

      As she left the room, she heard Heather say, “Lighten up, Hawk. She's a grown woman.” 

      * * * * 

      They didn't talk much on the drive to the hotel. 

      At first, it appeared only the maid and the person who'd repaired the door had been in her room. Then Charity saw the photo of her family on its face. Disturbed, she opened the top drawer of the dresser. Retrieving a thin, slate-blue portfolio, she exclaimed, “It's empty! They took my seminar notes, for all the good it'll do them. There's a back-up file in the computer at the Sequoia Foundation.” 

      Hawk opened another drawer and found sweaters and T-shirts rumpled. His expression grew increasingly grim as he spotted other signs of a search through the rooms. He snarled, “Sloppy for a professional,” then jerked out Charity's suitcases and put them on the bed. 

      “The sleaze who tossed your room'll come back. Start packing. Tell me if you want any help.” 

      “Don't order me around,” she snapped, standing with her hands clenched. “You're not my keeper.” 

      “Dammit, use your brain. Why would they want stuff they can hear in the seminar in two days? You said it had classified applications. That's what they're after.” He opened one suitcase. “Want to tell me?” 

      “I don't know if I can.” Charity sat on the bed, her legs suddenly weak. She wanted to confide in him. Could she trust him? But then who else could she trust? 

      Rubbing her forehead, she said, “You're right about what they really want. I should've thought of that after everything that's happened this summer.” 

      She watched him open a drawer and scoop up an armful of tops and sweaters. 

      “Not really,” he said, dumping the clothes into a suitcase. “You deal with honest people not crooks which is why you should take my word for it that you won't be safe at a hotel.” His expression softened. “What do you say? Heather wants you to bunk at their place.” 

      She intercepted him as he reached for her lingerie drawer. “Wait, I'll do that.” She transferred a small stack of lacy panties to her suitcase. 

      As she pulled a blazer out of the closet and hung it in the garment bag, she discovered one pocket turned inside out. Her stomach lurched. The person who'd searched her rooms had pawed this too. Hawk was right. Was being stubborn about getting her own way worth getting killed? “I give up.” 

      “Now you're thinking.” Hawk closed one suitcase. 

      At his look of grim satisfaction, Charity's irritation rose. “Don't break an arm patting yourself on the back. I'll only stay with Heather and Quinn a few days. I didn't come two-thousand miles from home to find a new babysitter.” 

      She picked up the empty case and lowered her shields a crack to test vibrations left by the thief. Evil. Cold, cruel evil. Nausea rose in her throat as she sealed her protective walls against the threat. Shaken to her depths, she dropped the portfolio into a wastebasket and leaned on the desk. She couldn't overcome the power of the unknown thief by herself. 

      She looked at Hawk and realized she didn't have to fight this alone. Renewed energy flowed through her body. 

      “Ready to go?” Hawk hefted the garment bag and two suitcases while Charity grabbed her small valise. She followed him out the door thinking there were times when it felt good to let a man protect you. Especially when that man was Hawk. 

      

      

      

    

    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4 
        
      

      

      Hawk glanced at Charity as they arrived at Quinn's wrought iron security gate. She looked pale and a little fragile. Probably delayed reaction to the break-in. Worry shown in her violet eyes. 

      He shifted in his seat. “Guess I lost my cool this morning.” 

      “Yes. It's better to ask than tell me what to do. My brothers and sisters still haven't learned that.” Her eyes sparkled with returning good humor. “You really do the I'm-

      in-charge bit quite well.” 

      “Had practice, thanks to Uncle Sam.” Fighting the urge to pull her into his arms, Hawk said, “You'd be safer following my directions.” 

      With a frown, she answered, “Don't expect me to stand and shout ten-hut when you issue orders.” 

      “That, I'd like to see.” He conjured up the image of her braced at attention, shoulders thrown back, breasts on alert. 

      “Don't hold your breath.” She stared out the side window. 

      At her subtle withdrawal, the flippant response died on his lips. He wanted her to understand he'd acted to protect her not just order her around. Hell, she'd gotten under his skin. 

      No other woman had since—Hawk refused to think the bitch's name, but the memory of that long-ago betrayal still froze him. 

      “Hawk, you all right?” 

      He felt the mental snap and cursed himself for the lapse of attention to his surroundings. A person could get himself and others killed that way. 

      “I'm okay.” He bit off the words. 

      She stiffened at his sharp tone, and turned away murmuring, “Sorry I bothered you.” 

      As the heavy gate slid aside, he drove through, gritting his teeth in frustration at his mixed reactions to her. Before the curving driveway took them past the screen of bushes, he checked in the rear view mirror and saw the gate close. Anyone outside could peer between the heavy metal bars and see but not touch the grass and flowers banked against the privacy hedge. That's me and Charity, he thought. I live in the dangerous outside. She belongs inside where it's safe. He glanced at her. Hell, now she's turned me into a damned philosopher. 

      “Look, Charity,” he said with a rueful smile. “I'm a rough kinda guy. Don't take it personal.” 

      “I won't.” 

      He parked the car and Charity stepped out, breathing in the fresh, complex scents of the newly mowed lawn mixed with the heady fragrance of a rose garden across the driveway. A sudden image of the park at dawn and the attack held her immobile. Hawk stood beside her, his presence reminding her he'd come to her rescue. 

      She took a cleansing breath and let it out slowly. “Listen. No traffic sounds, just birds and wind chimes, and the fountain splashing.” 

      “Yeah, peaceful.” With one hand lightly on her waist, he guided her up the broad stairway. He opened a panel, punched in a code and placed his palm against the glowing square. “We're in.” He held the door for her. 

      Leading her down the hallway to the kitchen, Hawk said, “I'm starved. We'll raid the fridge.” 

      “It's quiet. Where is everyone?” 

      Hawk held up two notes he found on the table, and gave Charity the one addressed to her. “Quinn had a business lunch. Heather and the babies are visiting friends. She left us lunch.” 

      “How nice of her.” Charity opened the second note. “Heather said I could use her computer. It has a modem and it's own line.” 

      “Solves your problem about the missing notes.” 

      “I'll do it after lunch.” She rummaged in the refrigerator. “Here's sandwiches, salad, and sliced fruit.” 

      Hawk helped put out the food and they settled at the table. He frowned. “Take a whole sandwich. You need the energy.” 

      “Dictating again?” 

      “Using common sense.” He stared at her for a long minute. 

      She took a bite of salad, then laid down her fork. “What? Is my nose shiny? I confess. I forgot my make-up.” 

      “Don't need any. You're too attractive to goop up your face.” He leaned forward to heap his plate with salad and sandwiches. “Keep eating.” 

      “Yes, master.” She bit into the sandwich with an exaggerated movement. 

      He raised his eyebrows. “Savaging me or the sandwich?” 

      “Guess,” she mumbled around the mouthful of roast beef, lettuce, and homemade bread. 

      “Don't need to.” He made a show of studying her. “Nibble on me anytime.” 

      Annoyed, her face flamed in embarrassment, then she bent her attention to the food. Darn him ! He rattled her worse than lecturing to a thousand people. 

      Outside, a rising wind whispered through the trees. Charity felt her tension drain away as she finished her meal. “You were right about my needing to eat. Thanks.” 

      “Welcome,” he answered, a faint smile lighting his face. 

      A loud crack startled her. It had barely registered when Hawk stepped between her and the window, motioning for her to stay put. 

      Seconds ticked by. Only his head moved as he scanned the yard visible from the window. She saw his stance relax and he turned to her. “Branch in the eucalyptus broke.” 

      “How'd you learn to react so fast?” 

      “You gotta be quick when you dodge the old man's fist.” He grabbed the coffee pot. “Want a refill?” 

      She held out her cup. His expression said he didn't want to discuss his father. A subtle tension had replaced the earlier camaraderie. 

      Charity looked for a way to change the subject. She picked up a book left on the wide ledge below the window. “Little House on the Prairie. I read this when I was kid.” 

      Lounging in his chair, Hawk nodded at the book. “Brianna reads every chance she gets. She loves school. Her nickname around here is Little Professor.” He leaned forward. “Where'd you go to school?” 

      “Betsy Ross Elementary School, Virginia Dare Junior High, and Lincoln High School.” She grinned. “Guess I'm patriotic by osmosis, as well as heritage.” 

      He laughed, white teeth flashing, dark eyes filled with humor. “Only a scientist would use osmosis in regular conversation.” 

      “That's me. Truth is, I was pretty intense my high school years. Spent most of my time studying.” 

      Hawk leaned forward and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Date a lot?” 

      “Not much. I had three older brothers who made being over-protective an art.” 

      “Wouldn't have stopped me.” 

      She looked at him before letting her gaze slide to the window and the view outside. “I think nothing short of a truck would stop you.” 

      “It's been tried.” 

      “What?” she whipped around to look at him. 

      “Years ago. Old news.” 

      Hawk poured more coffee into both cups. “I saw the cache of books in your suitcase.” 

      “I love to read. I used to sit on a bench my dad built around our walnut tree and get lost in a book.” She smiled, remembering her tomboy days. “Better yet, in the summer I'd climb into the branches with my book and laze away an hour or two until I heard people splashing in the pool. Then I'd join them.” 

      “I'd go swimming at the local plunge when I had the money.” He shrugged, his muscles stretching the knit shirt in a mouth-watering display of leashed power. “In one neighborhood where we lived when I was little, the fire department would open the hydrants when temperatures soared. All us kids would run around splashing like idiots.” 

      Why was she babbling about her childhood? Biting her lip, she made a show of spearing a piece of cantaloupe. 

      Hawk's features hardened into an impassive mask, but she had the impression he was also uncomfortable with the personal direction of the conversation. 

      After they cleared the table, Hawk went to Quinn's home office and Charity to Heather's computer set up in a sunny alcove off the family room. 

      She was printing a checklist for her lecture material when Hawk returned with a fax. “This just came in. It identifies the goons from the park. One of their friends has been nosing around the Foundation.” 

      “Could we talk after I finish this? I need it for the seminar at Cal Tech.” 

      “Don't do the seminar. You'll be too exposed.” 

      “You're kidding,” she frowned at him. “I have to keep my promise. It's a NASA-sponsored day on space exploration. They're counting on me to do a session in the morning and another in the afternoon.” 

      “Reschedule when it's safer. They'll trace you to the lecture hall.” 

      “Hawk,” she squared her shoulders and faced him. “It's a one-day event. I will not cancel.” 

      Anxiety sent a chill down her spine. Somebody still stalked her, but she had to honor her agreement. “I can't let fear rule my life. Besides, there'll be too many people around for the kidnappers to try anything.” 

      “Hell, lady, you don't know squat about it. Nothing will stop them from making a run at you if they see a chance.” 

      “I'll just have to make sure they don't get the chance. Stop worrying. I'll call campus security.” She jotted a reminder to check on the computer-generated graphics, but she could feel Hawk fuming behind her. 

      “Campus security isn't enough. You'll take a bodyguard if I have to do it myself.” 

      “Who died and made you king? I said no.” 

      She felt a momentary wave of panic. What if Hawk was right and the kidnappers made another attempt to grab her? No, she had to chance it. Too many people were counting on her lecture. She couldn't let them down. 

      The room was silent, then Hawk said, in a biting voice, “Lady, you're a damned fool.” 

      “Oh? Shall I wear a jester's cap and bells?” She put one hand on her hip. “Well, Mr. Adams, I may be a damned fool, but I refuse to let the kidnappers control my life. I will honor my obligation.” She smoothed her sweat pants and took a deep breath. “Excuse me, I have work to do.” 

      Hawk watched her tap more numbers and symbols into the computer. He understood commitment and honor, but they were rare or non-existent in most of the women he'd known. In Charity, they were obviously a part of every bone and sinew. 

      He raked a hand through his hair. Why the hell did he flare up at her? God, he knew the answer to that. He was attracted to her. Attracted? It was a damn sight more than that. He wanted to hold her, make love to her. No, there were too many differences between them. She was from ivory towers. He'd barely escaped the jungle of covert wars. She'd grown up in a close, loving family. In his own family... 

      Deep in thought, he went back to Quinn's office and used the computer to check his and Michael's world-wide information sources. 

      * * * * At the Archer's home that evening, Charity and Hawk fed the twins while Heather finished dinner preparations. 

      Strung taut by the tension between her and Hawk, Charity tried to focus on spooning mashed peas into little Adam's mouth. She stole a quick glance at Hawk where he sat in front of the other highchair feeding Michelle and talking to the child in a gentle baritone. 

      Was this the same man who'd fought off two hardened criminals in the park and had given her hell earlier today? At that moment, he swung around and leveled one of his patented, unfathomable looks at her. Oh, yeah. That's him, she thought. Her heart beat faster. What could she do? He was worse than her whole family, and yet she was almost ready to give in to his orders. 

      “I won't do it,” she muttered, watching Adam finger-paint his tray with a fistful of green peas. 

      “Say something to me?” Hawk deftly intercepted Michelle's hand before she decorated his nose with a handful of green mud. 

      “No, just thinking out loud.” Charity tempted Adam with a bite of banana pudding. 

      “While you're at it, smarten-up and agree to a bodyguard.” Hawk gave Michelle a spoonful of pudding, praising her when she ate it. 

      Charity fed more pudding to the eager baby boy. “Are you still on that same theme?” 

      “Yup, middle name's stubborn." Smiling at his little charge, he spooned up more pudding for her. 

      Ignoring him and his disturbing presence, Charity finished feeding Adam, washed his face and hands, then carried him into the kitchen to ask Heather if she needed help. 

      The adults and Brianna sat down for dinner ten minutes later. Adam and Michelle jabbered in their playpen. Through the meal, lively conversation moved around the table. Charity, seated beside Hawk, felt herself relax. 

      At the end of dessert, Hawk said, “Hate to eat and run, but business calls.” He covered Charity's hand with his. “Walk me to the door?” 

      “If you promise not to say bodyguard, I will.” 

      “Deal.” Hawk pulled out her chair, murmuring, “Bury the hatchet?” 

      “Yes,” she whispered, looking up at his self-mocking expression. Walking beside him, she felt his already familiar aura of strength and hidden tenderness. 

      When they stopped at the door, he laid his hand on her shoulder. “Get more sleep tonight.” He traced her lower lip with his thumb. “Sure you won't need me in case of a nightmare?” 

      “I"m a big girl, Hawk.” 

      “Still prickly.” He tapped her nose, grinning when she pulled back. “Quinn'll drive you to the rental agency tomorrow.” 

      He cupped her chin, examining her face with something that looked like hunger in his eyes. “Take care of yourself. I'll see you at the seminar.” With a quick move, he yanked open the door and strode through, closing it with a decisive thud. 

      Charity heard the Jaguar's door slam, its engine throb to life, and the car leave. Slowly, she went to join the others, saddened by an indefinable sense of loss. 

      As she settled into bed that night, she touched her family's photograph, wishing she'd unpacked the older one with Uncle Devon smiling next to her father. 

      She drifted into sleep remembering family gatherings and a tall, blonde man who understood a little girl's confusion with her psychic gift better than anyone else. 

      * * * * 

      What's that? Disjointed scenes shattered her rest. A harsh, hot sun sent cruel blasts of light across two men struggling at the edge of a cliff. With a painful gasp, Charity fought the razor-sharp bands of emotion threatening to chain her own mind. 

      In a blink, she found herself a part of the desperate fight at the lip of extinction. A man's face, twisted with evil and scarred by some unknown past event, rose in front of her. His eyes held the dark, soulless shadows of a killer. She felt her uncle's mind joined with hers, as together, they mentally fought to hold the scarred man, to prevent his leap to death. Her heart labored. Her lungs hurt. Her skin crawled at the ugly, powerful emotions pouring from the man they held. His thoughts were closed to her, but he whispered vile words, wicked promises, and told about the ways he'd strangled helpless women. 

      Once more, she felt her uncle's presence and his mental battle with the strangler. That scene changed with wrenching suddenness. 

      A tingling chill down her spine announced a psychic glimpse of things to come. Someone held her while she struggled. A helicopter waited with more men. Explosions and gunfire splintered the snow-bound silence. From between the distant trees, a powerful figure raced toward her and her captor. Hawk! Joyously, fearfully, she knew he'd come for her. 

      * * * * Charity jolted awake with tears on her cheeks. Wiping her face, she froze, recalling the nightmare. 

      “No,” she whimpered. In her dream, Hawk had come to protect her just like her uncle Devon had for almost sixteen years before his death. 

      When would it happen? Weeks? Months? Years? Or in two days at the seminar? 

      She didn't want Hawk to die. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 5 
        
      

      

      The dream hung over Charity, a dark, distracting cloud even two days later as she drove into the Cal Tech faculty parking lot. 

      She couldn't shake it. Worse, Hawk's absence, his failure to call, to see her, added to the dull unease of the dream. 

      Quinn had mentioned, quite casually, that Hawk had phoned him several times. She'd had to bite back the question she was dying to put. Did he ask to talk to me? 

      With a hard left, she guided the compact Pontiac into a reserved space. Leaning with her forearms on the steering wheel, she stared at the shining row of cars. Hawk could have any woman he wanted, his rugged virility a magnet to draw a dozen gorgeous women everyday. Especially in his business. 

      Security. And what woman wouldn't feel secure in his powerful embrace, banded against his muscled chest? 

      “Forget it,” she ordered herself. “For your sake. For his.” 

      Hawk was poison, the acid mixed into her own psychic stew, the same ingredient that would kill him as it had killed her uncle. 

      By the time she'd navigated the parking lot and the entrance to the science building, the dream and thoughts of Hawk had begun to recede. Not to vanish, but to lurk just behind her focus on her presentation. 

      Inside the lecture hall, she surveyed the beige walls, the expanse of sliding whiteboards and a fine-beaded projection screen. Concrete risers, divided by two sets of stairs, climbed up in neat rows of maroon folding seats. At the apex, high above and behind the audience, perched the projection booth. 

      She grinned and took a deep, relaxing breath. Charity Starr was home, at peace in the only environment where she belonged, where she felt safe, protected, understood. Among her own kind. Not better than others, she reminded herself as her father always did. Just a bit different. Ivory-tower different. 

      With quick efficiency, she stuck her purse beneath the lectern, nudged it out of sight, and spread her notes. In the pleasant silence of soundless air-conditioning and soft lights, she opened her case and inserted her first disk into the computer. The muted hum of the hard drive droned and she sang a tuneless song to its mechanical music. 

      Without warning, a knife-blade of resonance cut through the curtain of familiar surroundings that had lulled her. Even before his deep voice broke the quiet, she knew. 

      Hawk. 

      “Hello, Charity.” As she turned, he abandoned the doorway and strode to the lectern in his smooth way, so suggestive of controlled violence. 

      She opened her mouth and nothing emerged. 

      With the easy nonchalance of a doctor—or a lover, he slipped his hand under her bruised wrist. “This giving you any trouble?” 

      When he caressed the yellowing mark with his thumb, a trembling woke inside her as though a string of wind chimes had caught a breeze. And it made no sense. She was a professional, a respected scientist in a center of learning. A Ph.D. Mentally equipped to experiment, extrapolate, theorize, and present her findings. She was on her turf, her home ground where she had perfect confidence. 

      And yet, one touch from him and she fell apart. 

      “I said, this giving you any trouble” 

      “N—no. Of course, not. It's had a four day rest.” Her voice sounded shaky. Good going, she chided herself. 

      A half smile. A gleam of amusement lightened his expression. The man didn't need psychic gifts to read her. Any high-school kid could see her melting. 

      “I asked as a friend. Friends care about friends.” 

      “Do they ignore each other, too?” Charity could have bitten off her tongue the second the words shot out. Feeling like the world's biggest ingrate, she flushed. “Sorry. I know you're busy. Let's start over for real this time. Friends?” 

      “Yeah, friends.” He squeezed her hand. He glanced around the hall. “So, what now?” 

      She checked her watch and pointed at the computer. “Now, friendship takes a backseat to the electronic monster. Two more disks to download.” 

      “Afterwards, I'm taking you to lunch.” He was serious. 

      “Just like that? Tell me you're joking.” Charity jammed her hands on her hips. “Good heavens, you're not. What if I've made other plans?” 

      “Cancel them.” His tone had an edge of curtness and his eyes narrowed. “Don't argue. It's for your own protection. Your pals from the park are still on the loose.” 

      “I see. Did my family hire you to watch over me?” 

      “No. By the way, the head of college security assigned three guards to your seminar, one at each door.” He stalked out into the hall. 

      “So much for pleasant conversation,” she muttered. Unconsciously, she rubbed her wrist. It remembered his warm fingers. He was too dangerous, a threat despite his ability to make her heart race. Ruefully, she amended the thought. “No.” Because he makes my heart race. She luxuriated in a daydream. 

      “Hey, Miss Starr. I'm Chris Thompson, your trusty AV slave.” 

      Startled, Charity spun around and gasped. For a second, Chris's cheerful grin and lank brown hair reminded her of her grad school steady, Karl Kalinski. The resemblance was so close, she had to compare the picture on the ID badge to the student's face. And a tide of unreasonable anxiety swept over her. 

      Get a grip, she snarled at herself. Sidestepping to the opposite edge of the lectern, she briefed him on the arrangement of her slides, video clips, and music. She handed him a copy of her schedule. “I'll run the computer graphics myself, Chris. Thanks.” 

      He offered her a snappy salute and took the stairs three at a time until the projection booth swallowed him up. While Chris dimmed and brought up the lights, Charity recalled meeting Karl the first year they'd tackled the Master's program. 

      Her family, during a holiday visit, had been less impressed. Even Aunt Morgana, the sweetest Starr of them all, had questioned Karl's motives. 

      “I don't know, dear,” she'd said, frowning apologetically. “There's something wrong here. He wants—I don't know what it is, but it's dark.” 

      Charity had been furious, a proud and rebellious nineteen. She remembered Morgana's pained expression when she'd declared, “I'll love anyone I want, when I want.” And she'd flounced out of the hotel. 

      The second disk finished loading. Removing it to insert the third one, she mused how Karl's slyness had taught her to be wary of other men. 

      Except Hawk. 

      A prompt flashed on the screen. Automatically, she typed in commands, and thought about Hawk. His take-charge dominance, his genuine concern. 

      A soft beep from the computer announced it was ready. She slid the disk into the carrying case with the other two. Hawk's gentle touch lingered in her thoughts. 

      Guards opened the doors at the top of each staircase to let in the audience, and a crush of students and researchers flooded in. Charity focused her attention on her opening. 

      Though she couldn't see Hawk, his special resonance shimmered, settling over her like a warm cloak. * * * * 

      Hawk climbed to the top row of the large hall and examined the layout again. Before Charity arrived, he'd already located potential trouble spots. He glanced toward the projection booth. His own security had cleared the AV guy. Still, he double-checked everything. Intuition, honed in dangerous situations, insisted something was wrong. 

      He unclipped his secured cell phone and called his top gun, Jim Wolfe. “Anything happen coming over?” 

      “A blue van followed Miss Starr from Quinn's place, and finally turned off. Plates came from a junked car.” 

      Hawk's jaw tightened. “See what else you can learn, then hook up with Dean. I'll follow her back to Whittier Hills.” 

      He clipped the phone on his belt, moved to the front and stood with his back to the wall as Charity set the first computer-generated graphics into motion. 

      A low lab demo table separated him from the podium and computer. He could vault over it in one move. As an extra precaution, he'd posted a guard behind the speaker's area. He'd hoped to pass as an interested layman. Though he'd dressed casually, he'd had to wear an un-constructed black jacket to conceal his holster. 

      Hawk scanned the hall then swung his attention to Charity illuminated in a pearly spotlight. 

      Today she looked cool and professional in a creamy lightweight suit with a pink blouse showing between the lapels of the jacket. A disk of amber set in gold dangled from a fine chain against the silky blouse. Gold earrings glinted, accenting her smooth skin. 

      Her hair, sable-brown and gleaming like spun silk, was swept into a smooth knot at the nape of her graceful neck. Hawk had a sudden urge to pick her up, carry her home to safety, then pull the pins out of her hair and see it fanned out on his pillow. Heat spread through his body as he fantasized. He'd remove each piece of her clothing, stroking and kissing the treasures hidden beneath the silk and linen. 

      Bits of conversation between two men seated nearby caught his attention. 

      “Is that broad the lecturer today?” 

      “Yeah. I wouldn't mind a private demonstration from her.” 

      “Woman with her body should be dancing topless at Bernie's. What a waste.” 

      They snickered. 

      Hawk moved deliberately to attract their attention, then speared them with the narrow-eyed look he used on troublemakers. 

      They glanced at each other and hastily launched into a discussion of particle physics. 

      Hawk settled against the wall, watching Charity with renewed hunger. Damn you Adams, he thought, making a quick visual survey of the lecture hall, she's not for you. His body ached for her, but she deserved more than a quick affair. She needed the commitment of marriage to some everyday, regular guy, maybe some super-intellectual here in the audience. Never Hawk. A man gets burned too often, he avoids the fire. 

      In a swell of grandeur, the music began, and Charity swept the crowd into her universe. From the opening slides of the Sun's heliosphere, where its light flares into space, the crowd sat rapt, absorbed in the pictures, mesmerized by her gentle voice and incisive words. 

      Hawk divided his attention between her and the crowd. The prickle, an insistent monitory itch at the back of his neck grew, but its source eluded his best efforts. 

      During a pause in her lecture, while a video clip was shown, she sipped some water and scanned the crowd. Even in the dim light he saw the moment she located him, her eyes gleaming. 

      His gaze drifted across her curves. He couldn't help imagining her sweet breast in his palm, and her low moan of pleasure when he brought her nipple to taut sensitivity with his lips and tongue. 

      Charity caught the erotic image of Hawk's tanned fingers cupping her tender breast. She faltered. What was he thinking? 

      Blushing, she sent him a warning glare. 

      He responded with a slow, masculine smile. 

      Annoyed at the transparency of her feelings, she looked away from him, then ducked her head pretending to check her notes. She swallowed, her mouth drier than dust in a comet's tail. 

      Another drink of water helped restore her composure. 

      She wondered what would happen if they made love? That was easy. It'd be like falling down a gravity well, flying faster than sound, racing beyond the speed of light to a marvelous, unknown world. 

      Still rattled by the exchange, she used computer-generated graphics to show the stream of protons and electrons erupting from the sun's corona. Her own thoughts felt as highly charged as the glowing particles shown on the screen. Already, she'd learned that even Hawk's lightest touch sent a jolt through her. The image of more intimate contact stunned her. 

      In spite of her internal barriers, the power of Hawk's thoughts gradually eroded them. Now a picture of her bare breasts moving against his naked chest jolted her. She tightened the mental walls again and went on to the next part of her talk. 

      At long last the seminar ended with thunderous applause. When the lights came up, people pushed and jostled around her, peppering her with questions and comments. Jumbled emotions from the thick crowd penetrated her weakened barriers. 

      Desperate to withdraw from the press of people, and keep her shield tight, she looked for Hawk. He was boxed in by the crowd. A furious scowl on his face, he elbowed his way toward her. 

      Before he could reach her, a dignified-looking security guard took her arm. Still wary of operating her psychic gifts, she tightened her mental protections. The guard urged her toward the door behind the podium, saying, “Come this way. It's quiet and you won't have to fight the crowd.” 

      That sounded logical, but she felt unsure and, for the moment, her perceptions were unreliable. 

      “I'll wait for Mr. Adams beside the stairs.” 

      Collecting her purse, she held it by the straps instead of slinging it over one shoulder. “I can't see my friend.” 

      He didn't answer. In a confident manner, he announced that she was ill and needed to step out. 

      Confused by an overload of tension and excitement from the audience, she went with him. 

      When they reached the quiet, shadowed hall between the stairs, she stopped. “I said, I'll wait here.” 

      With frightening speed, he clamped his rough hand over her mouth, tightened his grip, and hustled her across the narrow hallway. 

      Galvanized by fear, she bit his palm and tried to jerk loose. He wrenched his hand away cursing. 

      Still trapped by his other hand digging into her arm, she shouted, “Hawk, I'm here!” 

      “Shut up!” The kidnapper pulled her around and cold steel bruised her ribs. Adrenaline tensed her muscles to run, but she'd never outrun a bullet. Instinctively, she wrapped her fingers more securely around her purse's shoulder strap. 

      She heard the other security guard, Parker, call her name as he pushed through the opening door. The gunman's grip on her arm loosened as he glanced toward Parker. 

      Lunging away from the kidnapper, she swung her purse at his gun. A heartbeat before the purse connected, she heard a shot and ducked to the floor. 

      Horrified, she watched Parker collapse, blood welling through his uniform. 

      Across the hall, the door burst open again. Hawk hurtled through pursued by two men. 

      “Behind you!” she screamed. 

      Hawk took out one man with a kick. The other dove at him, clutching a knife. 

      Charity felt hands grab at her. She jerked away, but the abductor was faster. He hauled her to her feet and half-dragged her toward the stairs to the roof. 

      Frantically she grabbed a handrail, held on until her arms ached, and silently urged Hawk to hurry. The other man attacked him with a knife. Hawk ducked, caught the assailant's wrist, and heaved him down six stairs to the landing. 

      “Let go, bitch.” The kidnapper raised one foot to stamp on her fingers. 

      Even as she braced herself to hold against the pain to come, she felt the kidnapper pulled from her. 

      “Stay there,” Hawk ordered, moving between her and the big man. With a grim expression he faced the kidnapper. “Don't count on your pals. They're history.” 

      For a few ragged breaths she gathered her energy, then a shaft of awareness went through her. “Parker!” Sickened by his pain, she edged past the struggling men to reach the guard. 

      Her fingers trembled as she pushed up his uniform shirt and found where blood surged from the wound between his ribs and belt. To stop the heavy flow, she slipped off her jacket, made a pad, then pressed it tight against the bullet hole. 

      Parker's fear sucked Charity into his agony. She struggled through a haze of emotion to keep pressure on his wound. 

      Hawk moved to take out the gunman before a stray shot wounded Charity. 

      Screaming, “I'll kill you!” the big man fired wildly and rushed him. 

      He met the charge, every muscle ready for the desperate man who reached under his jacket and pulled out a knife. 

      Hawk twisted the gun away, grappled with the kidnapper, and wrenched the knife from his fingers. He snapped handcuffs on the bastard as another guard thundered through the door followed by Chris. 

      Yanking the cell phone from his belt, Hawk thrust it at the young man. “Call 911.” 

      He handed the kidnapper's .45 to the guard. “Rogers, watch these men.” 

      Whirling, he rushed to where Charity crouched over Parker. Her pallor and the rigid way she held her body set off mental alarm bells. Had she been hit? 

      Kneeling beside her, he exhaled in relief. “Charity, thank God you weren't wounded.” 

      “There's so much blood.” Her voice quavered, but she held her wadded jacket firmly against the wound, staunching most of the blood. 

      Hawk gently squeezed her shoulder. “Chris called the paramedics, Charity. Hang on.” 

      A surge of tender pride flooded his chest as he looked at the courageous woman by his side. “Keep the pressure on, and I'll loosen his tie and shirt.” 

      He paused as a helicopter roared over the building and, from the steady sound, hovered there. Hearing the clatter, Hawk jumped to his feet. 

      At the same time, the disguised kidnapper cursed and lunged toward Rogers. Hawk caught the man mid-stride with a karate kick, and slammed him against the wall. “Your travel plans are canceled.” 

      He speared the others with a lethal look. “Any objections?” 

      “No, man.” One attacker sidled away, but saw Rogers point the pistol at him and froze. The other shook his head. 

      Whipping around, Hawk raced up the stairs to the roof, his gun drawn, and jerked open the door. He watched in frustration as the helicopter veered and flew off. 

      “Damned bastards got away,” he muttered, tucking the pistol in his belt. 

      Vaulting down the stairs again, he knelt beside Charity. “They arranged a helicopter pick-up. Their pilot left when he saw me, and ducked behind a screen of trees before I could read his ID number.” 

      Rogers added, “After your little demonstration our three guests decided to behave.” 

      “They're smarter than I thought.” 

      The thud of footsteps in the seminar hall brought Hawk back to his feet. In a flash, he pulled his gun, pivoted, and stepped between Charity and two men coming through the doorway. They froze, staring at him. 

      He recognized Chris. The other, older man carried a medical bag. 

      Behind him, Charity asked, “Who?” 

      “Looks like Chris found a doctor.” 

      “This is Dr. Harrison,” the young man said, returning the cell phone. “He was in the seminar hall downstairs lecturing on space medicine. I got him after calling for paramedics.” 

      “Glad you're here, Doctor.” 

      Dr. Harrison nodded as he knelt at Parker's side. Opening his medical bag, he assessed the wounded man's condition. 

      “You can let go now,” he said to Charity, his voice filled with compassion. 

      She sat up stiffly, staring at her blood-stained hands. Her gaze swept up, fixing on the doctor. “Thank God you came.” 

      “You may have given him the edge he needs.” He turned back to the wounded man. 

      Hawk slipped his hands under her arms and moved her back a few feet to give the doctor more room. Kneeling beside her on the cold tile floor, he felt her shiver. He pulled off his jacket and draped it around her shoulders. 

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice low. 

      He wrapped one arm around her then looked at Rogers and the three captives. Satisfied everything was under control, he turned his attention back to Charity. She leaned against his arm, watching him with the strained expression of someone who'd seen too much violence. Strands of rich brown hair had come loose in the struggle and dangled forlornly across her flushed cheek. With unsteady fingers, Hawk brushed them back, cursing under his breath. He looked into her eyes. Instead of luminous violet they had dulled, faded. “You doin’ okay?” 

      She smiled, a bare shadow of her usual bright charm. “Just a little shaky.” 

      When the police and paramedics arrived. Charity gave her report. Hawk added his observations and easily convinced the sergeant to let him take Charity back to Quinn's home. 

      “I've got to clean up,” Charity insisted, and slipped into the women's room. Ignoring the protests from one indignant woman, Hawk walked in and stood guard. When they emerged, the dried blood on her hands had vanished. 

      “We'll take my car,” Hawk said leading her through knots of spectators. 

      He steered the Jaguar onto the San Gabriel Freeway, finally roaring into the fast lane. 

      “Hawk, I don't know what I could've done different to prevent what happened today.” She tugged the jacket closer. 

      “Stay away from the public.” 

      “It's part of my job to do seminars.” 

      He muttered an explicitly vulgar comment. 

      “Hey. Wait. Giving lectures is part of my grant. I can't stop, so I'll just have to be more alert.” 

      “Suit yourself, but count on a bodyguard.” Hawk gripped the steering wheel tighter. Charity in the hands of Zellerman. God, the thought made his blood run cold. 

      Charity clasped his arm just above his wrist. Hawk's muscles bunched under her silken touch. 

      She let out a ragged sigh. “I'll never forget that man grabbing me. It was worse when he shot Parker.” 

      Hawk heard the wobble in her voice. He wanted to pull off the freeway, onto the side of the road, where he could comfort her. Instead, he made himself concentrate on driving. 

      Her fingers tightened on his forearm. “I knew you'd come for me. I tried to slow him down, but it didn't matter what I did, he kept dragging me toward the stairs.” 

      Reaching across the console, Hawk cradled her chilled hand. “It's over. You're safe for now.” 

      When she didn't answer, he glanced at her and saw her eyes were closed. 

      She spoke in a quiet, dreamlike voice that stirred uneasy feelings in him. “I know you've done violent things, fought vicious battles. You had to.” 

      “What are you talking about?” he demanded. 

      She didn't answer. 

      He started to question her again, but seeing the dark stain of exhaustion on her face, he relented. 

      Charity bit her lip. She hadn't meant to reveal the grim memories from his past she'd heard echoing in his mind. Still, her words had tumbled out to meet his unconscious hunger for understanding. But, it wasn't time to tell him about her paranormal abilities. If she did, he'd reject her. Past experiences had taught her that painful lesson. 

      When they reached the Archer's home, Heather met them, her expression distressed. “What happened?” 

      “They tried to kidnap her again.” Hawk's voice sounded calm, but Charity saw his jaw tense in anger as she huddled in a chair. “This time they had a helicopter ready to take her away.” 

      “What else can we do to protect you?” Heather asked, wringing her hands. 

      “I don't know. Put me in a cave, maybe?” Charity's eyes filled with tears. “I'm so afraid they'll do something to hurt the children and you.” 

      Quinn joined them, sitting beside his wife. “Lady, we're as safe here as possible, but I'll call the police and ask for an extra patrol.” 

      Charity touched the blood stains on her skirt. The sight made her sick. “I have to change.” 

      Heather jumped to her feet. “I'll help.” 

      “Thanks, but I'd like to be alone for a while. Besides, a warm shower does wonders, you know.” 

      “Of course.” The petit blonde rubbed her arm and clucked soothingly, “Take your time.” 

      Charity lingered in the hallway door, listening to the rumble of Hawk's voice, his careless laugh that could not hide the traces of real terror and rage he'd shown when he'd rescued her. 

      Oh, God. What if he left before she showered? What if he flung himself into that brutally sleek Jaguar and sped off into his aloneness? Without telling her, without letting her dilute his pain? 

      She hesitated, half tempted to forget the shower. “Idiot, the longer you fool around, the more likely he is to take off.” Unbuttoning as she fled to the bathroom, she focused on speed. 

      Afterwards, wryly she decided she'd set a Guinness record for wash, dry and dress. In white slacks and blouse, and still toweling her damp hair, she rushed into the family room. 

      When she saw Hawk had remained, she settled into the chair close to his, tucking her legs under. The closer he was, the stronger the magnetism, the more focused her psychic penetration grew. She hardened her mental shield, but a deep, uncoiling premonition told her they faced a turning point ahead. Should she fight it? Or follow the lead of her gifts? 

      She became acutely aware of his scent. Her nostrils flared like a tigress excited by the musk of a male. 

      Aware of his body, the dusting of shiny black hair on his corded forearms, she shivered, wanting him. And he knew it. 

      Fight it, fight it, Charity. And a little voice inside, with the sweet intonations of her mother, chimed in and overrode the warning. This is the one. This is the man. Your man. 

      Hawk called himself a hundred kinds of a damn fool for playing with fire. Sprawled in the chair, he rubbed the beard stubble on his jaw and rationalized to dull his conscience. It's my job. Okay? See if she's all right. But in his heart, he knew it was more. 

      He wished he hadn't encouraged Heather and Quinn to treat the kids at the local Pizza Palace. He hadn't expected the silence in the house to intensify her nearness, to amplify the barely detectable sound of her shallow breathing. 

      In the silence, her natural perfume muddled his senses. She was apples and cinnamon and vanilla, and every good thing he'd ever smelled. 

      Then he stared at her, drinking in the picture with the perfume. 

      Charity curled up, a heartbeat away, her hair draped across her shoulders. He remembered his fantasy. Snared in the rushing heat and throb of aching needs, he leaned over and brushed a silky strand away from her lips. 

      A soft rose spread across her cheeks. The expression in her eyes was sweetly shy. 

      Hawk's stomach knotted. Keen bitterness etched his guts. She deserved someone better than a rough, battle-scarred half-breed, a man with blood on his hands and suspicion in his bones. She deserved a man who trusted her. One who still believed in love. 

      “Charity, let's set the record straight. I've lived a violent life. You'd run screaming if you knew the things I've done, and the crazy wars I've fought.” He paused to examine his hands. “I've killed men with these and never looked back.” 

      She bent toward him, looking into his face. He trembled when he saw compassion and understanding in her eyes, the trembling of a soul in the dark when its cage door opens. Could he be free of the past? 

      “Hawk, remember what I said in the car. It's sad, but the violence you did was necessary and justified at the time. Your past can't change the way I feel about you.” She reached out. “Give me your right hand.” 

      He slipped off the chair to crouch beside her and extend his hand. 

      Fighting his intense attraction, he kept his face a tight, unreadable mask as she studied his long fingers and the callused edge of his hard palm. Her soft murmur, “Warrior's hand,” shifted a long closed part of his soul, sending shafts of bitter-sweet longing through him. He watched and felt her examine the old, small scars crossing just above his fingers, and his knuckles freshly skinned and bruised from the fight. Struggling to stay calm, Hawk felt another crack in his resolve to distance himself from her. 

      She raised her head to look at him, her eyes filled with tears. “Each mark is a badge of honor. Someday you'll come to accept that.” 

      Tenderly, she stroked his palm, then cradled his hand. “You are worthy of honor and love. You must believe that.” 

      Her words plunged Hawk into a whirlpool of confusion, pain and hope. “God, Charity,” he breathed, “You know what you did just then?” It shook him to have her touch him with such concern, touch the same hands that had stabbed and broken and killed. 

      He heard Charity softly repeat, “Hawk, you are worthy of love.” 

      A curtain of self-loathing fell, separated her gentle purity, her coaxing voice from his heart. He uncoiled, rose, and circled the room. 

      Abruptly, he stopped before her. 

      “No. Not worthy of any woman's love. Not now. Not ever.” 

      He grabbed his jacket and left, striding to his car as if pursued by the demons of Hell. In fact, he thought, he might welcome them instead of the demons haunting his own mind. 

      With a squeal of tires, he roared past the security gates before they fully opened, and drove without any destination in mind. He fought the vision of violet eyes filled with tears and a soft voice saying, “You are worthy of love.” 

      Finally, he went to his own house and walked through the familiar, desert-hued rooms. They'd never felt empty before. 

      He paused at the worktable placed in front of windows facing the ocean. Three unfinished carvings sat there. He picked up a nearly finished satinwood piece. 

      “Little star,” he murmured, stroking the carefully modeled figure. 

      The carving almost breathed with life as Charity's face smiled at him from her graceful form standing on a fanciful hill of stars. 

      Returning it to the table, he strode out to the terrace overlooking the water. For a long time he sat there in the hot sun and cool ocean wind, trying to recapture his control. Charity had become a fire in his soul. He had to find a way to live in the flame without being consumed. 

      Hawk leaned against the tree at one end of the terrace, and closed his eyes to the last slanting rays of the sun. Light filtered through his eyelids like the light Charity brought to his dark world. 

      Hope slowly filled him. Maybe she would accept his past. Her reactions to the kidnapping showed her courage. She was different from other women he had known. “Hell,” he muttered. “That's all the more reason to keep my distance.” 

      His analytical mind sifted through some shrewd comments she'd made. How did she know so much about him and his past? It made him uneasy. He'd lived most of his life in a world filled with women who smiled and kissed and lied. 

      Hawk ran his fingers through his hair. Damn, he felt a bone-deep attraction to her. Tomorrow night he'd see her again at the awards dinner dance. That would give him a chance to learn more about her. This time he'd be on the alert for any sign of deceit. 

      God help him, and her, if he found one. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 6 
        
      

      

      Dense mesquite bushes and wind-carved boulders flared into sight in the car's headlights as they swept around another uphill curve. Charity tracked each new object, trying to distract herself from the tension tightening her stomach. 

      Twenty-four hours had passed since the last kidnap attempt, but she couldn't shake the effects. Every time she closed her eyes, she felt the kidnapper's brutal hands, heard his harsh breath, his ugly threats. The sound of gunshots haunted her. 

      Fear for Hawk, Parker's pain, harsh memories, all had drained her energy. 

      She muttered, “Relax. You're safe with Quinn and Heather.” Not true. Safety was an illusion. Or was it? She'd felt safe with Hawk, physically safe. Unwisely, her heart had chosen him and she'd have to live with the decision, with the pain and grief it might bring. What would happen when he realized she was a sensitive? That she could touch his emotions as easily as she could cuddle under his arm? 

      One more curve, and the whole right side beyond the road opened to a stunning vista. “The view is wonderful. It's how I imagine the night sky looks in the heart of our galaxy.” She stared out the window at the huge basin of North Orange County spread below, filled with grids and clusters of jeweled lights. Emotion, a deep feeling of awe, clogged her throat. 

      Heather turned and smiled from the front seat. “Yes, I love the view from high on a hill or mountain, and this new country club has a wonderful location.” 

      “We're here.” Quinn stopped in front of a long Spanish-style stucco building with graceful arches and a tile roof. He gestured toward the men standing at intervals along the front of the building. “Looks like Hawk beefed-up security.” 

      He nodded to the parking valet. “How you doin', Dean? Double duty, I see.” 

      “Hawk told us all to be extra alert.” The security agent opened his red jacket to display a handgun in a leather shoulder holster. “Linda's circulating through the crowd with a .38 stashed in her evening bag.” 

      The blond, amber-eyed young man opened Charity's door. “Dr. Starr.” 

      She took his hand and stepped out. “Thank you.” 

      Smiling to hide her uneasiness, she searched the shadows beyond the flower beds flanking the broad stairs. Tall, ornate lamps illuminated a wide area, but left lawns and distant trees in the dark. 

      A horn beeped behind them. Charity caught her breath, shaken by a rush of adrenaline. 

      “Back to work.” Dean saluted and went to the next car. 

      Anxious to get inside, to make herself a hard target, Charity forced herself to appear calm. Her silk gown rippled in the warm night breeze as she climbed the broad stairs beside Quinn and Heather. A chill crawled along her spine. When they neared the shelter of the building and the protection of the security men, the cold lump of apprehension in her throat dissolved. 

      Now, with every step, her anticipation rose. She sensed Hawk in the building. Soon she'd see him, talk to him. Pulse racing, she patted her hair and smoothed her dress, then smiled at her primping. He'd seen her black and blue, wild-eyed, hair in a mess, sick, so why worry? 

      Drawing in a deep breath to compose herself, she entered into every little girl's dream of a palace, filled with sparkling lights and elegantly dressed guests who could be kings or queens. She grinned to herself. So where was Prince Charming? 

      Just inside, she paused on the raised entry to scan the room for Hawk. Her gaze slid past giant urns of fragrant roses, lilies, and orchids set between tall, gold-framed mirrors. Where was he? A magnificent crystal chandelier sent glittering light across the room, but even that didn't help locate him. 

      Heather came up behind her. “Beautiful, isn't it?” 

      “Lovely.” Still searching, Charity looked down past marble steps to round tables, each draped in dusky rose and finished with a low floral arrangement. 

      “We're blocking traffic, ladies.” Quinn's teasing voice moved her away from the door. 

      Quinn's okay, she mused, but not like... 

      “Hawk.” She stopped, caught by the sheer pleasure of seeing him across the room. Excitement fizzed through her blood like the first sip of champagne. 

      Lord, he looked gorgeous. His raven hair complimented his bronzed skin and black tuxedo. Tall, broad-shouldered, and vitally masculine, he stood out in a roomful of wealthy, handsome men the way a panther would dominate a huddle of house cats. Designer-gowned women shot speculative glances at him from throughout the room. I'm not really jealous, Charity assured herself. I've only known him a few days. But again, she heard, This is the man. Your man. 

      Quinn's voice broke into her thoughts. “Charity, meet Oscar Radley. He'll be making the award presentation tonight.” 

      Years of being drilled in good manners came to her rescue as she graciously offered her hand to the stranger before her. 

      His soft, slightly damp hand closed around hers. Framed by wire-rimmed glasses, Radley's pale eyes gleamed with confidence. “Dr. Starr, may I call you Charity?” He hurried on before she could answer. “I'll introduce you tonight. I made it a point to have my secretary prepare a resume of your education and background. Of course, I discounted the ugly rumors surrounding your family.” 

      Stiffening, she drawled, “You're too kind.” 

      Oblivious to her sarcasm, he smiled in apparent self-satisfaction, fingered his neat mustache, and patted her hand, his gaze drifting to the swell of her breasts draped in heavy silk. “You understand, dear Charity, I didn't have time to read the whole thing, but my girl gave me a list of your achievements. I'm sure you won't be surprised to learn it was my impassioned speech which garnered the award for you.” 

      “I appreciate your effort,” she murmured, glad that her brother, Joshua, wasn't there. The self-important little man might have found himself suddenly stuck to the ceiling, held there by Josh's psychokinetic talent and anger. 

      Radley smoothed his mustache again, bowed and kissed the back of her fingers, complimenting her awkwardly, "Tu es tres belle." 

      "Merci a vous, monsieur," Charity replied smoothly, drawing a startled look from him. 

      Radley straightened and quickly regained the appearance of confidence. “Your accent is excellent. Obviously you spent more time in Paris than my sources reported.” Someone else hailed him, and he bustled off. 

      Relieved to escape him and his smug, ingratiating manner, Charity headed with Quinn and Heather toward the tables glittering with crystal, silver, and fine china. 

      * * * * 

      Across the room, Hawk stalked through the crowd knowing his cold expression cleared the way. The moment Charity had entered the room, he'd been acutely aware of her presence. 

      Alert for trouble, he circulated among the chattering men and women. With Charity in the building, his edginess had increased tenfold. Damn, she drew trouble like a magnet. He was ready, more than ready to take out any bastard who threatened her. 

      Jim Wolfe met him in an alcove screened by a cluster of feathery palms. “All's quiet so far, boss. Dean's getting a kick out of playing valet.” 

      “I'll kick his ass if he screws up,” Hawk bit out. 

      “Come on, boss, you know he won't. Did you see Miss Starr arrive?” 

      “Yeah. Pete beeped me from the parking lot, and I spotted her when she walked through the door. Stay sharp and out of sight.” 

      “Got it.” Jim eased through the crowd, disappearing out a side door after a quick word with the tuxedoed operative on guard. 

      Lingering where he had a good view of Charity, Hawk studied her tantalizing appearance. 

      Gowned in a long, gold dress of heavy silk, she looked like a cool flame. Her shoulders were bare, the neckline high. The amber pendant on its intricate gold chain moved with the rise and fall of her breasts. Matching earrings gleamed against her rich hair caught in a fancy knot at the back of her head. 

      He experienced an irrational surge of jealousy when Radley kissed her hand. “Bastard thinks he's a ladies’ man,” he muttered, drawing a startled glance from a passing waiter. 

      Again, like an elusive bat, his suspicions from the previous night rose in his mind. Hawk wondered, if his first impression of her could've been wrong? Instead of the innocent intellectual, the gentle woman who attracted him, was she really a schemer with first class acting ability? 

      He damned his own skepticism even while he looked for more clues. Her dress and jewelry were obviously expensive. The gold timepiece on her wrist probably cost enough to keep an average family in food for a year. 

      He'd schooled his face, his body to show nothing, but inside, he seethed with questions and aching desire. She wasn't the first attractive woman he'd surrounded with a security network, so why did he feel so possessive? What magic urged him to sweep her off her feet, carry her into the dark, make love to her? The familiar throb and ache she aroused started, and he cursed himself. Of all men, he knew better than to let his zipper call the shots. Twice burned, thrice shy. He had to take his time, take her measure. 

      With some judicious probing, he'd find out whether or not he could trust her. Often, in a flood of anger, the truth surfaced. 

      * * * * “So, the seating's assigned.” Charity scanned the place cards on the nearest table searching for her name. 

      “We'll be at a front table with Michael and his date.” Quinn offered one arm to Charity, the other to his wife, ushering them toward the speaker's platform. 

      “His date?” Heather asked. 

      “An old friend.” Quinn escorted Charity and Heather to their table and seated his wife. “Her fiance's out of town and Radley's been bugging her, so she asked Michael to run interference tonight.” 

      “Sounds like Michael.” 

      “Yeah.” Quinn moved toward Charity. 

      “I'll do the honors,” Hawk said, coming up soundlessly behind them. A familiar shiver of excitement raced down Charity's spine. 

      He pulled out her chair, standing close enough to envelope her in his body heat and the heady pine scent of his soap. The surge of nameless hunger caught her by surprise. Her knees wobbled, and she was glad for the support of the chair. 

      Hawk bent over her, his strong fingers resting lightly on her bare shoulder. “Recovered from the excitement yesterday?” 

      “Some excitement.” She clutched her napkin, trembling in the heat of his presence. “More like a four-alarm fire.” 

      In a low voice, he said, “You've turned to flame tonight.” 

      She blurted out, “Oh, you mean my dress.” With nervous fingers, she smoothed the heavy gold silk, aware of the charge crackling between her and Hawk. 

      “It's more than that.” His warm breath stirred the fine hairs on the back of her neck. “Your eyes are bright and you have a glow that wasn't there yesterday afternoon.” 

      “The kidnap attempt yesterday was a nightmare until you burst through the door.” She dropped her gaze and fiddled with the gold and ruby ring on her right hand. 

      “That's a beautiful ring,” Hawk said. “I've never seen one like it. A gift from one of your male friends?” 

      Startled by his suddenly harsh tone, Charity twisted to face him. Was this the man who'd fought for her yesterday? The one who amplified her gifts, and buttressed her protective barriers? They'd been so close last night, close enough to set her dreaming. Until he'd fled. Now he was giving her the third degree. 

      “It's none of your concern, Mr. Adams." 

      Dismissing him by turning away, she started to chat with Heather. 

      “You won't get rid of me that easily.” Hawk kept one hand on the back of her chair and made a quick survey of the room. “Stick close to Quinn and Heather when I'm not beside you.” 

      She swung around again. “Why?” Her stomach muscles tensed. “I thought I'd be safe here.” 

      “You are, if you're reasonable.” 

      “Reasonable?” Her cheeks flamed with anger. “Reason is my business. Remember?” 

      “I'll be back.” He left without another word. 

      “What was that all about?” Heather asked. 

      “I don't know what was on his mind, but I'm tired of being falsely judged by other people.” 

      Heather laid her hand on Charity's. “I understand. Don't worry about Hawk. He still looks at you with a gleam he doesn't have for anyone else.” She hesitated then leaned closer. “Confidentially, Quinn said Hawk protected the men on his Special Forces team above and beyond the call of duty. Guess it grew on him. Now he guards VIP's and works just as hard at it. The trouble is, he expects the worst from people.” 

      “I'll remember that.” Still bewildered by Hawk's change in attitude, Charity again turned the ring on her hand. The love and sense of well-being her sister, Jade, had set in the ring when she made it, gradually worked its own magic. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk signaled an agent to keep an eye on Charity. 

      She appeared to be composed, but continued to twist the gold and ruby ring. He didn't need a jeweler's loupe. From the gem's depth of color, he knew it was top of the line. As a researcher, she'd hardly have the cash to buy it herself. So, that left some guy. And her answer—he corrected himself— lack of one, confirmed his suspicion. 

      Muttering an obscenity, Hawk continued his circuit of the room. His employees were scattered through the wealthy and distinguished crowd. Wearing evening clothes, his men and women blended in yet would be onto trouble in a heartbeat. 

      He looked back at Charity. Damn, she was beautiful. Damn his suspicions, he wanted her, wanted to be with her. 

      Smiling grimly, Hawk chose to test the limits of her allure while he safeguarded her through the evening. 

      One more sweep of the room then he returned to the table, he saw Michael had arrived with his date. 

      Hawk had instructed the caterer to seat Charity beside him for dinner. He wondered if she'd noticed that yet. 

      She had. 

      “Guess who my dinner companion is.” Charity flicked the elaborately engraved place card with a manicured nail. 

      Heather tried to look innocent, then grinned. “From the expression on your face it's either Radley or Hawk.” 

      “It's Hawk.” She smoothed her linen napkin, pretending exasperation. “Here to make sure I use the right fork.” 

      Her heartbeat jumped when he settled in the chair beside her, but she ignored him and sipped water. 

      Spreading his napkin, Hawk said, “Did you miss me?” 

      “Does a dog miss fleas?” she replied with barely veiled annoyance. 

      “Are you baiting me?” His faint, mocking smile drilled into her and she sensed a darker challenge underneath. 

      “You—” 

      “Truce?” he interrupted. With a subtle caress, he took her hand. A shaft of heat jolted up her arm, arrowing through her body. 

      She squeezed his fingers then reluctantly released them. “Truce—for now.” 

      He arched an eyebrow and laughed. 

      While Michael and his date argued politics, Heather laid her hand on Hawk's arm. “Oscar's on the prowl.” 

      Frowning he turned to Charity. “Want me to yank his leash?” 

      “Don't bother. I'm a big girl.” She put an edge on her tone. 

      “You're spoiling all my fun.” Hawk leaned back apparently relaxed, his lips twisted in a grim smile. 

      Quinn tapped the table. “Hold it, friend. I recognize that pose. It means you're looking for trouble. Charity already spiked one of Radley's wheels. He came onto her with his fractured French. Her Parisian French goggled his eyes.” 

      “Paris?” 

      “Paris and most of the continent,” Charity said. “Uncle Merlin does business there. I learned to speak French from my great-grandmother. And every summer during high school when my friends were working on their tans, Merlin and Morgana hauled me to Europe.” 

      Hawk rolled his shoulders and settled back again. “Did your aunt look the other way when men swarmed around?” 

      “She used a fly swatter.” Charity studied his cynical expression and pointed at her watch. “That truce didn't last long. So much for being a man of your word.” 

      Hawk reddened. 

      Heather broke in. “Is Paris where you got your stunning dress?” 

      “Aunt Morgana's got connections at La Rive Gauche." She touched her earrings. “Uncle Merlin sent this pendant and earrings on my twenty-first birthday.” 

      “Merlin Enterprises. Is it that Merlin?” Michael asked. “MFI does business with them.” 

      “That's the one. Small world isn't it?” She glared at Hawk. 

      Hawk felt like he had egg on his face. 

      Waiters delivering the first course of curry soup interrupted their conversation. 

      During the meal, Hawk's uneasiness grew at the large number of strangers and the constant possibility of attack from any direction. Even with his people nearby, he stayed at high alert. 

      Behind his hand, Michael said, “Astra Security laundered the help and the guest list.” 

      “Yeah. My office checked too, but Radley ran some new people in at the last minute.” 

      When the President of the Academy mounted the stage, Hawk, like a gallant escort, handed Charity up to the podium, and stood at the bottom step. From there, he could scan the crowd and reach her in three jumps. Unobtrusively other members of his team moved into position. 

      He watched Charity with admiration as she gave a short, gracious acceptance speech. He wanted her so intensely he fought the urge to shed the veneer of civilization and claim her with all the power of the primitive heat burning in his blood. Her words barely registered. Instead, he pictured her in a high, forested canyon, passionately reaching for him from a bed of sweet grasses and wildflowers. 

      Hawk blinked to dispel the image. He cursed his momentary lapse of attention. With all the security in place, he was still her main man. And he wished it were true in more ways than one. 

      Charity returned to the table quietly with Hawk close behind her. She sensed critical events rushing toward her, like boulders in an avalanche. But what incidents, which fate? 

      Heather applauded. “Great speech, lady.” 

      “Yeah, nice and short.” Quinn lounged in his chair grinning at her. 

      “Thanks. Now where's dessert?” Charity plunked the brass and wood plaque next to the flowers. 

      A tall, honey blonde woman stood a few feet away looking at Hawk. She brushed hair away from her face and smiled while two, beautifully manicured fingers, tapped on her black beaded bag. 

      “Be back,” he said to the group at the table, and went to the blonde, slipped an arm around her waist, then they both walked out through a French door. 

      Charity was shocked to realize she felt jealous. She didn't have time to examine her feelings because the music started and Oscar appeared at Charity's side. “It's my privilege to claim the first dance with our beautiful guest of honor.” He pulled out her chair, confident she wouldn't turn him down. 

      She smothered a sigh. So this was how the maiden felt when the islanders tossed her into the volcano. “Mr. Radley.” 

      “Call me Oscar.” 

      “Oscar,” she murmured. Trying to hold him off, she gingerly rested her hand on his shoulder while he snared her other hand and clamped an arm around her waist. 

      Nodding to the conductor, Radley pulled her closer at the first notes of the waltz. There began subtle maneuvering. He attempted to hold her closer and she resisted. They glided around the dance floor, empty except for them. 

      After one circuit, they were joined by other couples. As the floor filled, Charity's irritation grew. 

      The orchestra swung into a slow dance. Oscar hummed the tune and tugged her closer. 

      “Stop it, Oscar. I can't breathe.” She leaned back, trying to put more space between them. 

      “Relax,” Radley said, sliding one hand lower. “Feel the rhythm.” 

      “My turn.” Hawk stepped in forcing the smaller man to give ground. Radley marched off with a disgruntled expression. 

      Charity flowed into Hawk's arms as naturally as if they'd danced for many years. The power and warmth of his body enveloped her. He made her feel delicate and safe. 

      She gave herself to the pleasure of moving in rhythm with him. “You saved me from doing something unladylike to that man. He gives the word pest new meaning.” 

      Hawk said nothing. 

      “I saw you leave with your—friend,” she got out, her voice tight. 

      “Linda's one of my operatives. She signaled I was needed outside. Michael was ready to come to your rescue just as I got back.” He whirled her into a swooping turn, then added, “We'll hold off Radley for the rest of the evening.” 

      “My heroes,” she sighed with a demure smile. She felt a rush of relief. The blonde was Hawk's employee. 

      They danced, their bodies in tune, swaying as one. Forgetting the kidnappers, her fears, even tomorrow, Charity slid her hand higher until her fingers brushed Hawk's neck and lingered in the thick texture of his hair. 

      Obeying the gentle pressure of his fingers and warm palm, she leaned against him, her cheek resting just below his shoulder. Her silk-draped breasts slipped against the fine wool and silk of his jacket. They felt full, sensitive, a new, unsettling experience. Following instinct, she pressed closer to him, seeking relief. Heat and pressure from his hard stomach and thighs seeped through her dress, sending delicious shock waves across her flesh, deep into her core. Every place they touched her skin tingled. 

      “You do something to me,” he murmured against the top of her head. He pulled her hips closer and she felt her face flood with heat in response to his body's reaction to her. It was a new sensation. 

      Hawk saw the blush. “You've never felt a man against you?” “No.” Her voice sounded choked. “Guess I'm just not experienced enough for you.” He put a small space between them. “Saving yourself for the man you marry, huh?” Mute, she stared at his left ear. * * * * 

      As they danced, the tendrils of attraction wove a silken ribbon between them, drawing them closer. 

      Other men tried to cut in, but Hawk's narrow-eyed glare sent them packing. She belonged to him. 

      Hawk looked into her violet eyes, dark with passion. He brushed a finger against her soft, flushed cheek. “Want to go out for some fresh air?” 

      “Yes.” He heard the hitch in her breath when he caressed the soft column of her spine. He led her onto the balcony. 

      Moonlight silvered the white swirls of wrought iron set between textured arches. Hawk guided her steps to one corner where tubs of trees and vines sent dappled shadows and moonlight across them. 

      A light breeze carried the mingled scents of spicy native chaparral and exotic jasmine. 

      “Better?” He turned her and tilted up her face to catch the moonlight. 

      “Umm?” She leaned toward him, questions in her eyes. “You're not upset with me anymore. What happened?” 

      “You happened.” He framed her face with his long fingers. How could he explain that he'd suspected her of lying when his instincts fought the idea. 

      A blush warmed her cheeks. “What does that mean?” 

      “Can't explain. I'll show you.” He dipped his head to brush a kiss across her cheek, her skin warm and smooth under his mouth. He kissed her other cheek, anticipation rising in his body. His lips glided across her face toward her mouth. Sweet. She tasted warm and sweet. 

      Her body pressed against his, stirring fires at each dip and curve, at every point of contact. He felt his hardness cradled in the heat of her thighs. The thought that he would shock the hell out of her made him pause until her wordless murmur and the feel of her fingers digging into his shoulders showed she was lost in the magic of passion. 

      He pulled her tighter against his body, struggling to keep his own fires under control. Everything pointed to her utter innocence although how a woman so ripe, so beautiful could be a virgin, he couldn't guess. 

      He indulged in a long, drugging kiss, supporting her when she sagged against him. 

      “Little Star,” he finally whispered. “We have to stop.” 

      “What?” Her eyes looked dreamy. She touched her lips then laid the slim finger against his. “Why?” 

      “If we don't, you may regret what happens next. Honey, I'm so hot for you, my control is slipping.” 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 7 
        
      

      

      “Your control is slipping?” With slow, dazed movements, 

      Charity curled her fingers around the amber pendant, and stared blankly at him. 

      “Hell, yes.” Hawk took a deep breath and let it out, struggling to collar his raging need. “This isn't the time or place.” 

      Grimly, he watched as awareness filtered back into her expression. 

      “Oh, my God,” she moaned, covering her face with both hands. An embarrassed flush spread past her fingers. “I guess you think I'm easy.” 

      “No.” Trying to soothe her and fight his own aching arousal at the same time, he rubbed her shoulders. “Honey, you're not easy. Just the opposite.” 

      “But—” She straightened her spine and stepped back, her gaze drifting to a point below his belt, then sweeping up again. “I've heard my brothers talk about women leading them on. I didn't mean to.” 

      “Don't be so hard on yourself.” Hawk reached for her, then stopped as she shook her head. In the dappled moon-glow, he saw her eyes had widened into dark pools of worry against her bright cheeks. 

      As she drew in a shuddering breath, the color drained from her face. She fixed a wobbly smile on her lips. “Please forgive me.” 

      “Nothing to forgive. You responded to me in a very natural way.” He smiled faintly, moving closer to trace her lips with one finger. “In fact it's flattering to know you were hot for me.” 

      “Hot?” She groaned, clutched his lapels and leaned her forehead against his chest. “I was melting. What did you do?” 

      He studied her glossy head laid against him, fighting the urge to crush her in his arms again. Her delicate floral perfume blended with the moonlight, weaving a tender aura around them. 

      Afraid to break the spell, he said quietly, “I touched your face, kissed you, and held your sweet body against me.” He stroked his fingers down her back, feeling her arch against his hand like a hungry kitten. “It felt damned good.” 

      As if reluctant to lose contact, she slowly pulled away. “We better go inside. Are you, umm...?” 

      “I'll be okay, but you're right. We should get back to the others.” 

      She brushed her dress and smoothed her hair then leaned toward him to whisper, “Do I look all right?” 

      “Dazzling.” Touching her cheek, he decided not to tell her she looked delightfully and thoroughly kissed. “Maybe a little flushed. C'mon, we'll walk to the overlook first.” 

      “Lead on,” she murmured. 

      Working hard to keep his touch impersonal, he slipped one hand under her elbow, guiding her toward the west end of the building. 

      As they turned the corner, Charity caught her breath, awestruck by the wide sweep of lights below lapping against the hillside. From there, a luminous net of white-gold sparks, with bits of ruby and emerald, spread out for miles across the wide basin. Far to the west, the dark bulk of Signal Hill loomed. “It's beautiful,” she breathed. 

      “Yeah,” Hawk agreed, studying her with an intensity that sent a frisson of heat through her. “Beautiful.” 

      Not sure how to respond to his compliment, she let the silence build between them. Muted strains of music drifted from the reception hall, and danced in the fragrant night air. Eager crickets sang the counterpoint. 

      Charity basked in the moonlight, exquisitely aware of the extraordinary man beside her, of his masculine heat, his relentless determination. 

      Hawk's roughened fingertip traced her bare shoulder with cool liquid fire. “Stargazing?” 

      Her heart skipped a beat at his touch. She smiled up at him. “Ever since I was a kid, I've loved the night. Sometimes Mom and Dad would lead us to Hunter's View on the ridge behind our house. They'd point out the stars and planets. We'd flop on the ground and listen to folktales and science; the Seven Sisters, Ptolemy, Atlantis.” 

      “So you decided to study astronomy and physics.” 

      “From the moment I looked through Uncle Devon's telescope when I was nine and saw my first spiral galaxy, like a frozen pinwheel of tiny diamonds. My uncle said the lights were stars brighter than our sun. I wanted to know more. Hungered to go there some day and see other planets, nameless suns.” 

      Abruptly she stopped and said wryly, “By now one of my brothers would've said, there she goes again, galloping away on her hobby horse." 

      “They tease you a lot?” 

      “Unmercifully. But let anyone outside the family annoy me or my sisters and they'd charge to the defense.” She chuckled. “Lost a couple of boyfriends that way.” 

      “Over-protective?” Hawk sounded amused. 

      “You've got it.” 

      She shifted her attention to the lawns and gardens of the country club. “This is lovely. Another world. It makes kidnappers and thieves seem unreal. Wish we could spend more time, but we'd better go in before they send out a search party.” 

      “We can drive up here one day when it's clear.” 

      “I'd like that,” she said, tingling at the warmth of his hand cupping her elbow. They walked back in the fragrant breeze past moonlit gardens and in through open, beveled glass doors. 

      As they entered the banquet room, Charity's emotions still roiled. She was shaky, unsettled. Her response to Hawk thrilled and frightened her. At school, others had called her the Frozen Star so often, she'd accepted it with a shrug. If so, Hawk had thawed her tonight. 

      No, it was more than physical need. She sensed a special strength in him, a unique quality that set him apart from other men. From the moment he'd stepped into her hospital room she'd felt bound to him. He might be her nemesis, but he could also be the most glorious lover she'd ever know. 

      She glanced at him. His sensual lips and strong profile were indelibly fixed in her mind. His steady fingers clasping her arm only hinted at the power he could summon at will. At that thought, a kaleidoscope of scenes wheeled past—Hawk racing from the shadowed trees to rescue her, his fight at the seminar, even his anger and concern after the drugging. Leave and never see him again? No. Too late. No matter the risk, she'd stay. 

      Cautiously, she opened her internal barriers, not to probe into his thoughts, but to test his outward emotions. In a flicker of indigo, she caught an image of her face as he saw her—so incredibly beautiful she hardly recognized herself. Around the image spun tiny question marks. So he wasn't sure about her. 

      She made small talk to cover her discovery. Okay, Mr. Hawk Adams, I'll do what you need to reassure you, even if it means revealing my secret. 

      When they reached the table, the crowd on the dance floor had thinned out and people drifted toward the doors. 

      Conversation carried on around her. She nodded and smiled and wore a polite mask, but her mind was more absorbed with what had already happened that evening. 

      Hawk laced his fingers with hers. “Tired?” 

      Charity let the weariness show in her smile. “Yes. The last four days have finally caught up with me.” 

      “Time to go home.” 

      Heather picked up her evening bag. “That's a good idea. I'm ready.” 

      “Me too,” Charity said, grateful for her new friend's understanding. 

      Outside, at the foot of the stairs, Dean stood beside the Jaguar with the passenger door open. “Everything's quiet, but there were a couple of strangers nosing around again.” 

      “Get their plate numbers?” Hawk asked, scanning the surrounding area with the intensity of a manhunter. 

      “Yeah. Came back stolen. I notified the cops.” 

      “Good work. Check with you later.” 

      A valet pulled up behind in Quinn's car. 

      Almost desperate in her urge to stay with Hawk, Charity hesitated. Then with a soft good-night, she turned to follow the Archers. 

      “Not so fast, lady.” Hawk caught her wrist. “You don't get off so easy. I'm driving you.” 

      She swallowed her flare of anticipation and another fire lit up her insides. “Don't bother.” She heard the lie in her voice. “I can go back with Quinn and Heather.” 

      “Already arranged. Quinn invited me to stay with them tonight. Happy?” His smile gleamed as he draped her shawl across her shoulders and tucked her into the car. “I promise to behave. I won't pant after you or howl at the moon. In fact,” his grin broadened, “I've learned it's better to let sleeping dogs lie.” 

      “Does that also apply to black-haired wolves?” Amused, she pulled the soft cashmere around herself and set the plaque on the floor as he closed the door. 

      “Want a necklace of garlic to keep me away?” Starting the engine, he steered onto the road, past a long windbreak of lacy-leafed jacarandas. 

      “No, that only works against werewolves. You're more like a werepanther." 

      “Yeah, no defense against me.” 

      She smiled and turned to watch the changing scenery, content to be with Hawk as they raced through the night. 

      * * * * 

      Once they reached the Archer residence, Hawk sent one of his employees to escort the babysitter home, then talked to his men guarding the house. Quinn walked the grounds checking all the security devices. They met at the monitor panel in the front entry. 

      “Everything checks out.” Quinn reset the audible alarm. “Nightcap?” 

      In the family room, the men surveyed the empty couches and chairs. Hawk hid his disappointment. “Looks like Charity and Heather went to bed. Been a long day for them.” 

      “Yeah, Heather's day starts early. Michelle and Adam holler at the crack of dawn. Speaking of bed, here—” Quinn tossed him a pair of dark blue pajamas. “My ever-efficient wife left them on the table for you.” 

      A knowing grin spread across Quinn's face as he settled into an armchair. “We got here forty minutes ago. What kept you, a dark-haired emergency?” 

      “Naw, more like some bastard in a white pick-up tailing us.” Lounging in a corner of the long pale green couch, Hawk stared at the soft blaze in the fireplace, reminded of Charity's warmth when she stood beside him at the overlook. 

      “Where'd you spot him?” 

      “Westbound on the ninety-one freeway. He played it cagey for a while, keeping cars and pick-ups between us, but he finally got careless. I led him through some tricky maneuvers and shook him.” 

      Quinn sat forward. “Is that why Peterson showed up with two extra guards?” 

      “Right. Called them after Dean spotted strangers nosing around the country club, and we picked up the tail.” 

      Muscles tensed, Hawk closed one hand into a fist. “Jim said a blue van, with damage on the driver's side door, followed Charity the day of her seminar.” He slammed his hand on the armrest. “Dammit to hell, she still insists on putting herself in danger.” 

      “Cool down. She's safe for now. What does she think of your people shadowing her?” 

      “She doesn't know. And I don't want her feeling obligated to pay for the protection.” 

      Restless under his friend's scrutiny, Hawk studied the bowl of roses set in the center of the low, carved-wood coffee table. 

      “So what's the story? When you brought her here, Heather and I wondered.” 

      “I won't discuss that, not even with you.” 

      “Okay, I'll drop it.” Quinn yawned and stood up. “It's sack-time for me. Should I check with the guards in three hours?” 

      “No. It's all set up.” 

      Back in his room, Hawk put on the pajama bottoms ready to get up in the night if needed. Then, still keyed-up, he left the bedroom, and went down the hall. Stopping at Charity's door, he pictured her asleep, the way he'd seen her the first morning, her expression relaxed and her soft skin all rosy and warm. 

      As he stood in the hallway, the only separation between them an unlocked door, he fought back his impulse to go to her. Filled by another wave of tenderness, he vowed to keep her safe through the night. 

      Hawk left the hallway and went into the family room. He held the picture of her in his memory like a precious touchstone, one he could take out and use to soothe his own terror when nightmares stalked his memory. 

      Sprawling on the couch again, he picked up a carving he'd done of little Adam. With the baby's likeness in his hands, he stared into the dying fire. His thoughts drifted, wandering across the landscape of memories and unfulfilled youthful dreams. After awhile, he exhaled a long, shuddering breath, and set the honeywood statue on the end table beside its twin sister. Forget it. Dreams were for others, not him. 

      * * * * 

      Charity punched her pillow and pulled the covers around herself again. Why couldn't she relax? She glanced at the clock. Two a.m. An hour had passed since she'd climbed under the lavender-scented sheet and blanket, but her mind refused to fall into the gentle rhythm of sleep. Instead, the sensual memory of Hawk's kiss invoked disturbingly erotic images. 

      “Get over yourself,” she chided. Maybe a drink of water in the kitchen. Maybe swallow an aspirin. Anything to distract her thoughts from him. 

      She slipped on her robe, padded barefoot into the family room, and froze, struck by the sight of Hawk. He wore only pajama bottoms. Light and shadows defined his muscular chest. Lit by the glow of the fire, his face looked almost demonic. 

      She shook her head to dispel the sudden sick feeling that events were rushing toward tears. Then the abyss. 

      “Charity?” Hawk turned toward her. “Can't sleep?” 

      “I'm still wound up from the evening. I thought a drink of water might help me settle down.” 

      “Sit here next to me.” He patted the cushions. “Watch the fire. It's a natural tranquilizer.” 

      She settled beside him, acutely aware of his masculine vitality. “I've been thinking about my new apartment. It's ready.” 

      “Apartment?” He jerked around to stare at her. 

      “Yes.” She watched his jaw muscles work, his sharp disapproval a tangible force in the darkened room, and sighed. 

      “Look, Hawk. You make me feel safe. God knows I appreciate that, especially after everything that's happened. As for your friends, they've been wonderful, but they need time to themselves. Besides, my presence here endangers Heather and the children.” 

      “They're safe. Quinn and I won't let anything happen to them.” 

      “I know, but I've disrupted their lives enough.” She grabbed a small cushion, holding it against herself like a shield. “Please understand my viewpoint. I'm moving in tomorrow.” 

      “That's damned stupid,” he growled. “You'll stay here until we nab every bastard connected to the kidnap attempts.” His profile hardened like granite. 

      For a moment she wavered, then renewed her determination that nobody was going to call the shots for her anymore. “I'm not a fool. I know I'd be safer here, the way a child is if she never leaves home. Well, I'm all grown up, Hawk. I make my own decisions, and I've decided to take care of myself.” 

      His fingers clenched the armrest until his knuckles whitened. Grim-faced, he studied her. A muscle jumped in his jaw. His opposition to her plan came through in icy clarity. 

      As her own anger diffused, she wanted to calm his. “Hawk, you mean well. But you're like my family, trying to protect me until I'm stifled. Give me the freedom to be myself.” 

      Minutes passed with only the sizzle and pop of the fire to break the uncomfortable silence. 

      Finally, he reached over and brushed his hand across her shoulder. “Okay, hard-head. That place of yours will get the toughest security system I can find.” 

      She relaxed. “Great idea. Of course I'll pay for whatever needs to be done.” 

      He frowned. “I'm not looking for business. Just want you to feel safe.” 

      “I know, but I'll pay my own way.” 

      “We'll see.” His clipped words and flat expression said the subject was closed. 

      The last flames flickered lower, and Charity shivered in the gathering chill, drawing the robe closer. Suddenly, she felt overwhelmed by everything that had happened since she'd left Virginia. Going head-to-head with Hawk had been hard. Now she wanted to forget their argument, mend fences. 

      “Cold?” Hawk went to the fireplace, moved the mesh screen aside and added more wood. “Give that a couple of minutes and you'll feel the heat.” 

      He settled on the couch again. “Honey, you've had a hell of a time these last few days and now I'm acting like an ass.” 

      “More like an over-protective big brother.” She tried for a teasing note, but her voice betrayed her and trembled. 

      “I sure don't feel brotherly.” Bending toward her, Hawk pushed her hair back and touched her cheek. “You look pretty done up.” 

      She squared her shoulders and faced him, troubled by conflicting thoughts. “I know it doesn't sound very independent, but sometimes I feel so...” 

      “You feel helpless after the kidnap attempts and Everything.” 

      She nodded. 

      “Come here, honey. Dr. Hawk prescribes a special back rub.” Gently, he lifted her onto his lap. 

      Shaking her head, she made a small mew of distress. 

      He stroked her back in long, soothing sweeps. “Don't be embarrassed. You've been up against a tough bunch of jerks.” 

      Sighing, she relaxed against him, and ran her fingertips across his bare chest, marveling at his power. “I love the way you feel,” she murmured, “warm and sleek.” 

      His hand stilled a moment, then resumed stroking her back. 

      Her fingers paused on the turquoise and silver talisman around his neck. Again, latent power hummed under her touch. A picture formed. She saw a willowy Navajo bride beside her proud groom who wore the amulet. In a flash of insight, she knew these were Hawk's grandparents. The picture faded, leaving her with the heat of Hawk's flesh under her fingers. 

      Charity wanted to risk understanding more of his heart and soul. By touch, she located a rough line of scar tissue near his left shoulder. Resting her fingertips there, she felt the resonance of long-ago violence and pain. She closed her eyes and centered herself, going down to the level of greater psychic freedom. Unlocking her internal barriers, she waited. 

      A moment of dizziness. Then, for the first time in ten years, she deliberately plunged into past events, diving deeper, deeper than she'd ever dared. 

      The door of awareness opened. She found herself in a wet, tangled jungle where it pressed against a walled fortress. Around her rose the cries of nocturnal creatures and the low hum of insects. It was night. Dim illumination from a quarter moon filtered through the high canopy of trees. The pale light glowed across a small grate-covered opening in the rock wall. She smelled the dank, putrid stench of decaying plants mingled with raw sewage, and the heavy musk of a man's sweat. Hawk. She was inside his thoughts, a living part of him. 

      She felt another man with them—Quinn. 

      Death vibrated in the air. Behind the rough-cut stone wall, agony and choked screams spoke of torture, suffering. Charity cringed. How could she go any closer? Be swallowed up in those soul-searing emotions? A more rational part of her mind urged her to pull out of the relentless vision, but she was trapped, held fast by Hawk's mental strength. Reliving everything he saw, heard, touched, smelled, and experienced. 

      The cold, rusted grate scraped her fingers as Hawk tore it from the opening. They crawled into the rank tunnel. 

      “Freeze.” Hawk pressed his foot against Quinn's shoulder. 

      Quinn tapped on Hawk's ankle, signaling he understood. Sinking into a river of sticky slime, the men froze. A coral snake slithered past along one side of the stone sewer on a narrow trail of dead leaves and branches. Hawk beamed the pencil-thin light of a shielded flashlight at the snake. They watched, barely breathing, recognizing the bright bands of blue, cream, and coral, nature's warning of the creature's deadly poison. 

      Still locked in her vision, she felt Hawk's imperceptible motion of relief and his signal to crawl ahead. 

      A face flickered through Hawk's mind. Michael. They were here to get Michael out of that hell-hole tonight. 

      Ahead, their exit was blocked by a hulking shape. Through Hawk she knew it was a guard with the blood of men, women, and children on his hands. Hawk wrapped his arm around the guard's neck. Cold rage and power streamed through him, and the guard went limp. He rolled the lifeless form into the shadows. 

      Together, they crept along the shadowed wall, Hawk, Quinn, and her vision. They descended stone stairs, stained by age and violence, into a place of blood and fear. Hawk and Michael had been there before to rescue Quinn. Now it was Michael they came for. He lay in a dark pit. While Quinn stood guard, Hawk slid down a rope into the dank hole. 

      Charity groaned at Michael's condition, startled when he rallied enough to whisper, “Welcome to Feo's Fleabag Hotel,” in a faint, jaunty voice. 

      She felt Hawk's anger and compassion as he quickly bandaged the festering wounds, silently promising to treat them once they had Michael safe. 

      Working together, Hawk and Quinn pulled him out of the pit and carried him up the steps. 

      At the top, dark figures swarmed out of the shadows. Hawk fought like a demon, scything through the attackers with deadly skill. 

      They were almost free when a knife slashed into his shoulder, and Charity sobbed at the burning pain. 

      “Hawk, look out!” she screamed, clutching her left shoulder. 

      Gasping, struggling to stay conscious, she tumbled out of the vision, and frantically closed her psychic shield. 

      “Hey, what's wrong?” Hawk's voice cut across the edge of the vision. She felt him jolt to his feet, then lay her on something soft. A sharp click. Light bled through her closed eyelids. He'd switched on the lamp, she realized, trying to turn her face from the painful brightness. A faint crackle and the fragrance of burning cedar mixed with Hawk's distinctive scent told her she was back in the Archer's home. 

      “Wake up.” She felt the soft rasp of his callused fingertips as he brushed the hair away from her forehead. His warm hand cupped her chin, and gently turned her face toward the light. 

      “Open your eyes, now.” The note of command in his voice gave Charity the energy to respond. 

      “I am awake,” she panted, sitting up to brace herself against the cushioned back of the couch. Still disoriented, she saw the warrior in her vision flicker and change places with the man in front of her. The two wavered, finally melding into one solid figure. She clung to his forearm, to the swell of muscles and firm skin. 

      “Hawk, thank God you're all right.” Charity looked into his eyes, finding questions there, and concern for her. “But of course you are. That knife wound happened two years ago in South America. You and Quinn rescued Michael from Senor Feo's dungeon.” 

      “What?” His fingers clamped on her wrist. “How do you know about that?” 

      “It's hard to explain, but I do.” She pushed at his rock-solid hand. “Let go, you're holding me too tight.” 

      As she watched, he looked down at his fingers denting her flesh and jerked his hand away as if stung. “Damn it. What's going on? Where'd you learn about Feo?” 

      His anger sent pain arrowing through her head. She tried to close her internal locks to the emotions bubbling around her, but Hawk's were too strong and broke through her weakened barriers. With sick awareness, she sensed his concern change to mistrust. She knew the time had come to explain her gift, but his tone said he'd already condemned her. 

      “Please...” she raised a shaky hand toward him. “Your anger hurts.” 

      “I'm not touching you now.” Rising, he stalked to the far end of the couch, crossed his arms, and with a cynical expression, coldly studied her. “Accomplished little actress, aren't you? You even look pained.” 

      “My head...It hurts inside my head.” 

      At his snort of disbelief, she gathered her energy to reveal a Charity Starr whose strange powers could dissect his past and destroy his mask. 

      Her family had told stories of their personal revelations. Hawk would be like the others who'd fled the Starr gifts. 

      Once he knew, any tenderness or attraction between them would be forever gone. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 8 
        
      

      

      Filled with the torment of terrible betrayal, Hawk brooded over the sight of Charity huddled against one end of the couch. The room behind her was dark. Firelight and the glow of a lamp invaded the shadows. The faint crackle of flames stirred the woodsmoke-tinged silence. 

      If only this were a nightmare instead of harsh reality. Had he brought danger into the heart of Quinn's family? 

      “Hell,” he muttered, it was worse than torture. Just a few hours earlier he'd been caught in Charity's seductive spell. 

      Now he faced the grim truth that she was the most dangerous woman he'd ever known. Dangerous because she'd touched his naked soul. 

      He clenched his fist until his hand ached. Not even Felicia had reached that deep. 

      Bitterly resolved not to fall under her power again, he growled, “Don't jerk me around. Give me answers not acting lessons.” 

      She shook her head. The length of the couch separated them, but he saw bleak shadows in her eyes. 

      No matter how painful the process might be, Hawk was determined to get to the truth. “Start talking,” he ordered. 

      “How do you know what happened two years ago?” 

      Her shoulders were braced as if waiting for a blow. Sweat beaded her face, but she faced him head on. A damned good show of innocence if he didn't know better. 

      She cleared her throat, then spoke in a low, strained voice. “When I touched the knife scar on your shoulder, I had a vision of the night you and Quinn rescued Michael. Your own thoughts showed me it was Feo's prison in the Brazilian rain forest.” 

      “Expect me to believe that crap? How do you know so much unless—?” He grabbed her arm. “Dammit, you're a spy.” 

      “Are you crazy?” She jumped to her feet, trying to pull away, but he forced her to sit again. 

      Hawk seethed with rage. How could he have been so blind? “Prove you're not an enemy. I want truth not psychic junk.” He planted his hands against the back of the couch on both sides of her head, deliberately crowding her. “You're hiding information. You won't leave this room until you talk.” 

      She shrank away from him, her face chalky white. 

      Disgusted with her deception and his own roughness, he released her, shifting to block her escape. 

      Charity, devastated, said, “I'll try to explain.” 

      Oh, God, how had this happened? Sadly she recalled their closeness earlier as they'd danced. In the magic of the moonlit balcony, she'd found heaven in his embrace. Now icy hell peered from his eyes. 

      Tension built between them with frightening intensity. 

      She battled to organize her thoughts. “I don't know where to start.” 

      “At the beginning.” Hawk's eyes glittered with a dangerous light. 

      Her forehead throbbed. She pressed the heel of her palm against the ache and forced words through her tight throat. “The people in my family have always been born with extra sensory perception abilities. You know, ESP. We inherit it the same way you inherited the color of your eyes. In each generation at least one member is an empath like me. When I open my mental barriers, I experience other people's emotions, including the physical effects.” 

      “Come off it, Charity.” He slashed one hand down. “That's bull.” 

      “It's the truth.” 

      “So, convince me.” 

      “That's what I'm trying to do. You have to listen with an open mind.” 

      “I'm listening,” he said, his voice harsh and cold. 

      “Hawk, we just use the part of our brain that's more attuned to natural electro-magnetic forces in our body.” 

      She clutched the robe tighter around herself, cold, more from his icy response than the room's temperature. “One more problem is my sensitivity to scars. If I'm not careful when I touch one, I see and feel what caused it.” 

      Hawk went to the fireplace and braced a shoulder against the mantle. He studied her as if to pierce her deepest secrets. “Still sounds like mumbo-jumbo. Get to the point.” 

      Charity shrugged. “What do you think I'm doing? When people learn about my abilities, they think I'm reading their thoughts, but I'm not. I'm not a telepath. Even if I could, I wouldn't violate their privacy.” 

      “I don't buy any of that.” 

      “It's true. Your grandfather, the shaman Joseph Fourwinds, would've understood me. 

      Hawk straightened, his lips set in a hard line. “How do you know about him?” 

      “The last time you saw him, you were thirteen. But you still remember the three summers you spent with him on the high desert. He died soon after. When I touched the amulet he gave you, I saw his face and name.” 

      Hawk frowned. “You've done a damn good job of checking my background. I still don't swallow this mind reader stuff.” 

      She was sadly aware of his cynical expression. “Think back to when you saw me in the hospital.” 

      “What's that got to do with it?” 

      “Do you recall what you thought as you walked through the door?” 

      “I remember. So?” 

      Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath, centered herself and reached out to Hawk's mind. Anger surged and crackled on the surface, but as she penetrated to a deeper layer, she found the image. 

      She fixed a steady gaze on him. “You saw another woman in a hospital bed. Your mental picture showed her with IVs and monitoring equipment attached. That woman was Heather.” 

      The room pulsed with conflicting emotions. He didn't believe her. The connection between them was half-opened and his suspicion rolled over her leaving a wave of nausea. 

      Afraid she'd break down and cry, or scream her innocence, she tried again. “Hawk, when you walked into the hospital room you still blamed yourself for what happened to Heather at Windspear before she married Quinn.” 

      His lips flattened at the mention of the estate high in the southern California coastal range. 

      “Also, you regretted you hadn't reached me in time at the park to prevent my injuries.” 

      Coldly he said, “If you got your hands on the police report about Heather's injuries, you could've guessed the rest. You're damned persuasive, but what happened tonight? Why'd you talk about Feo and the rain forest?” 

      “When I touched the scar below your left shoulder, I saw what happened that night. The vision was stronger than I've ever experienced. 

      “Forget all this vision crap. Who's your source?” 

      She leaned back wearily. “You are.” Her energy ebbed away faster in the tense room and she pulled the robe tighter. 

      With shocking speed, Hawk crossed the space between them, grabbed her by the shoulders, and hauled her out of the chair. “Explain, now.” 

      Her feet barely touched the floor. She looked into his angry face. “Hawk, put me down. Why're you doing this?” 

      “You haven't proved your claim. Tell me something only Quinn, Michael, and I know.” 

      He thrust her into the chair, bracing his hands on the armrests. His male heat trapped her with memories as strong as any steel bars. 

      Beginning with the quarter moon and the insect-filled jungle crowded against the rock fortress, Charity went step by step through that night of rescue and terror. She told about Michael's condition and his faint-voiced, jaunty comment. In meticulous detail, she recounted everything she'd seen in her psychic trance. By the time she finished, her throat ached from forcing words through her emotion-tensed vocal cords. 

      Resigned, she waited for his rejection. 

      “Know what I'm thinking now?” Hawk said brusquely. 

      “No. I can't always read you. When my gifts are operating, I experience the feelings connected with strong emotion, or if I touch a scar I can tell what caused it. With you, Hawk, it's stronger. I've worked hard since I was sixteen to keep my ability locked away. The moment you stepped into my hospital room, your presence opened the barriers for the first time in years.” 

      “The hell it did!” He jerked back, putting space between them. 

      Unwelcome tears gathered in Charity's eyes. She fought against them, but one drop slid down her cheek. Impatiently she flicked it away. “I'm not lying. Your grandfather and your mother were healers. You're gifted too. Haven't you had hunches or premonitions that later proved to be true?” 

      He slammed his fist against the palm of his hand. “Forget my hunches, dammit. Other people have them too. It's not the same thing. I'm trying to be fair, but I still can't buy your story without more proof.” 

      She gestured toward his shoulder. “The moment I touched that scar, I heard, saw, and felt what happened when you were wounded. Even with my gifts operating fully, I sense people's emotions not what they're thinking. You're different, 

      Hawk. Your mind is so forceful, there are times when your thoughts punch through my mental barriers. That's never happened, not even with my family.” 

      She moved uneasily. “The drug the kidnappers gave me eroded some of my control. It's the first time I ever had such a hard time getting out of a vision.” 

      Hawk moved closer. “It'd be easy to believe you. God knows, your story's weird enough to be true. But, I brought you here. I've got to be sure you're not some damn Trojan Horse.” 

      He touched a button on the intercom panel, spoke briefly, then turned to her. “This affects Heather and Quinn, and their kids. They should hear your wild claims.” 

      Minutes later, Quinn had his arm protectively around Heather as they entered the room. “We just checked the kids,” he said, spearing Charity with a coldly assessing look. 

      Heather, eyes filled with worry, looked at Charity as if she were a stranger before speaking to Hawk. “Quinn said you think Charity's a spy for Senor Feo. How's that possible?” 

      Charity recoiled as if slapped. “I'm not a spy,” she gasped. “I'd never betray a friend.” 

      Hawk raised a silencing hand. “Wait. You'll get your chance to talk.” 

      Speaking to Quinn and his wife, Hawk said, “Miss Starr claims to have psychic powers. She knows details about our little jaunt to rescue Michael.” 

      While Hawk spoke, Quinn's expression had grown more bleak. Charity saw him tuck his wife closer, her blonde hair bright against his tanned shoulder. “How the hell did she learn about that?” 

      “My question, exactly.” Hawk turned his intimidating gaze on her. 

      Heartsick, Charity saw the fear in Heather's eyes and desperately wanted to reassure her. 

      “There's more,” Hawk said in a sarcastic voice. “Says she can pick up other people's thoughts. She gets visions too.” 

      “Wait a minute,” Charity protested. “I sense emotions, but I don't deliberately read them without permission. I can't pick up anyone's actual thoughts, except Hawk's. Even most of his are hidden from me.” 

      Quinn squeezed his wife's shoulder. Heather flashed a sad smile at him, and looked at Charity with the same pensive expression. “Charity, I want to believe you, but I won't take any chances with our children or Quinn.” 

      Charity paused to strengthen her mental barriers. She'd already sensed Heather's aching concern. “Of course your husband and family come first. What can I say? What can I do to prove I'm telling the truth?” 

      “I don't know,” Heather murmured. “I had to prove my special abilities when Quinn didn't believe me. Maybe Hawk or Quinn has an idea.” 

      Special abilities? For a moment, Charity was distracted by Heather's comment, but the immediate problem demanded her attention. 

      Hawk's expression gentled as he half-turned toward the couch where the Archers sat. Charity wished, sadly, that he cared that much about her too. Even his voice sounded concerned. “Heather, she told me things about my background I've kept quiet.” He glanced at Charity, then spoke to Quinn's wife again. “It does support part of her story.” 

      Charity, remembering the warmth of his embrace, pressed a hand against the hollow emptiness under her heart left by his suspicion and anger. 

      She realized she couldn't let them see her hurt. They might think it was from guilt. Troubled, she tipped up her chin in false confidence. 

      Facing her, Hawk demanded, “We need more evidence.” 

      “How else can I prove myself to you?” She rubbed her face. She was so tired her legs trembled. Using her ESP abilities now would be dangerous. Still, she wanted Hawk to accept the truth of what she said, and understand the gift that complicated her life. 

      “What do you want me to do?” 

      “Touch Quinn. See if this vision stuff works on someone else.” 

      Charity heard Heather's low exclamation of protest as Quinn uncoiled from the couch in one smooth move. Like Hawk, he wore only pajama bottoms. 

      Standing, she straightened her spine and lifted her chin, determined to appear strong. “I'll do whatever it takes to prove I'm not lying.” 

      She paused, stunned by the impact of Hawk's thoughts as they pushed through her mental barriers. He still suspected her, but he held an image of her face, bathed in the rose of passion. That image gave her a grain of hope and bolstered her resolve. 

      Composing herself, she went on. “After Felicia, Hawk is wary of any woman. He thinks I'm working for someone who has it in for you. He'll eliminate anyone who's a threat to you and your family no matter what the consequences are to himself.” 

      “Damn straight,” Hawk said through gritted teeth. 

      “I know.” Charity shrugged. “It comes through loud and clear.” 

      She looked at each person intently. “Promise me no matter what, you won't call the paramedics or take me to a hospital. When my gifts are operating, my mind is extra vulnerable. Being surrounded with so much emotion and pain would be dangerous. Here, where it's quiet, I'll be safe.” 

      Hawk studied her carefully. Her color was all right, but there was still a fine tremor in her muscles and a light sheen of perspiration on her skin. Probably from nervousness or fear. He couldn't stop the test. He had to make damn sure she wasn't an enemy he'd brought into his friends’ house. 

      Still, he felt uneasy. Seeing Charity recoil from his anger made his stomach clench. Hell, it was worse than getting knifed. 

      Mentally, he shook himself. No, Dammit, he wouldn't give in to sympathy, not when it might put the kids in danger. 

      Quinn's voice broke into his thoughts. “What's your take on this, Hawk? Should we agree to her conditions?” 

      “Yeah. Why not?” He pretended indifference. 

      Charity turned her shadowed gaze on him. “All right,” she said with a slight catch in her voice. “Your choice.” 

      “Close your eyes.” Hawk used a hand signal to give instructions. 

      Quinn went soundlessly to the kitchen and returned with a small cotton dishtowel. Hawk used it to blindfold Charity. He felt a shiver go through her, but decided, bleakly, she'd just have to live with it. 

      Heather protested, “Using a blindfold is going too far.” 

      Hawk said, “Some people are very adept at reading body language. This'll prove she isn't picking up visual signals.” 

      Charity half-turned toward the sound of Heather's voice. “Don't worry.” 

      In spite of assuring Heather, Charity struggled with panic. Danger hovered over her like a black mist, ready to strip her of her last shred of energy. Uncle Devon had pushed himself beyond the limits of his mental strength and died saving her. Would she die tonight to prove those same gifts? 

      She pressed the folded cloth against her eyes and wished her headache would stop. Her mind and body were battered by the currents of belief and disbelief churning in the room. In spite of her weariness, it strengthened her determination. 

      Forcing her voice to sound stronger, she said, “I'm ready. If this doesn't convince you, forget it. I can't do any more.” 

      The air moved as someone waved a hand in front of her face. 

      “Blindfold's tight.” Hawk said. 

      His hand clasped hers and moved it to a scar on Quinn's side. “Tell us what you see.” 

      Charity found herself back in the humid tangle of plants, vines, and trees. She licked her lips and began, “It's night in the jungle. You three men are hidden at the base of a balsa tree. You've disturbed a band of Red Howler monkeys. They're making a terrible racket overhead in the jungle canopy. A river's close by.” She slapped at her arm. “Mosquitoes are terrible. It's hot, damp. Moonlight's pale, barely penetrates the trees.” 

      Strength drained from her body. Her side burned and throbbed. Stifling a moan, she pressed her hand against the ache, and forced herself to continue. “Michael's unconscious. Hawk's shoulder throbs. He kneels beside Quinn, and props up a flashlight to shine on Quinn's side. He cleans the wound...” 

      Charity swallowed, flooded by nausea. Her energy was sapped to a dangerous level, but she had to continue, had to convince Hawk. 

      “Now he's bandaging the long slash. Quinn is...is thinking about Heather and orchids.” 

      The strain was too much. Charity sagged under Michael's trauma, was torn by the pain of Quinn's and Hawk's wounds until it shattered her control. 

      She tried to fight the vision, to pull herself out of it. Blindly groping for support, she heard Hawk curse. 

      Quinn's voice sounded far away. “She's right. When we studied Feo's fortress walls, I saw orchids the same gold as Heather's hair. The sight stuck in my mind.” 

      Charity shook from the impact of his emotions. 

      Quinn believed her. Did Hawk? 

      She clutched her side and struggled to stay conscious, pleading, “Help me...can't control it.” 

      Her mind grew fuzzy. She was tired, too tired. Shivering, she heard a faint ringing in her ears, then spun away into darkness, reaching for Hawk. With her last thought came a brief image from him, her face with a shield of healing green forming around it. 

      Hawk saw her knees buckle. Swearing, he caught her limp form in his arms, gently laid her on the rug, and tore off the blindfold. Her skin felt icy and damp. Her eyes were closed. 

      He heard Heather sob, “It was too much. You both made her do too much.” 

      Every word fell like a blow as Hawk found the pulse point in Charity's neck, and felt the throb, irregular and faint. 

      “What have I done?” he groaned, looking at her deepening pallor. He raged at his own stupidity in making her go through the test. Cursing with quiet intensity, he rubbed Charity's arms. “Come on, honey. Open your eyes. Fight, dammit.” 

      Moaning, she pressed a hand against her side. Her eyelids fluttered, then closed again as she let out a ragged sigh. Her body went slack, and one hand fell to her side, palm up, as if still asking for help. 

      When he saw the blue tinge in her lips, his heart constricted. Her chest rose and fell with quick, shallow breaths. “She's going into shock. Quinn, your first aid kit.” He looked around the room. “We have to warm her up. Get a blanket.” 

      “Here's an afghan.” Heather covered her, asking, “Will she be all right?” 

      “Damn, I don't know.” 

      “Hawk, she's feeling pain in the same place Quinn was wounded.” 

      “Yeah.” He clasped Charity's cold, damp hand, sickeningly aware of the implications. “Dumb fool stunt. I should've stopped the whole thing when she made us promise not to get medical help.” He massaged her hands and arms. “Make some coffee. I'll try to get a few sips down her.” 

      The moment Quinn brought the kit, Hawk dug out an ammonia capsule and snapped it open under Charity's nose. She moved her head a fraction, then slipped deeper into unconsciousness. 

      “Now what?” he muttered. He had a stimulant he could inject, but wasn't sure how it would interact with any drug residue still in her system. 

      He cuddled her. She was white and cold, her breath a light wisp against his bare chest. Forcing himself to think with icy precision, he searched for any other way to help her as he gathered her into his arms and carried her to the bedroom. 

      Heather followed. “Coffee's almost ready. Quinn said he'd bring it. Do you want help?” 

      Hawk pushed the hair out of Charity's eyes. “Pull back the covers.” 

      Together they cocooned her in blankets. 

      Quinn handed a cup to Hawk. “Coffee's cooled so it won't burn her mouth.” 

      “Thanks.” Hawk gently shook Charity, trying to rouse her enough to swallow. Her head bobbed, but she remained deeply asleep. 

      “Come on, honey, wake up.” His stomach clenched when she didn't respond. 

      “Here's another quilt,” Heather said in a low voice, spreading it over her. “Any change?” 

      “No.” 

      He heard Heather's shuddering breath, her quick footsteps out to the hallway, and Quinn's deep voice mixed with her muffled sobs. 

      Hawk kept talking to Charity's unresponsive form. His emotions were frozen. He lost all sense of time as he sat on the edge of the bed beside her, and reviewed everything she'd told about her psychic gift. He'd been astounded to hear her mention Felicia. He'd never told his friends about his ex-fiance, and anyone else who'd known about his connection with her was dead. 

      Quinn came in and said in a low voice, “Heather's exhausted. She's already asleep. I'll go to bed for a few hours. Call if you need me.” 

      “Thanks.” Rubbing his face wearily, Hawk turned his attention back to Charity. 

      The long hours stretched out. He lay in bed with her held close to his body, careful to keep some fabric between her skin and his. He recalled his first sight of her in the park, how she'd fought like hell, how just touching her stirred tender feelings. Another picture came; of her at the seminar, poised, more vibrant than any slide or video clip of her beloved stars. He touched a strand of rich hair that fell across the quilt as he remembered her dazzling form at the banquet and dance. The dance, God, she'd felt so good, so perfect in his arms. 

      Charity murmured, too low to hear the words. Hawk's hand flashed toward her cheek, then froze. He didn't dare set off another vision. Yes, he believed her now. Why had he let her go through the ordeal tonight? 

      What had she said? “Charity,” he groaned, remembering her words: You're different, Hawk. Your mind is so forceful, there are times I pick up your thoughts. I've never done that, not even with my family. 

      Desolate, he whispered, “Don't leave me.” 

      His muscles ached with the need to feel her silken skin, but he was afraid his touch could destroy her. Even though he'd held her wrist and stroked her arms earlier, he now realized the damage he could do when she was conscious. Needing to be close as possible, he rested his head where the thick quilt and blanket wrapped across her breasts. He lay there silently pleading with her. He'd willingly make a pact with angels or the devil to call her back. 

      * * * * 

      In the dark of early morning, Hawk felt her move. His heartbeat jumped as he propped himself up on one elbow and said in a low voice, “Time to wake up.” 

      Her eyelids fluttered open, confusion giving way to recognition in her velvet eyes. 

      Relieved, he said quietly, “Good morning.” He started to smooth back a stray lock of her hair, then stopped, still afraid to touch her. 

      Working one hand out of the blanket, she traced a finger across his lips. 

      “Wait.” Hawk jerked backwards and sat up. “Remember what happened last night when you touched me.” 

      “I know what I'm doing,” she declared, struggling to sit up. 

      “Not yet.” Searching her face for any sign of trouble, he said, “Wait until you're stronger.” 

      “Stronger?” Charity took a breath, annoyed by his take charge attitude. “Who made you my boss?” She watched the muscles in his jaw work, fascinated by the fleeting expressions crossing his face. 

      She pulled the blankets higher around her chest and propped herself against the pillows and headboard. “Why're you here this morning? Still think I'm a spy or do you want more proof of my weird abilities? If that's it, you're out of luck.” 

      Hawk startled her with a groan. He closed his eyes and buried his face in the blankets covering her. “No! God, no. We all believe you. Can you ever forgive us, forgive me for what we put you through?” 

      Stunned by his unexpected reaction, she felt a rush of tenderness toward this suddenly vulnerable man. She stroked his hair, saying, “There's nothing to forgive. You did what you thought was right.” 

      “Charity?” He reared up and lunged to his feet. “Stop! Don't put yourself through another episode. Dammit, we almost lost you last night.” 

      “It's all right. It only happens if I open my mental shield and wait for the vision to come.” She reached for him again. “Trust me to know my limits.” 

      When he stayed where he was, watching her warily, she dropped her hand. “It looks like you don't trust me. I've fought the same attitude in others all my life. When someone finds out about my extra-sensory abilities, they either shun me or try to use me.” 

      She pleated the quilt with her fingers, then looked at him. “I'll explain this for the last time, Hawk. If you can't accept it, that's your problem.” 

      “I'm listening.” He loomed over her, and a faintly wistful expression flickered in his eyes for a moment. 

      “Okay. You're the first person who ever caused such a powerful reaction when I was in a vision.” She heard him curse in a low monotone. “You're also the only one whose presence gives me the strength to put my mental barriers back, even under great stress. You did that last night.” 

      Turning her head so he wouldn't see the glimmer of tears in her eyes, she said, “I suppose I've lost your friendship.” 

      Startled when he squeezed her shoulder, she fought to keep from nuzzling his hand. 

      His voice sounded pensive as he said, “You're better now so I'll say good-bye. Take care of yourself.” 

      Sadly, she watched him pause at the doorway, his ramrod-straight back toward her. His whole being radiated pain and determination. As he disappeared down the hallway, she whispered, “Good-bye, my love.” 

      * * * * 

      Hawk strode grimly to his room. Hell walked with him. He wanted to hold her but was afraid to touch her. The words, “You make my gifts stronger,” terrified him. He recalled the awful hours of the night when he thought he would lose her to death. Now he was losing her to life, her life. 

      He flung himself into the chair beside the bed searching for some way out, but the only thing he could think of was to put distance between them. For her sake he had to be strong. 

      The voices had awakened Quinn. Moving silently, he entered the room, alarmed at the agony on his friend's face. 

      In two steps he was beside him and grasped his shoulder. “Hawk, is it Charity? Did she...?” He couldn't bring himself to say it, but he ached with remorse. 

      “She's better today.” Hawk dropped his face in his hands. “No thanks to me. When I think of the damn fool way I behaved. God.” He shuddered, raised his head to look at his friend. “She almost died last night. I want to hold her, but I'm afraid to put a finger on her. She said I make her gifts stronger. Do you know what that means? I could kill her with a touch.” 

      Quinn crouched beside Hawk. He wanted to do something, say something, but he felt guilty too. “Hawk, think. Was that the first time you touched her?” 

      “No, but that's the first time she's had such a strong reaction. For her sake I have to put distance between us. I'll go home.” 

      Quinn gripped Hawk's shoulder. “If you think that's best. I put Heather through hell before we finally married. She damned near died, but used her paranormal gifts to protect me. Be careful you don't do that to Charity.” He studied his friend's expression for a moment then left the room. 

      Hawk shrugged into his shirt from the night before. Memories of the dinner dance, of holding Charity in his arms started a slow throb of heat and sadness. She'd felt perfect in his arms. Her sweet mixture of social polish and innocence made her unique. He wanted all of it, but couldn't have any. His presence could kill her! 

      He grabbed his other clothes and left before losing his resolve. 

      Driving away in the fresh morning hours, he already tasted the loneliness of his existence. “That's the way it has to be,” he muttered. It wouldn't be the first time he'd made a hard decision and lived with it. Sure as hell the others never ripped him apart like this one. 

      * * * * 

      Charity felt Hawk leave the house. Her heart ached. She hugged her knees, resting her cheek on them. “What can I do now?” she murmured. “How can I go on when my heart just walked out the door?” 

      Staring at nothing, her fingers unconsciously followed the loops and whorls of stitches in the quilt. Outside, the lonely call of a mourning dove sounded. Closer, another one answered. They called and answered through the cool dawn until another one, farther away, took up the cry. The doleful sound touched her. Without Hawk, she felt the same sad loneliness. 

      Would she ever see him again? 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 9 
        
      

      

      Charity unpacked the last dish, then paused to look around the kitchen with its natural wood cabinets and white tile counters. She liked her new apartment on the third floor of a gated complex. From her balcony she had a good view of the lush landscaping below, the pool, and the distant mountains. 

      She'd moved in yesterday. This morning, Dean and another of Hawk's people had arrived to install a state-of-the art security system, including a new, steel-core door. 

      “Want coffee or soda?” she asked, walking toward the entry hall where Dean was working. 

      “Nothing, thanks. We're almost done.” 

      “What do I owe you?” 

      “Check with the office,” he said, making one more meticulous adjustment. “We do the grunt work. They take care of billing.” With a grin and a wave, he collected his tools and both men left. 

      “Hawk,” she muttered, setting the new lock and alarm. 

      Had he ignored what she'd said and not charged her? 

      A quick call to his office confirmed her suspicion. According to his secretary there was “no charge.” 

      “That's what he thinks,” she grumbled. Calls to a few other companies was all it took to determine the total cost. She wrote a check for the amount, added a letter insisting they accept it, and mailed the envelope. 

      Smiling, she pictured his reaction. This time Hawk would learn hard-head meant what she said. 

      She called home, reassured her parents, and gave them her new address. 

      In the next few days, Charity turned in her rental car, bought a new one, replaced the laptop computer, shrugged at her depleted checking and savings accounts, and settled into work. 

      Every morning she woke thinking of Hawk. Memories of him went with her through the day and back to bed at night. He came to make love to her in her dreams until she woke aching for his touch. Tired from her restless nights, she went to the lab each day and buried herself in work, trying to purge the erotically disturbing dreams from her mind. 

      * * * * 

      On Saturday, two weeks after she mailed the check, she was startled by an authoritative rap at the door. The security guard downstairs must know who it is, she thought, opening a small panel in the entry wall to look at the monitor screen. A concealed camera, focused on the hall in front of her door, showed Hawk standing there, unsmiling. Wearing a navy-blue tailored suit, white shirt, and a silk tie in subtle colors, he was the essence of a powerful businessman. She caught her breath, unprepared for the impact of seeing him again. 

      Her heart pounded with trip-hammer intensity as she opened the door. “Hawk, what brings you here?” 

      “You know damn well why I came. Let me in. We have to talk.” 

      Wordlessly, she moved aside, gestured for him to enter, and pasted a cool, impersonal smile on her face. “Coffee? I was just about to make it.” 

      “Didn't come to socialize. This is business.” 

      “What's ruffled your feathers?” She settled into a comfortable armchair. 

      Hawk planted himself a few scant steps away from Charity. “I'm returning your check. Helen told you there was no charge. Why'd you send this?” 

      Her lips thinned. “If you recall our discussion, Mr. Adams, I said I'd pay for the security system.” 

      “Like hell you will.” He moved toward her with the same menacing air that had shaken battle-hardened men. 

      Her fingers gripped the armrest. “Why don't you sit and we'll discuss this instead of snarling at each other?” 

      “I won't be here that long.” Studying her as intently as he had any covert operation, he saw Dean was right. She looked tired. Her eyes, underlined by dark circles, held a hint of wariness. Why didn't she take better care of herself? Had he caused that? The question left a bitter taste. After the hell he'd put her through, he'd done what was best for her by leaving, hadn't he? That's why he'd stayed away. 

      “Here's your check.” He laid it on the end table beside her chair, fighting the lure of her warmth and fragrance. In spite of her assurances, he didn't dare touch her. 

      Ignoring the envelope, Charity gazed at his face, storing it in her memory. Longing to lace her fingers in his ebony hair, she looked for any encouragement in his hard, black eyes. 

      “I've missed you, Hawk.” 

      “Don't let it get to you,” he said, somberly watching her. 

      “It wouldn't hurt to call, you know.” 

      “Been busy.” His eyes remained curiously shuttered. 

      She couldn't stand it any longer. She pushed to her feet and he hastily stepped back. 

      “Give me your right hand,” she said reaching toward him. 

      Studying her with a cautious expression, he folded his arms. “Knock it off, Charity. We're not going through that again.” 

      “Are you chicken? I thought you were a hawk. All right, I dare you to give me your hand.” 

      “Woman, you're crazy. Do you think I want to set off a vision or let you rummage around in my thoughts?” He moved toward the door. 

      Not willing to give up, she quickly stepped between Hawk and the door. He was bull-headed, but she would out-stubborn him. 

      Hands on hips, she glared at him. “I said, Mr.-Chicken-Hawk-Adams, give me your big, ugly hand before I do something drastic!” 

      “Ugly, huh?” A reluctant grin warmed his face. “Right now you remind me of a banty hen facing an eagle, or should I say a hawk?” The grin vanished. “Dangerous for the hen.” 

      His hand shot out. He wrapped his fingers around her upper arm, a layer of cloth between them and her skin, and moved her out of the way. “Good-bye, Charity.” 

      He touched the door knob, but she grabbed his wrist. “You're too damn stubborn, Hawk. Wait. Let me prove it's okay for us to touch without triggering a vision.” 

      His hard muscles tensed as he froze. “Stop jerking me around. I was there last time, remember?” 

      “I know.” She turned, leaning against his chest, and kissed his clenched jaw. Her thumb rubbed a scar on the back of his hand. She shuddered, controlling the spurt of old memories. “See? It's all right.” 

      “Yeah.” Something hot flared in his eyes. Charity felt a quiver go through him. He clamped his arm around her waist. “You started this,” he growled. “I get to finish it.” 

      She melted against him as his mouth came down on hers. His lips brushed, then pressed, sending splinters of desire shooting through her body. With a low sound of pleasure, she slid her hand up along the strong column of his neck, where she tangled her fingers in his hair. 

      He deepened the kiss. A warm languor flowed through her. Releasing his wrist, she unbuttoned his suit coat then slipped both hands around his sides, feeling the heat of his flesh through the fine cotton shirt. 

      “Good idea,” he murmured against her tingling lips. Shrugging out of his coat, he tossed it onto the couch, flipping his tie after it. His rough breath enticed her as he changed the angle of his head and took her mouth again, his long fingers cupping her head. 

      “Close your eyes, little star,” he whispered. She did and felt him skate butterfly kisses across her eyelids and down the curve of her cheek. 

      “Lovely,” he breathed. “Now open your mouth for me. I want to taste you.” 

      Her lips parted to his tender invasion, and she held tight, rocked by waves of pleasure at his intimate, probing tongue. 

      Without breaking the kiss, he settled into a chair with her in his arms. 

      Needing closer contact, she fumbled with the buttons on his shirt. 

      “Don't.” Hawk grabbed her hand. “That's what started it last time.” 

      “All right, I'll leave it for now.” 

      Instead, seizing his hand, she said, “I know you're worried that I'll have another episode. We're going to experiment.” She looked up at the worry in his eyes. 

      He tightened his hold on her. “Don't hurt yourself.” 

      She kissed him gently. “I'll be fine. You do make my gifts stronger, but it was the lingering effects of the drug that caused trouble last time.” 

      She nestled against him. “For both our sakes I have to prove we can touch and hold each other.” 

      He kneaded her shoulder and the base of her neck with tender strength. “Only if you're sure.” 

      “I am.” 

      Charity held his hand, fingertips resting on a scar. With barriers open, she waited. A trickle of old pain welled up. She controlled it. Aware that her voice changed to a different cadence, she said, “You were a teenager in Chicago. An older boy bullied a younger one, threatening him with a knife. You took the knife away and got this scar.” 

      Her fingers moved to the next one. “Night in the jungle. A vicious fight.” She shivered, chills sliding down her spine. 

      Hawk held her closer. “Stop, damn it. You don't have to prove anything to me.” He pried her hand off his. 

      Resisting him, she pressed her body closer and tried to cling to his fingers. “Wait. Don't you see? Let me settle your fear that I'll be disgusted by your past or that you'll hurt me.” She stayed rigid against him until he released his hand, then she relaxed. “This time keep the thought in your mind that I'm safe with you, and you're my shield.” 

      Hawk whispered, “Yes,” kissed her forehead and tucked her closer. She rested her cheek in the hollow of his corded neck, absorbing his strength. 

      Determined to finish, she stroked across the tanned skin, over veins and tendons, to a deep, puckered slash across his wrist. 

      “A valley, high in the Andes mountains. You, Quinn, and three men from the ATF slip through a tangle of logs and branches left by the river in flood. Clouds and a heavy fog hide the pass where thieves have hidden powerful weapons. You stop. Something's wrong. Suddenly everything is quiet, too quiet. God, it's cold!” 

      Shivering, she gasped, “Hard...to breathe. Air's thick with mist and danger.” She burrowed deeper into Hawk's comforting presence, and felt his inner strength in her mind. “One of the men trips a booby-trap wire. You deflect a spear away from Quinn.” Her throat tightened. “You almost lost your hand to infection.” 

      “Stop!” Hawk gave her a little shake. “Don't drain your strength like this.” 

      “I'm okay.” Trembling with reaction, she moved to slide off his lap, but he held her in place. 

      “Relax, you're white as bleached bones.” 

      She took a deep, shuddering breath rubbed her face, and gave him a rueful grin. “Bleached bones, huh? You sure know how to flatter a woman.” 

      Hawk leaned back in the chair, one arm still clamped around her waist, while his fingers tapped on the armrest. He gazed at his hand for a few breaths, then looked at her, wishing he could make everything right and safe for her. 

      Charity rested against him, apparently gaining strength. Finally she began to unbutton his shirt. 

      “Now what?” Hawk saw her fingers tremble as she reached to undo the next button. 

      “This is the final test,” she murmured. 

      Before he could stop her, she slipped one hand inside his shirt and found the scar by his left shoulder. He trapped her hand through the shirt, choked by a sudden rush of fear. 

      “Too late,” she whispered. “I have to touch this old wound to prove my control is back. Remember, you are my shield.” 

      Silence filled the apartment. Laughter and the sound of splashing water floated in from the distant swimming pool. But here, in the quiet sunlit apartment, Hawk bent all his powers of concentration to visualize an unbreakable protection around Charity. He heard the soft susurration as her breath sped up, evened, then fell back to deep, rhythmic breaths. 

      She opened her expressive eyes. Love shimmered in their depths. Laying her hand on his cheek, she said, “You kept me safe.” 

      Hawk's thoughts felt disconnected, fragmented. Part of him wanted to rage at Charity for exposing her mind to such danger. The other part rejoiced that she had come through all right. Shaken by her words, he rested his chin on her head, absorbing her feel and fragrance. Her presence soothed him, yet he was frozen by the conflicts in his mind. In the depths of his soul, shadows began to loosen and dissolve. 

      “God, Charity, how can you trust me after what happened at Quinn's?” He tightened his arms around her. “You don't know what it does to me to hold you, to know you care.” 

      He slid his hands up to gently cradle her face, desire singing through his body. “I want you,” he breathed, his lips meeting hers again with tender pressure. He ran his long fingers through the neat braid, working it loose. Her rich brown hair flowed over his hands and arms in a silken waterfall. He traced the delicate curve of her jaw with a flurry of kisses, ending at her parted lips. 

      Heat blossomed in Charity, spreading through her body. Her breasts felt tight and sensitive. She needed to ease the pressure and liquid warmth building in her lower abdomen. Hawk's arousal—pressed against her inner thigh through two layers of fabric—held the answer. 

      Muttering, “Too soon for you,” Hawk broke the kiss. 

      She splayed one hand against his chest and murmured, “Warrior.” Opening two more shirt buttons, she pushed her other hand inside, driven to make closer contact with his warm flesh. 

      She nuzzled his firm skin, then brushed tiny kisses down the center of his chest. 

      Shivering at the touch of her hands and lips against his skin, Hawk fumbled with the buttons on Charity's blouse. She moved back enough to give him room, without breaking contact. 

      His fingers, deft enough to defuse and dismantle a live bomb, trembled against her soft skin. Driven by passion, he muttered, “Hell,” and ripped with one powerful hand. Buttons went flying, and the blouse fell open, leaving Charity's lacy bra to cover her creamy skin. 

      He lowered his head, tracing the slope of her breasts at the edge of her bra, with his lips and tongue. 

      Her wordless moans of delight struck more fire in his body. Already he ached and throbbed with need for her. 

      Hawk unclipped the middle catch. Her small, firm breasts fell into his hands like ripe fruit. He cupped them in his palms, feeling their delicate texture and heat. 

      “Honey, you're perfect.” He brushed a kiss across her mouth, then studied the exquisite shape and rosy tips of her breasts, committing the sight of them to memory, the way he mapped unknown territory. 

      Diffused sunlight sent a golden beam across her flesh. Shadows washed along the curves to pool in the cleft between her breasts. “Beautiful,” he said, brushing his lips against their softness. 

      She closed her eyes, murmuring encouragement. He supported her with one arm, then circled and stroked the silken skin with his other hand. 

      She gasped his name, clutching at his upper arm. 

      His tongue darted out, and touched one rosy tip. With satisfaction, he watched it bead. “You like that?” 

      She dug her fingers into him. “Hawk, no one's ever touched me like this.” Turning her head, she kissed his flesh framed by the open shirt. “Don't stop.” 

      Hawk groaned. The woman in his arms was sweet temptation. Her hot, unskilled, kisses stirred him more than the most experienced woman he'd ever bedded in his wild youth. With Charity, he wanted more than kisses. He wanted to be inside her, joining her to him with unbreakable bonds. 

      Reining in his passion, he gently kneaded her breasts, and stroked the rosy buds with a callused thumb. “Feel good, honey?” 

      “Yes,” she whispered, clinging to his back with one hand while the other fell to her side. Her head tipped back as her heavy lashes fluttered closed. 

      Still cupping her soft breasts, Hawk kissed each silky inch of her throat, ending at her mouth. He flicked his tongue across her lips and she opened them to his tender invasion. 

      “Tastes like earth and stars,” he murmured, plundering her mouth again. 

      Throbbing with heat and desire, he laved her rosy areolas and pebbled nipples. He was hard with the need to plunge into her body, to join them forever. 

      He looked down at her where she lay sprawled over his left arm. God, she was sweet. Her hair flowed like liquid earthen shadows, rich and brown as procreation. Her cheeks were pink and her lips rosy and moist from his kisses. He realized she was an innocent. He couldn't just take her. She was a virgin. The thought sent another shaft of desire through his blood. He'd be her first lover. His imagination played hell with his hormones at the erotic picture of her warm, fragrant body writhing in pleasure beneath him. He'd take every care to make it good for her. When he finally slid into her tight, velvety sheath, she'd be so hot for him, they'd both go up in a blaze. 

      She moaned again, moving restlessly. Her bottom rubbed against his bulging pants. Dammit, he wanted her. 

      Charity slowly drifted back to earth. Opening her eyes, she saw Hawk gazing at her. His dark eyes gleamed with pleasure. She sensed he wanted to make love with her, but was holding back for her sake. She still floated in erotic response to his touch on her breasts and lips. The reality of lying in Hawk's arms, of his sensual magic, far exceeded any of her most passionate dreams. She reveled in his heat, his strength, his clean, masculine scent. 

      His long, knowing fingers had opened new vistas of pleasure. Charity knew he would always be the only one with that power. 

      Hawk said quietly, “We have to stop while we can.” 

      She lifted one heavy hand to trace his lower lip. “Please, make love to—” The shrill ringing of the telephone slashed across her words. “No,” she pleaded, “let it ring.” 

      The answering machine clicked on. Her lab assistant's voice cut through the room. “Dr. Starr, Dr. Starr, I know you're there. Pick up the phone. I have to tell you the wonderful news.” 

      “I can't believe this,” Charity muttered, turning to hide her face against Hawk. 

      Relentlessly, the message continued. “Why don't you answer me? I guess you're really gone.” An exasperated sigh was followed by, “Director Rampion wants to see you today.” Then Emily disconnected. 

      “I told her to call me Charity.” Flustered, she sat up, blushing at the state of her blouse. With clumsy fingers she fastened her bra and tried to hold the front of the blouse together. 

      Hawk picked her up as if she weighed nothing, carefully placed her back in the chair, and tossed her a folded afghan. “Here, the view's great, but I can see you're uncomfortable.” 

      She draped the cover around herself, clutching it closed. Then, her face still flushed, she looked at him. 

      “Don't be embarrassed.” He brushed a comforting hand over her hair. “What we did is perfectly natural between a man and a woman.” 

      She wrapped the afghan closer, absorbing what he'd said. 

      Under his words, she sensed Hawk putting up defenses against her. She thought, now he'll turn all noble and leave. 

      His next words confirmed it. “If you're all right, I'll be going.” 

      Picking up his suit coat and tie, he tapped the forgotten envelope on the table. “Remember, there's no charge for what my people did.” 

      Already in turmoil over Hawk's sudden withdrawal after his sensual magic, she sat frozen, still embarrassed and a little disoriented. With a rush, her fight for independence surfaced. Jumping to her feet, she grabbed the envelope with the check still inside, and waved it in his face. “Take this with you and don't be so damn dense.” 

      “Forget that. You don't owe me a thing.” 

      “Oh? Does that mean you've been paid by a quick grope of my body?” 

      “It wasn't like that and you know it.” 

      “What else am I to think? I acted in a perfectly business-like way and sent a check to pay for the security system your people installed. You returned the check personally and made a hot pass at me.” She lifted her chin higher, itching to do something that would shatter his self-contained expression. 

      Wordlessly, he seized the envelope, stuffed it in his pants’ pocket, yanked the door open, and went through. 

      “Hawk, wait,” Charity said, stopping the door before it closed. 

      “What?” He turned toward her with a dark expression. 

      “Since you've decided to be reasonable, call me and I'll fix dinner for us.” 

      “Dinner? I'll think about it.” He spun on one heel and marched toward the stairs. 

      She closed the door and leaned her back against it. A slow smile curved her lips. “Gotcha.” 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 10 
        
      

      

      With a sigh of relief, Charity locked the door, set the alarm, then flopped on the couch, wondering at hundred degree temperatures in the first week of October. 

      “Welcome to sunny southern California,” she said, and blessed the apartment's efficient cooling system. Her new car's air conditioner had chosen this day, in the middle of a record-breaking heat wave, to quit. One more problem in an already cursed day, she thought, kicking off her shoes. 

      Unwelcome memories of earlier in the day mixed with those from years ago. “That rat, Karl,” she groaned. “He's back again to plague me.” 

      The telephone rang and she froze. Had he somehow acquired her number? She'd let the answering machine screen the call. 

      A familiar voice brought her to her feet. “Charity, it's Hawk. If you're there, pick up.” 

      “Hawk, nice to hear from you.” Clutching the phone, she silently breathed a thanks that, after a week of silence, he'd finally called. 

      “You said to phone. How's it goin'?” 

      She rubbed her forehead, wishing she could talk about Karl, but it meant she had to reveal how foolish she'd been that year. “I'm a little wilted.” 

      “Can't your car's air conditioner handle the heat?” 

      “It gave up so I rolled down the windows. I have an appointment tomorrow morning to get it fixed. Someone from the dealership will drive me to the lab and pick me up afterwards.” 

      “Sounds like you have it all figured.” 

      “Does that surprise you?” 

      “No. With this heat, how about going out to dinner?” 

      “Wonderful, but I owe you a home-cooked meal.” 

      “I'll take a rain-check. See you in twenty minutes.” 

      She replaced the handset, filled with a rush of pleasure at dining with Hawk. 

      She dashed for the bathroom, took the fastest shower on record, then dressed in a cool, full skirted white cotton dress from Mexico. The lace-trimmed ruffle, edging the scoop neckline, doubled as sleeves. Bare-legged, she stepped into strappy, white sandals, twisted her hair up in a casual knot secured by abalone shell combs, then finished with a spritz of English Violets cologne. 

      When she opened the door to Hawk a few minutes later, his smile of masculine admiration drew an answering grin from her. 

      “Come in,” she said, moving aside. “I just have to get my purse and I'm ready.” 

      “That's what I like. A woman who doesn't play games and make me wait.” He closed the door, then caught her wrist, hauling her against his chest. 

      “Charity?” His sensual lips hovered over hers. 

      Her mind warned, danger, but her unruly voice whispered, “Yes.” 

      He slid one hand to the small of her back, pressing her closer. His other hand moved higher to cradle the nape of her neck, while his lips touched hers, gently wooing, drawing her deeper into his spell. He brushed his mouth against hers, feathered kisses back and forth across her eager lips, then stopped, slanted his head in a different angle, and kissed her once more. 

      “Hawk,” she murmured. Wrapping her arms around him, she felt the powerful flex of his sinewy back muscles through the white cotton knit shirt. Arrows of sensation winged to every part of her body. Her breasts grew sensitive. Thoughts, questions, worries all dissolved in his warm, tender assault. 

      Raising his head, Hawk muttered, “God, that's sweet. I've missed you all week.” 

      “If you missed me, why didn't you call sooner? I don't bite, you know.” 

      “You don't bite. I might when I'm tied up in business.” He traced one edge of the ruffle where it dipped toward her cleavage. “Didn't want to make you a target for my temper.” 

      “I've survived worse.” 

      “Not from me.” Hawk gestured toward the security panel. “Set the alarm and we'll go.” 

      “Wait a minute.” Charity covered the panel with her hand. “Something's bothering you.” 

      He tensed. His narrowed gaze searched her face. 

      “No, I didn't look, but you're broadcasting worry and regret loud enough to knock over an elephant.” 

      She laid her hand on his arm, and studied his expression, concerned by the flash of pain in his eyes. “Tell me what happened. Maybe I can help.” 

      He hesitated, then covered her hand. “You're right, but I'm the strong, silent type.” 

      “I'm a good listener.” She caught his fingers to maintain contact as they settled on the couch. “Something cold to drink?” 

      “Thanks, no.” He stared at her for a moment. His unfocused gaze showed his thoughts were someplace else. “One of my men was wounded in a shoot-out. I spent four hours at the hospital with his wife, waiting to see if he'd pull through.” 

      “And?” she asked gently, her hand squeezing his. 

      “He'll live.” Hawk jerked to his feet. “Damn it! Rod knew the risks, but...” He strode across the room and back, restless as a caged lion. “He's a helluva good agent, yet he got caught in an ambush while protecting his client.” 

      “What about the client?” 

      “That's the only thing that went right. He's okay, just shaken. After the police interview, he accused Rod of negligence when it was the client's bullheadedness that led them into the trap. I told the son-of-a-bitch to hire someone else.” 

      “How can anyone be so ungrateful?” Charity rose and touched his arm, feeling the anger and regret within him. “It isn't your fault Rod was shot.” 

      “I told myself the same thing, but he's in the hospital in grave condition. I can't change that.” Hawk turned away, going to one side of the window where he stood, arms folded, looking out. 

      Charity felt him closing up inside as a barrier rose between them. 

      When he spoke again, his voice was dark and cold. “A man in my line of work shouldn't get seriously involved with a woman. And for damn sure he shouldn't be married. It's hard on his wife and family, and plays hell with his concentration.” 

      “Is that a warning?” she asked, striving to keep her tone light. 

      Abruptly he straightened, facing her. “God, yes. Don't let my kisses fool you. I needed the release and you supplied it. Just be damn glad I stopped before we went too far.” He paused, snaring her with his eyes. “Keep your distance, little squirrel. Hawks are dangerous when they're hungry.” 

      Saddened by the desolation she felt under the harsh words, Charity said, “I'll remember your words of caution, and keep my running shoes handy, but you can't get rid of me that easy.” 

      His jaw tensed. He snapped around, and braced one hand on the upper window frame. From where Charity stood, the last dying rays of sunset traced his outline in orange and gold, leaving the rest of his body in shadow. 

      She knew he needed space. She slipped a CD into her stereo, then went into the kitchen. There, she dawdled, wiping an already-clean counter and rearranging glasses in the cupboard, to the lush sounds of Yanni. 

      As the outside light faded, she brought Hawk ice water. He eyed her silently, then took the glass and drank half of it in big gulps. 

      Setting the glass on a nearby table, he smiled faintly. “Music to soothe the savage?” 

      “Something like that.” 

      He moved his shoulders as if a burden had lifted. “Since you haven't run screaming by now, you still going out to dinner with me?” 

      “Yes, but no squirrel stew.” 

      His expression suddenly lighter, he said, “It's a deal. I had Mexican food in mind, and you're dressed for it. How's that?” “Perfect.” She smiled, almost breathless from the impact of his masculine charm. * * * * 

      Charity loved the restaurant, with its framed pictures and wall murals, pottery planters filled with vines or cactus, vivid rugs, soft lighting, and friendly waiters. 

      While they nibbled on chips and tangy salsa, Hawk studied her a few moments before saying, “Turnabout is fair play. I dumped my problems on you an hour ago, and you didn't run out on me. You're putting out cheerful words, but something's worrying you tonight. Come on, give. What's going on?” 

      To delay her answer, she sipped her iced tea. How could she tell him she'd made a fool of herself? “I'd like to, but...” 

      She welcomed the interruption when the waiter set their salads in front of them. Taking a forkful of the mixed lettuce, toasted pepitos, and creamy cilantro dressing, she tried to decide what or how much to say. 

      Hawk drank some coffee, then fastened his piercing gaze on her. “Remember what I said before your seminar? Friends help friends. We're friends, aren't we?” 

      “We are.” She put her fork down and squared her shoulders. “Last week, without consulting me, Director Rampion hired Karl Kalinski to work on the solar engine project. That's why Emily was so excited. She thinks he's charming, but I don't want him anywhere near me.” 

      “It's your grant. Tell him to buzz off.” 

      “I wish it could be that easy. I'm supposed to have the final say on who works with me, but the contract is already signed.” She looked past his shoulder, avoiding his eyes. How could she keep the rest a secret? 

      Reaching across the table, Hawk captured her hand. “There's more, isn't there?” 

      “You're right.” She took a deep breath and decided to tell him everything. “You have to understand that, in school, I'd always been tied up with my studies. I took heavy class loads, earned my B.S. in three years, and kept a distance between myself and the male students.” She smiled at her own foolishness. “Most of them seemed shallow or too pushy, and it took a lot of energy to keep my mental barriers up against their, uh, male drive. My attitude earned me the nickname, Frozen Starr.” 

      Hawk grinned. “I know how to defrost you.” 

      “I've noticed that,” she said, pleased by his quick humor. 

      She felt her faint smile fade. “I knew Karl the year I worked on my Master's Degree. He was nice to me, bringing me flowers and taking me out to dinner. He acted different from the others. He was patient and, I thought, caring. I was so naive, even after three years in the university, that I thought he loved me and I loved him.” Picking up her fork, she pushed the salad around, her appetite gone. 

      “Honey, you're not the only one to make mistakes.” 

      She took a deep breath. “I realize that, but there's more. One night, Karl kissed me, saying he was worried about the higher fees and would have to drop out of the university and forget his Master's. I mentioned the Amberson Science Prize, enough funds for the year. He kissed me again and said, ‘Everyone knows you'll win the prize.’ I was so besotted with him, I suggested we work on a project for the prize together. He would be listed as the primary researcher, and me as assistant.” 

      They waited while their plates were cleared away and their entrees placed in front of them. 

      “Sounds like a good thing for him.” Hawk cut a mouthful of carne asada, rare. 

      Charity forced herself to taste her enchiladas rancheras. “Karl thought so, too. He divided the work. I did the research and computer work. He brought me flowers and compliments, and took the final print-out to Publications.” She scooped up a bite of Spanish rice, embarrassed at how easily she'd been manipulated by Karl in those days. 

      “What finally happened?” 

      Shrugging, she answered, “When the paper was published, Karl got all the credit. I didn't even appear in the acknowledgments. He won the prize. I learned two valuable lessons.” 

      “And they were?” Hawk studied her through narrowed eyes that seemed to strip away any pretense. 

      “Oh,” she forced a light tone, “I realized I didn't really love him. The other is more personal.” 

      “I'll buy that for now.” Hawk reached for a warm tortilla. “I'll get the rest when you're ready.” He read her uneasiness in small gestures, a slight frown, tense shoulders, and a fleeting, wary expression in her eyes. He wanted to erase her wariness and hear her laugh instead. 

      “Will this Kalinski cause you trouble? I could bend a few of his body parts—convince him to disappear.” 

      He saw her hand tighten around the glass of iced tea. Her voice sounded tense. “No. Let it go. I'll just have to ignore him as much as possible.” 

      So, she still felt threatened by Kalinski. Hawk felt a flash of primitive anger. 

      They finished the meal, each wrapped in their own thoughts, silent except for a few desultory comments. 

      A short time later, Hawk opened the car door asking, “Want to walk on the beach? It's warm tonight, and the moon's bright.” 

      “I'd love it.” Charity settled on the seat, giving him the first genuine smile since she'd greeted him at her apartment door hours earlier. 

      “Okay, one sandy stroll coming up.” He pulled out of the parking lot, heading down the coast toward Laguna Beach. 

      An hour later, they parked off the road, north of the main beach. Below them, a small crescent of sand gleamed in the moonlight against a tumble of waves. Carefully picking their way between rocks and boulders, they followed a narrow path, barely visible in hard-edged shadows, down the low cliff to the beach. A mild breeze, filled with the lure of distant lands, plucked at their clothes. 

      “Hawk, this is wonderful.” Charity took off her sandals, dangling them from two fingers, and whirled in the sand, her arms outstretched. “I feel like a kid.” 

      “You look more like a moon sprite.” 

      He smiled at her, then moved part way up the path to survey the surrounding area for danger. Sampling the air, the only scents he caught were the typical Laguna blend of salt air and vegetation. Peaceful night sounds mixed with the rhythmic splash and roar of waves. 

      “Come down here, Hawk. It feels like there's no one else but us for a thousand miles.” Dropping her sandals on a low boulder at the foot of the cliff, she went across the narrow band of sand, into the froth of dying waves. 

      “Why not?” Leaping down the jumbled path, he stopped beside a flat granite ledge long enough to leave his boots and socks, then roll up his black jeans. 

      She faced him, a mystical figure illuminated by moonlight against a primal background of midnight water and sky. Slowly, she raised her hands to the shell combs securing her crown of hair, her graceful breasts straining against thin, white fabric. Hawk stood transfixed by the sight. One tug, and a veil of silky hair spilled over her shoulders, down her back. 

      He joined her in the cold salt water, and together they walked through the last, inches-high ripple of breaking waves. 

      “Careful, Charity,” he warned, slipping his arms around her waist. “Tide's coming in.” 

      Gathering her slender back against his body, he nuzzled the sensitive curve where her neck and shoulder met. He plucked the combs from her hand, tucked them in his pocket, and sifted rich strands of her hair through his fingers. 

      Together, they stood just inside the wet boundaries of the Pacific, looking past the jumble of creamy waves to the endless stretch of moonlit swells. Cold, churning currents tugged at their ankles and watery fingers dug sand away from their feet. 

      “Hawk,” Charity murmured, her warm, fragrant body tantalizing him. “I love being here with you.” 

      All his senses sprang to attention. His skin blazed where their bodies touched. He cupped her breasts, feeling her nipples bloom against his palms. 

      She arched against him, silently asking for more. 

      “Sweet,” he whispered, feeling her breasts grow fuller in his hands. After tasting the rose-petal skin along the slope of her shoulder, he nuzzled and kissed one ruffle down her arm. She tipped her head to offer greater freedom to his lips. He took the invitation, nibbling the sensitive place below her ear, while his loins grew heavy. 

      “Oh, Hawk,” she sighed, twisting in his arms to face him. “This is magic.” She twined her arms around his neck, molding her body to his, from her firm breasts down to the cradle of her thighs. 

      “Yeah, magic.” He slipped his hands along her slender sides to her neat bottom, fitting his body to hers. 

      With a groan, he explored the honeyed heat of her mouth. Her tongue shyly touched his, and set his heart pounding. He joined her in an erotic dance of touch and retreat, give and receive, everything focusing down to that heady, fiery connection. 

      Suddenly aware of the incoming tide, he lifted Charity against his body, while his lips and tongue still touched and explored the warm depths and textures of her mouth. 

      Cold water swirled higher, waves breaking half-way to his knees, excavating more sand from beneath him on its relentless return to the depths of the Pacific. She clutched his shoulders as he shifted his feet to keep his balance. A wave, higher than the others, sprayed across his knees, and brought a gasp from her. 

      “Time to go.” He carried her through the foaming surf. 

      By the time he reached their footwear, the narrow crescent of dry sand at the cliff's base had shrunk to new-moon size. He let her slide down his body, to stand at the dark edge of the path. With both hands on her slender waist, he gazed into her eyes still darkened by passion, and felt her fingers glide through his hair. She kissed him with aching tenderness, then slipped out of his arms. Spray, carried on the freshening wind, dampened her hair and dress, and sparkled on her cheeks. Behind her, the steep slope was a complex of cobalt shadows and moonlit rocks. 

      She looked at her sodden hem, then, with a laugh, wrung water out of the fabric. Hawk stored away the picture of femininity and joy against the time when she'd go to the arms of another man. His breath hissed, jolted by untamed jealousy. He didn't want her to leave. 

      Slipping on her sandals, Charity took three running steps up the path, dodged through night-bound rocks, and called, “Catch me if you can.” 

      Hawk jammed his feet into his boots, pocketed his socks, and took off after her in high gear. He caught her near the top of the path, scooping her up with a mock growl. 

      “Like to haul me around like a trophy, don't you?” she asked, touching his cheek. 

      “Trophy?” He looked at her. “No, a treasure.” He took a deep breath to steady his heart rate, then said, “Come home with me, little star.” 

      Charity studied Hawk's strong face, highlighted then shadowed by the beams of passing cars. She loved him. It was that simple, that awesome. From the moment he'd stepped into her hospital room, unsealing her gifts, he'd stirred her to her depths. The decision was easy. Tonight she would give him a different kind of gift to open, one she'd saved for the man she loved. 

      “Yes, Hawk. Take me home. I want to be with you.” 

      His arms tightened around her until she could barely breathe, but who needed air, she thought, when he filled all her senses? She shivered, knowing that what happened between them tonight would change her forever. 

      He released her long enough to open the car door. She slid in, still bemused by his closeness. For a few minutes they drove in silence. Charity looked out at the night sky, then reached across the console and placed her hand on Hawk's muscular thigh. Through the heavy cotton fabric, she felt the ripple and surge of his powerful muscles as his foot pushed against the accelerator. 

      “You're playing with fire.” His teeth gleamed in a brief smile. 

      He drove one-handed, folding his fingers around hers. “What're you looking at?” 

      Charity brought his hand to her lips, reveling in his masculine texture and strength. “You, Hawk.” 

      “Good.” Smiling, he turned his attention back to the road. 

      Mental shields in place, she cradled his hand, studying the complex male who'd charged into her life with the power of an exploding star. All her virgin fears and doubts were swept away by the knowledge that this fierce, dark warrior would be tender. 

      He glanced at her, then squeezed her hand. “Having second thoughts?” 

      “Never!” She pressed his hand against her lips again then released it. Leaning back in the seat, she was content to race through the night beside him. 

      He guided the sleek car through a swooping turn off the highway. A short time later they arrived at his Spanish style home. Surrounded by a tall wrought iron fence, it sat high above the ocean set back from the edge of a cliff. Touching a control, Charity opened the window on her side to the cool, refreshing breeze. Dark gardens, lawns, and trees spread out around the house, filling the moist night air with the fragrance of roses and eucalyptus. 

      The coastline curved away on both sides, the land defined by clusters and ribbons of light. Beyond the house stretched the shadowed expanse of ocean. Moonlight silvered the tops of watery peaks. Lines of creamy spray showed where waves curled toward the cliffs. 

      Charity watched as Hawk entered a code in his control panel on the dashboard. “Switches off the ultraviolet alarm beams,” he offered. Next he pressed another series of numbers and the gates opened. 

      She raised one thin eyebrow in obvious inquiry. 

      “I've added a few security extras,” he explained. “There are sensors on the fences and throughout the gardens.” 

      “Heather said your home was very secure. She didn't say it was Fort Knox by-the-sea.” 

      “Gotta protect my treasure.” He parked the car, walked around to Charity's side and helped her out onto the brick driveway. She turned to him expectantly. 

      “Let's go see your new home...treasure.” He kissed her quick and hard. 

      Shaken by her wild response to his kiss, Charity stared at him as wind, laden with the scent of salt water, rippled their clothes. 

      “Come on, honey.” Hawk put an arm around her waist. “Cold?” 

      “No.” She slipped one arm around him. As they walked toward the entry, Charity felt the sensual promise flow back and forth between them. 

      At the door, he slid back a small panel to press his palm against the plate with fingers spread. When the small red pixel light blinked out and a green one lit, he put his key in the lock and opened the door. 

      “What, no retinal scanner?” Charity teased. 

      Wordlessly, Hawk led her into the house. Holding her close, he locked the door and reset the alarms. With his strong hand on her waist, he guided her across the polished red tile entry and down three steps. He settled her on a couch beside the fireplace, then sitting beside her, wrapped her in his arms. “You're home. This is where you belong from now on.” 

      His statement made her uneasy. Why put thousands of miles between herself and her overprotective family only to move in with this even more vigilant man? She'd tasted freedom. She wanted more. 

      “Your offer is tempting, but I'll stay in my apartment.” She dropped a kiss below his ear and worked her way back to his lips. 

      He returned the kiss with interest, filling her senses with his heat, his scent, his intangible aura of power. She gripped his shirt and rode the waves of desire building in her body. 

      Hawk's voice, roughened with passion, added another sensual layer. “Honey, you make me forget everything but your sweet body, your silky skin, your fragrant hair.” 

      His words, his expert lips, his compelling fingers combined in a delicious assault on her reason. 

      As he stroked her back, he murmured, “Stay with me. I want to keep you safe.” 

      “What?” Jarred back to reality, she shook her head. “I already said no. I love being with you, but I need my independence.” 

      Hawk smiled ruefully. “Guess I blew it. Afraid I'll lock you in a tower?” He nibbled on her ear, and she lost her train of thought. 

      His warm lean hands cradled her face. “From now on you have to be more cautious. I've already assigned operatives to follow you. Hell, if the danger to you increases, you'll get a personal bodyguard who'll stick to you like a Siamese twin.” 

      “Follow me? What gave you the right to do that?” Dismayed by a sense of betrayal, she pulled away. 

      “You're here alone.” His rich baritone sharpened with a determined note. “I'm your friend. I have the right to give you protection.” 

      “Friends don't smother me. I came to California to get away from my family. They love me, but they suffocate me with their over-concern.” 

      His expression darkened, becoming grim. “This is different. The bastard who engineered the kidnap attempts is a real threat.” 

      Charity slipped off the couch, squared her shoulders as if going to war, and stood with her hands fisted. “I don't want the same battle with you. Treat me as an adult, not a child.” 

      Hawk lunged to his feet. “Dammit, be reasonable. Your safety's important.” 

      “So's my freedom.” Ignoring his harsh expression, one she knew could shake even the most hardened fighter, Charity framed his face with her hands. Leaning closer, she brushed a kiss across his lips. “I promise to be very careful. I'll be cautious at work. I'll keep my car locked. When I give another seminar, have a bodyguard there. Satisfied?” 

      Warmth and approval glimmered in his eyes. He slipped an arm around her waist, drawing her against his powerful body. “Okay, but Jim, Dean, or I will shadow you, and someone'll watch your apartment.” 

      He placed a finger over her lips when she started to protest. “We've done that since you were drugged. Has it interfered with you so far?” 

      “No, but I didn't know you guys were there.” 

      “We'll stay out of sight. You'll be safer with us on the look-out.” He brushed a finger down her cheek. “Accept my protection until we catch the person behind the kidnap attempts.” 

      Charity hesitated. She'd worked too hard to achieve independence to give in now. Still, she realized Hawk had good reason for what he did. “Call everyone off as soon as it's over?” 

      He nodded. 

      Reading the worry in his eyes, she laced her fingers in his, bringing them to her lips. “I trust you, Hawk. I won't argue, but I still need more time in my own place.” 

      “Charity...” 

      “Please, Hawk.” 

      “Okay. We'll do it your way unless...” Bending his head, he brushed a kiss against her lips, then fastened his hungry mouth on hers. 

      She slid her arms around his neck, twined her fingers in his midnight hair, and reveled in its thick, rich texture. Her body softened, fitted against his sinewy length. 

      His warm breath stirred her senses. He deepened the kiss, a promise of greater intimacy. Her anticipation grew as he rose, lifted her into his arms, and strode down the hall. “You're the only woman to see this room,” he murmured, setting her on her feet at the entrance. “I kept it for the one I chose.” 

      Opening the door, he led her through with a gentle tug. A soft light blinked on, reflecting off cream walls with terra cotta trim. Finely woven Navajo rugs lay on the polished wood plank floor. A dressed-stone fireplace, set at one end of the room, had pillows and rugs in front of it. Native American artwork decorated the walls. 

      “My heritage and my dreams are here,” he said in a low voice. 

      Charity felt his gaze on her, waiting for her reaction. “It's beautiful,” she whispered, enthralled by the resonance of ancient laughter, ancient tears, ancient loves. 

      “You're beautiful.” His warm hand enfolded hers again, and he led her to the rug beside the bed. “Tonight, we'll make a different kind of beauty.” 

      “Yes.” Trembling with half-understood feelings, she turned and slipped her arms around his neck. Touching her lips to his throat, she traced his jawline with kisses, then fastened on his mouth. His muscles quivered under her lips. He held her closer, and she drank the desire in his kiss. 

      As if reluctant to end the contact, he drew back slightly. The dark flames in his eyes made her feel womanly, desirable. “I want to undress you.” 

      She nodded, aware of the color and heat flooding her face. With a shy smile, she skimmed her fingers across his lips. 

      Hawk knelt in front of Charity on the thick woven fabric. Anticipation kicked his pulse into overdrive. Bracing her with one hand, he removed her sandals and cupped one smooth foot, smiling at the pale pink nail polish. Even her feet were dainty. 

      “Hawk,” she whispered, gripping his shoulders. 

      Standing, he pulled her warm, supple body against his. “Lord, you feel good.” 

      He experienced a new, deeper tenderness as she slipped her arms around his waist, and her fingers stroked his back through the cotton knit. She nuzzled his chest murmuring, “Don't let go. Hold me close.” 

      He traced her delicate ear with his tongue and whispered, “Tonight we'll be together in every way.” 

      “Yes, together.” Her fingers slid under the edge of his shirt, setting him ablaze. He dragged the shirt off and let it fall. With a low groan, he wrapped his arms around her, suddenly snared by the play of light and shadow on their bodies, reflected in the mirror across the room. 

      Watching her ivory shoulders revealed, he slid the ruffled neckline down to her waist while the silvered glass returned the image of her elegant spine and back. When he unhooked her strapless bra and took that too, he had to force himself to go slow. 

      She moaned his name, her nipples rasping delicately against his chest. He gazed at the reflection of her creamy skin contrasted against his bronze, and held her warm body as her alluring scent surrounded him. 

      Aware of her trembling response, he said, “If you want me to stop, tell me now. In a minute it'll be too late.” 

      “I trust you,” she murmured, pressing a kiss in the hollow of his throat. 

      He cradled her breasts in his hands, keeping his touch light and gentle. Looking away from their reflection in the mirror, he saw her eyes darken with desire, the black pupils widening until only a rim of violet showed. Under his heated look, a pink flush spread across her skin. He dipped his head, nuzzling her hair aside to kiss the pulse-point of her neck, and felt her rippling response. 

      “So beautiful,” he muttered as he half-turned her in his arms away from the mirror, to brace her against his shoulder. She murmured something unintelligible, then he felt her tongue sample the skin on his shoulder before she wrapped one hand around his arm. She flowed against him like perfumed oil. 

      Gathering her hair, he draped it over her shoulder, then traced each vertebra with his lips and tongue, from her neck to waist, feeling her languid reaction to every touch and stroke. Her soft sensual sounds fueled his own desire. His body burned for hers. 

      Over the years there had been a few sexual encounters, but none moved him. They'd been a momentary release. With Charity it would be making love. Love? He couldn't admit that, not even to himself. God, he wanted to take her now, to be connected with her, inside her, feeling her warmth, her well of life. Not yet. He'd wait until she was ready. Tonight was for her. 

      He hooked his fingers under the waistband of her dress, but she stopped him with a touch. “Let me,” she said softly. Pushing the dress over her hips, she released it to pool around her ankles. Now she wore only flesh colored lacy panties. 

      Hawk sifted her sable brown hair through his fingers, fanning it out in a cape around her shoulders. 

      Their images in the mirror, creamy skin against bronze, delicate beauty against strength, struck him with a profound sense that they were two halves of a dynamic whole. Once joined, each would be complete. 

      He bent to sample her satiny breasts, tasting her sweetness and fire. She grabbed his shoulders, and he kissed her rosy areolas, pleasuring each firm mound with his tongue. 

      Charity dug her fingers into his hard muscles, melting alive to his hot mouth on her breasts. His hard, warm hand pressed her closer, holding her when her legs felt boneless from the incredible sensations blazing through her body. 

      She was grateful for his strength as he knelt in front of her, slipped the panties down, then supported her as she stepped out of them. 

      She looked down at the top of his head, his black hair illuminated by dark blue sparks, shadowed underneath. Her heart raced. She speared her fingers through the strands, feeling its rich texture. 

      “Little star,” he groaned, leaning against her. Caught in his sensual spell, she whispered his name. He held her buttocks in his powerful hands, placed his warm mouth on her stomach, then speared her navel with his tongue. She gasped and gripped his hair, mindless with passion. 

      She wrapped an arm around him as he surged to his feet, carried her to the bed, yanked the cover off, and carefully placed her in the center. Watching him strip off his jeans and briefs sent a frisson of mixed fear and desire through her. For the first time she saw the physical evidence of how much he wanted her. A funny little quiver raced down her spine. How could they fit? 

      He froze. “Okay?” he asked, one hand warm against her cheek. 

      She nodded. He'd ease the hot tension growing in her body. Twining her arms around his neck, she pressed her naked breasts against his solid chest. His muscles moved like heavy silk against her body. 

      “I'll be gentle,” he said, his voice thick with passion. He propped himself on one elbow, kissed her tenderly, then with an expert wildness that once more set her on fire. 

      Eagerly she opened her mouth to his invasion, helpless before him, trusting in him. With roughened thumbs, he circled the center of each breast and teased the nipples into tighter little peaks. Her whole body rocked with desire from his slow, insistent fingers and magic lips and tongue. Pleasure darted from every place he touched, collecting in liquid warmth deep in her womb. Blindly, she slid her hands down to his waist. Her fingers flicked over scars, but she was so deep in a golden cloud of desire that no psychic memory or pain slipped through. 

      Slowly, his fingers trailed up her inner thigh, each stroke moving closer to the hot, throbbing heart of her need. His hand cupped her mound, tantalizing her with sensual pressure. Instinctively, she moved against his touch. She felt one finger slip into her secret place and tensed. 

      “Hawk?” 

      “Part of lovin', honey. Feel this?” He stroked her sensitive flesh. Liquid fire raced through her. She moaned, arching against his hand. 

      Murmuring hot, erotic words, he gently circled and moved his fingers until she felt there was no end to the spiraling waves of pleasure. Unfamiliar dampness gathered at the apex of her thighs. Her body throbbed for a release she'd never experienced. He had the answer. 

      He kissed the pulse point in her throat, then buried his face in her hair where it flowed beside her, saying huskily, “Touch me.” 

      Shyly, she slid her hand to where his arousal pressed against her thigh. “Hawk, please, I ache.” 

      “Lord, yes.” She heard him ready protection for her, and felt heat radiate from his body as he moved between her legs. She opened wider to accommodate him. 

      His mouth took hers again. He touched and stroked her, setting flames wherever his lips or fingers went. She arched against him, her body rocked by hunger for more. He lifted her hips and gently pressed in. For a moment, her stomach muscles tensed, then she reached toward him, joyously. “Hawk, I want you.” 

      He moved back a little. She grabbed his hips. “Now!” 

      He pushed forward. Her brief pain was swallowed in the blaze of pleasure he'd built. She gasped, “More,” and he slipped in deeper. Joy and wild desire filled her as they moved together in the rhythm as old as time, point and counterpoint, a primitive thrust and receive. Her eyelids fluttered shut until she knew nothing else, felt nothing else but the bright, crackling euphoria of his touch. 

      Soaring on waves of sensual power, she poured her passion over him, feeling his body quiver as she gave herself completely and he carried her to a flaring nova of fiery climax. 

      She heard him call her name, his voice rough and tense. Her eyes flew open and saw his expression, taut and strained, above her. Perspiration beaded his skin. He went rigid, shuddered, then collapsed, his face buried in her hair. Charity wrapped her arms around his waist, panting a little under his weight, but she didn't want him to move. When he carefully rolled over, his embrace kept her pressed against him, still joined, as she trembled in the aftermath of their lovemaking. 

      Through the shocks and ripples that followed, they lay together. Charity's cheek rested on Hawk's chest, where she could hear the steady rhythm of his heart. 

      Still holding her, he pulled a light blanket over them and tucked it around her. “How do you feel?” 

      “I can't find the words.” Charity felt tears pool in her eyes and flow over. Her love was so deep she couldn't express it. 

      He flinched at her tears spilling on his chest. “Was I too rough? God, don't tell me I hurt you!” 

      “No.” She turned her head and kissed his shoulder, his warm skin firm and still damp from their lovemaking. “I cry when I'm happy.” She cuddled against him, cherishing the closeness. 

      Hawk ran his fingers up and down her back, soothing and caressing her. He gathered her close. She melted against him, content. 

      Still in each other's arms, they drifted into sleep. 

      * * * * 

      In the deep night, Hawk woke. Moonlight coming through the high fanlight windows washed across Charity's body. He watched her, awed by having her in his bed. Even in sleep her hand rested trustingly on his chest. 

      He closed his hand over hers, renewing his vow to protect her. This was his woman. If necessary, he'd camp outside her door and kill her enemies with his bare hands. 

      He knew the time would come when she'd hate what he had to do to safeguard her. 

      He could only hope she wouldn't hate him too. 

      

      

      

    

    
      
        
          CHAPTER 11 
        
      

      

      Charity woke in the deep night to see Hawk, propped on one elbow, watching her. Moonlight flowed across his muscled shoulders, illuminated his high cheekbones and strong features. Framed by black eyelashes, his warm look caressed her. 

      She rested her hand on his chest. “What do you see?” 

      “A beautiful woman in my bed.” Tenderly he ran a thumb across her lips. “No regrets?” 

      “None.” She traced the hard contours of his muscles, exploring the curves and planes of his warm chest. Flicking across the turquoise and silver talisman, her hand brushed his nipple and she saw his muscles twitch. Curious, she tried it again, delighted by his reaction. Scooting closer to him, her lips and tongue followed her fingers, tasting his slightly salty essence, and sampling the contrast of textures between his beaded nipple and firm chest. 

      He held her a hand's breadth away from himself, his long fingers caressing her back. “Honey, you're starting another fire. Stop before it gets out of control.” 

      She flashed him a mischievous smile. “And if I don't want to stop?” She pressed him onto his back, then leaned forward and brushed her lips against his mouth, her long hair slipping across his skin. 

      “Don't want to hurt you.” His tender deep voice lit the dark with its own fire. 

      “You won't.” Needing to feel his sensual heat, to be filled by him once more, she wound her arms around his neck and undulated her hips against him. “Make love to me.” 

      With a low, rough sound, he turned her, laid her on the cool sheet, and fastened his warm mouth on her breast. Fire streaked along her nerves. She felt his fingers knead her other breast, then move on, touching, stroking, sensitizing her whole body. Heat flashed deeper. It pooled and throbbed, melting her muscles. Her entire body came alive. Desire pulsed through every nerve fiber. She clutched his shoulders and felt his passion-slicked skin. Dimly she remembered Alaskan winter nights when she'd watched the aurora borealis sheet the sky in banners of crackling, rippling light. Now, like that storm of coruscating, dancing atoms, her body throbbed and flared to Hawk's power. 

      His hands, his mouth, his urgent whispers sent her soaring, reaching for unexplored universes while pressure built, built relentlessly. She heard a breathy plea for more and knew it was her own voice. He probed her feminine core, touched her deep, and she cried out as she went over the edge. Then his heat, his scent and power were over her, against her, filling her once more, thrusting her higher. 

      She looked at his face above her. It was strained, intent, his eyes blazing. His rhythmic movement took her again, sweeping her toward the pinnacle, racing away from thought, leaving only sensation, unbearable pleasure, and joy. Flying over the crest, she gasped his name, knew only him. She heard him call her name, felt his rigid muscles and the heat of his release. Then she sighed at the wonder of his weight full on her, pressing her into the bed. She felt the thunder of his heartbeat and his moist skin against hers. She lay there, still caught in the small aftershocks of their lovemaking, and wanted it to last forever. Worries, fears, long held guilt over her uncle's death, all fled before Hawk's embrace. 

      He started to roll off. 

      She locked her arms around his lower back. “Don't. I want to feel you, all of you against me, in me.” 

      “Sweetheart, I'm too heavy.” 

      “Please stay.” 

      She felt him slip one hand under her head, the other under her shoulders, drawing her tighter against his body. He was still deep in her, held and caressed in her heat. Caught in his erotic scent and feel, she wanted to fuse with him, absorb him totally. Waves of sharp pleasure pulsed in every lingering contraction of her body around his. They lay coupled together so closely that she felt his every breath. 

      Gliding her hands up and down Hawk's back, she delighted in the sinewy muscles under her fingers. Her hand flicked across another evidence of his dangerous past. Hastily, she strengthened her barriers, and moved her fingers away from the potent scar tissue. 

      A fresh jolt of fear speared her. He still lived in danger. It was part of him, part of the life he had chosen, to stand between evil and the people it threatened. It made him even more special to her. She loved him no matter what. Recalling her mother's prophecy, she knew her love would be tested to the full. 

      Finally, reluctant to break their embrace, Charity said, “You are a little heavy.” 

      With careful movements Hawk lifted himself off her, then eased out of bed. 

      “Don't leave me.” 

      “Be right back.” He padded through the shaft of moonlight to the dressing area. She heard the sound of running water in the bathroom beyond. Then he came back with a warm, wet cloth. 

      “I should've done this earlier,” he murmured, gently bathing away the evidence of her introduction to lovemaking. 

      “Feels good,” she said in a low voice. 

      He left, briefly, then came back, slipped in beside her, and hauled her close again. “It's still night. Sleep some more.” He kissed her cheek then turned her on her side, with her back nestled against him. Settling one hand under the curve of her breasts, he splayed the other across her waist. 

      She drifted into sleep, relaxed, knowing she was safe in his arms. 

      Hawk held her close, fighting his new arousal. He never wanted to let her go. The times they were apart had been dark for him. He hadn't realized how desolate until tonight when he held her. God, he'd been afraid to throw her into another episode like the one at Quinn and Heather's home. But Charity had proved she could touch him without that happening. Touch. He smiled at the woman sleeping in his arms. It had been a hell of a lot more than touch. He'd been buried in her, held deep in her honeyed heat. 

      He brushed a kiss against her clean, fragrant hair. His little star was the most sweetly responsive woman he'd ever known. It still stunned him to know he'd been her first lover. 

      * * * * 

      Charity woke to the sound of a shower. Disoriented, her gaze fastened on a delicate feather Pomo basket hung against the wall. Hawk's bedroom! They'd made love here last night. Eyes closed, she fingered the woven blanket and recalled the wondrous sensations she'd felt before falling asleep in his arms. 

      She rolled over to bury her face in his pillow. It was cool, but still carried his scent. Her heart skipped a beat. Last night had really happened. Now she found herself in his bed, in his life. 

      Uneasily she wondered if she had given in too quickly to his demands that his team guard her. Even though only three weeks had gone by since the last attempt, it seemed bizarre to think she still might be kidnapped. After all, the police had arrested the men who'd tried to get her at the seminar. She'd just have to be cautious when she was away from her apartment and the lab. Her real problem was Karl. As long as he was around. 

      The sound of the shower stopped. She looked toward the dressing area that led to the large bathroom. Every other thought dissolved before the reality of Hawk. She wanted to know him better, to touch and heal the hurt and chaos he still carried. 

      She heard the water start again. Hawk came around the corner toward her. She caught her breath at the sight of his powerful, athletic body, with only a thick white towel wrapped around his hips. Water sparkled in his hair and on his chest. 

      As his gaze fixed on her, she felt her breasts grow sensitive at the blatant desire in his expression. She pulled the sheet close around herself, licked her lips and said, “Good morning.” 

      “It is after last night.” His slow smile spoke of remembered pleasures. 

      She felt heat flood her face, but refused to give in to embarrassment. 

      In quick strides he was beside her and sat on the edge of the bed. “Don't be upset.” He took her mouth in a gentle kiss. “Thank you for last night.” 

      Briskly, he straightened. “I've started a warm bath. Time to leave the nest, little squirrel.” 

      Charity, suddenly shy, gripped the sheet above her breasts. “You go ahead and finish dressing. I'll get up in a minute.” 

      “You really are an innocent.” 

      She watched him go to the walk-in closet and come back holding a sky-blue silk robe embroidered with magnificent red and gold-thread dragons. “Use this,” he said, laying it on the bed. “Come on. The tub'll overflow.” 

      Hesitating, she clutched the sheet closer. 

      He grinned. “I'll turn around.” 

      Charity flung the covers aside, climbed out of bed and scrambled into the robe. “I'm ready.” Straightening her back, she jammed her hands in the deep pockets. “I know it's foolish to act shy after last night.” 

      “Be proud of your body. It's beautiful.” His gaze moved slowly from her tumbled hair to her face in a tangible caress. It lingered where the robe lapped across her breasts, and finally swept down to her bare feet on the warm, wool, geometric patterned rug. 

      “Lucky robe.” 

      She smiled at his compliment. “I'm the lucky one. This is beautiful.” 

      “A gift from a client.” 

      “In appreciation of your talents?” Charity stroked the heavy silk. It felt sensual, almost feminine except for the obvious masculinity of the rampaging dragons. Suddenly uncomfortable she asked, “Was she pretty?” 

      Hawk's features settled into his unreadable mode. “Why worry about that?” 

      “So she was pretty.” Annoyed at herself, Charity recognized her own jealousy. 

      “Yes,” he murmured, moving closer, “very pretty for a five-year-old with one front tooth missing. Her father gave the robe to me, but she picked it out.” He slipped an arm around Charity's waist. “Fight her for my kisses?” 

      His closeness, his maleness against her, sent Charity's pulse soaring. She had the wild impulse to taste the clear drops still clinging to his strong body. Her mind registered his question, but her disordered thoughts had trouble with the answer. God, was this the way an adult, independent woman handled intimate situations? 

      Scrambling to regain control of herself, she batted at his arm. “Goof! Let go of me or the tub'll overflow.” 

      “I'll be your lifeguard.” 

      To her delight and frustration, Hawk kept his arm around her as they walked through the dressing area into the large bathroom. Already flooded with light from the overhead domed skylight, its cream colored walls gleamed. Plants flourished on top of the shower's single black marble wall. The other three sides were clear glass panels framed in brass and set in a black marble base. Hawk led her across plush white rugs to the white whirlpool tub set in a black marble platform. His virile body and her form were reflected in the mirrored wall at one end of the room. 

      Hawk gestured toward flames dancing in the black marble fireplace. “Don't want you to get cold.” 

      He moved ahead of her to turn off the water, then flipped a switch. “Whirlpool.” His eyes gleamed. “Want your back, or better yet, your front washed?” 

      She caught her breath at the thought of his hands moving over her body. Fighting temptation, she smiled faintly, “I don't think so.” 

      “Too bad. Make it another time.” He moved back a step. “Linda got some new clothes for you. I left ‘em on the chaise by the fireplace. When you're finished, I'll have breakfast ready.” 

      “But how did—?” 

      “You needed a new look.” He grinned. “I'll tell the rest at breakfast.” 

      “Let me know what I owe Linda for the clothes.” How many people knew she'd spent the night with Hawk? She felt a blush spread across her face and throat. Why should she be embarrassed about such a wonderful night? She shouldn't, but there it was in blazing heat. 

      Oh well, she couldn't do anything about it now. Slipping out of the silk robe, she laid it over the back of the chaise and stepped into the warm water. 

      Charity luxuriated in the herbal-scented whirlpool. Stiffness and some soreness were smoothed away in the heat. She found a bottle of floral shampoo and washed her long hair, rinsing it squeaky clean in the preset warm tap water. 

      Stepping out of the tub, she pulled a thick towel off the warming bars. Heat from the fragrant applewood burning in the fireplace helped dry her hair. A hairdryer finished the job. She slipped into the lacy panties, bra, designer jeans and soft cotton top Hawk had provided for her. One look at the label told her they came from an exclusive shop. A small hairbrush, comb, and new toothbrush were laid out beside the clothes. She finished, deciding to leave her hair loose. “I could get used to letting him take care of me,” she murmured. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk checked the rolls in the oven then poured coffee into a mug. He thought about Charity, her silky skin, and her sweet, sensual response. Making love with her last night had touched emotions he'd thought were locked away forever. From the moment he'd held her in the park, he'd wanted her in his arms, his bed, his life. Last night had intensified that want. 

      The gulf between their lives was so vast, he'd fought the attraction. Added to that, he wanted to protect her. She wanted complete independence. Now she had given herself to him, but could he really accept her without reservation? She needed commitment, marriage, children. He was already dedicated to safeguarding her, but marriage and a family was a dream he'd dismissed long ago. 

      He leaned one hip against the counter, drinking coffee, idly watching seagulls wheel and dive. For now, Charity was safe in his home. Away from him danger hovered over her, ready to snatch her the way a hungry gull snatched its food. How could he convince her to take the threat more seriously and accept his protection? 

      He whipped around at the faint sound in the hallway. By the time she appeared, he stood in a casual stance. His pulse raced at the sight of her in blue jeans and a pale blue cotton top, her sable brown hair a rich veil down her back. 

      “I like your hair that way.” 

      “Thanks. I'll have to braid or pin it up before I go into the lab today. Unbound, it's a safety hazard.” 

      Walking down the two steps into the family room, her gaze followed the wall of windows. “It's wonderful,” she said softly, moving farther into the room. 

      Hawk felt a frisson of eagerness when she turned toward the table at one end that held his carving tools and work. Her opinion mattered to him more than anyone's. 

      “These are lovely, Hawk. Heather showed me the carvings you did of Brianna and the babies. They're so real, I could almost hear their laughter.” 

      She reached for his latest project, hesitated and looked at him, her eyes sparkling with admiration. “This one, even half-done, already has grace and beauty. You're an artist.” 

      “Go ahead. Touch it.” 

      Her fingers lightly rested on the dainty head and beak, tracing the small body and sweep of wings. “A hummingbird. It looks ready to fly away.” 

      With soundless steps, he moved to her side and stroked one carved wingtip. “Yeah, out of the nest, but the world's a dangerous place.” 

      Their gazes met. “Are you trying to warn me again, Hawk?” 

      Abruptly, he turned and went past the low counter dividing the kitchen from the family room. “I deployed my team to protect you from a distance. I'll continue that unless things change.” He busied himself pouring coffee. Being close to her without pulling her into his arms took all his resolution. 

      He turned to hand her the mug. “Clothes look perfect. Linda made a good selection. Deck shoes comfortable?” 

      “Yes. So are the socks. Everything fits. You must've checked my sizes. How did Linda get clothes this morning from Laurel's? They open at ten.” She sipped her coffee. “I'll raid my savings to reimburse her.” 

      “Laurel often hires my company's services. We've become friends. I phoned and she opened up early for Linda. Forget the cost. Consider the clothes a gift.” 

      “I can't accept something this expensive.” 

      “Remember, I owe you a blouse.” 

      Charity felt heat flood her throat and face at the memory of Hawk's fingers trembling against her as he fumbled with her buttons, then that same hand ripping open her blouse with one powerful tug. “All right. I'll accept the cotton top, but I still want to pay for the rest of the things.” 

      “You've made your point.” Hawk shrugged and checked in the oven. “Cinnamon rolls are almost done. Want your eggs scrambled, poached, or fried?” 

      “Coffee and a roll will be fine. I don't eat much in the morning.” 

      Hawk frowned. “You need a good breakfast. Humor me.” He took a carton of eggs out of the refrigerator and began to crack them into a bowl. “Pour the juice. Pitcher's in the fridge, glasses on the table.” 

      He turned around, whipping the eggs, then poured the mixture into a heated frying pan. 

      Charity studied him for a minute. In well-worn jeans and a white knit shirt he looked surprisingly at ease in the kitchen. 

      With an effort she pulled her attention away from him. Surrounded by the tantalizing scents of freshly ground coffee, bacon and warm cinnamon, she carried the juice to the small table in the window-wrapped corner of the kitchen. 

      Caught by the view, she studied the panorama spread out before her. The wild mix of water, cliffs, and endless sky drew her. If only she could chase the restless waves like the sandpipers, wild and carefree. Better yet, she wished she could soar above the ocean's deepest, farthest watery mountains, alive, independent, free. 

      Charity glanced at Hawk. His masculine grace was evident even in the mundane chore of scrambling eggs. Sensual awareness hummed in her blood. She felt at home with him, in his house, in his bed. There was a rightness about it. 

      “Your view here is wonderful.” She turned toward Hawk, wanting to share her delight with him. 

      “Yeah, I agree.” His dark, sensual gaze fastened on her. “I'd like to keep you here where I could always view you.” 

      “Are you flattering me?” she asked lightly, trying to defuse the sudden rush of desire flooding her body. 

      “Stating a fact.” He switched off the stove then turned to catch her up against his steely form. 

      “Sweetheart,” he murmured, “you make me forget everything but touching you, kissing you.” He brought his warm lips down on her mouth and heat spiraled through her body. 

      She clutched his shoulders, straining to fit closer against him. Thoughts fled before the reality of his sensual fire. His powerful hands slipped down to her hips, cradling her against his growing arousal. She heard her own throaty sounds blend with his murmured erotic words. They were the only two people in a universe of soaring sensation. 

      A distant buzz intruded. Hawk's muttered, “damn,” pulled her back to awareness. 

      “What?” Charity blinked at the bright kitchen. She'd been lost in another time and place. Hawk's kisses were devastating, but the spell was broken now. “Was that the telephone?” 

      “No. Oven timer.” Hawk looked at her, knowing the sensual flow between them had been temporarily diluted. “Cinnamon rolls are ready. Go sit.” He watched her graceful movements as she went to the table. Tenderness and possessiveness welled up in him again. She was his to protect, even more so after last night. 

      Dumping the rolls into a napkin-lined basket, he scooped eggs and bacon onto the plates, held them in one hand then picked up the basket with the other. 

      “Here you go,” he settled in across from her with his own food. 

      “You handled those plates like an expert.” Her smile warmed him. 

      “Got lots of practice when I worked undercover in a coffee shop where the owners laundered drug money.” 

      “Undercover for your own company?” She asked around a mouthful of crisp bacon. 

      “No, a government agency.” He drank some coffee and looked out the window. “Michael and Quinn, too, fresh out of Special Forces. Two years later Feo's men caught Quinn when he was on assignment in Brazil. A friend tipped me to his location. The company had no plans to rescue or ransom him, so Michael and I took one of MFI's private planes, hired a boat, and got Quinn out of there. He was in bad shape. Beatings, loss of blood.” 

      “Is that what happened to his little finger?” Her eyes darkened with compassion. 

      “Feo cut it off to the first joint and sent it to our boss.” Hawk reached across the small table, grasping her hand. “Quinn's okay now.” 

      She gave him a wan smile. “I know.” 

      He eased back in his chair. “The three of us resigned from the agency. I started Challenge Security, Quinn revived his architecture business, and Michael expanded MFI, but he asked to take a few special assignments for me. Still does.” 

      “Why would a wealthy man with a huge corporation do that? He's not a thrill seeker. He's more a friend and peacemaker.” 

      Hawk felt the familiar ache, remembering what had happened to Michael on one job for Challenge Security. 

      “He's never said why. In fact, I didn't know he was the head of MFI or even wealthy until we needed one of his company's planes to reach Quinn in a hurry.” 

      Reaching across the table, Charity laid her hand on his arm. Her voice was low and sympathetic. “Michael was on special assignment for you when he was captured and injured by Feo's men, wasn't he? You still blame yourself.” 

      “I sent him on assignment to Mexico. I didn't know he'd end up in the Brazilian rain forest where they'd held Quinn. Our contact risked his life to tell me. That son of a bitch Feo tortured Michael and left him to rot in the pit.” 

      “Then Quinn joined you to rescue Michael and was wounded. That added to your burden.” 

      He felt a stab of suspicion and gripped her hand roughly. “Reading my thoughts again?” 

      “No.” A flicker of sadness crossed her expressive face. 

      Hawk eased his hold. “Damn, I hurt you, didn't I?” Even to him, his voice sounded harsh. 

      “I'm all right.” Her voice sounded flat, expressionless. 

      Hawk watched her grapple with some unknown emotion. 

      She sipped her coffee and said quietly, “Feo's image was associated with Michael's pain when I touched the scar on your shoulder. I learned more about him later that night during the test.” She took a bite of her eggs, then shuddered and put the fork down. “You're still uncomfortable with my gifts. It's a too-familiar story.” 

      She pushed her chair back and stood. “Thanks for breakfast. I'll go do my hair. Take me to work?” 

      Hawk could see she was determined. He cursed himself for upsetting her, but couldn't dispute her words. There were good reasons for his aversion to paranormal gifts. 

      Assuming his unreadable expression, he said, “Okay, I'll pick you up after work, and take you to your apartment.” 

      “That's not necessary. I'll call a taxi or get a ride with Emily.” 

      Charity collected her purse, and used the mirror in Hawk's suite to braid her hair, desperately ignoring the rumpled bed. Her throat ached. Her head throbbed with the effort to keep a calm appearance. 

      Last night with Hawk had been magical. Now, those golden moments of love were transformed, by the spectre of her gift, into fool's gold. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 12 
        
      

      

      Hawk stopped beside the guard's booth and turned off his engine. “I'll be at Michael's later. Call when you're ready. I'll take you home.” Silently urging her to say yes, he watched Charity's lips tighten in annoyance. 

      “I said I'd call a taxi or ride home with Emily. She lives near me.” Charity reached for the car door. 

      “Wait.” He barely stopped himself from grabbing her. 

      Instead, he stepped out of the car and walked around to her side. Hell, she was already skittish. He didn't want to make it worse. 

      He opened the door. “Do what you want, but be careful.” 

      Shading her face against the morning sun, she looked up at him, her lips curved in a half-grin. “You sound like my older brothers. All four of them.” 

      He quashed his urge to slam the door and haul her back home. “They're right. You make an easy target any time you leave home or work.” 

      Her grin disappeared, and her fingers tightened on her purse. “You're really worried.” 

      “Damn straight, I am.” 

      “Thank you, Hawk. I promise I'll be careful.” 

      He moved back, holding the door. “If you change your mind, call.” 

      She nodded, showed her ID to the guard, and went toward the main building. 

      * * * * 

      Charity took a deep breath, then walked through the door labeled Director. The efficient, auburn-haired secretary looked up from her computer and smiled. 

      “Good morning, Mrs. Saunders,” Charity said, returning the smile. “Is Director Rampion in?” 

      “He's in conference, Dr. Starr. Do you want to wait?” 

      “No. Tell him I have to see him sometime today.” Charity started toward the exit to the hallway when the inner office door swung open and Karl emerged. 

      “Charity, you're looking great as always. Will you have lunch with me?” 

      “No. I'll order a sandwich and eat at my desk while I work.” With a polite nod, she brushed past him to catch the director's attention. She heard Karl mutter a rude word. 

      “Director Rampion, I need to talk with you.” 

      The heavy-set, dark-haired man waved her into his office. “I can give you five minutes.” 

      “That's enough.” 

      Once seated in the chair across the desk from him, she said, “Yesterday, I discovered someone had cracked my personal code, so I changed it. Since you insist everyone give you a copy of their access code, here's my new one.” She tore a sheet of paper from her pocket notebook, and jotted the new series of letters, numbers, and punctuation marks. 

      After examining the paper for a moment, Rampion said, “I'll put this in the safe. Next time don't be careless and let it get out.” 

      “I didn't.” She leaned forward, angered by his implications. “You know better.” 

      “Now, my dear Charity. There's no harm done. It's easy to get confused when you're in the middle of intense research.” 

      “I said someone cracked it. I didn't give it to anyone.” 

      He walked around the desk and patted her hand with false sympathy. “Don't worry. Everything's all right. If there are any more problems, come to me.” He went ahead of her to open the door. “Thank you for stopping by.” She found herself in the hallway, seething with frustration at his patronizing manner. * * * * 

      Charity thanked Emily for the ride and stepped out into the sunset colors of early evening. She spied Hawk lounging against his car parked in a visitor's slot. Slowly, she went toward him, wondering what she could say after the previous night. To hide her tell-tale blush, she pretended to rummage in her purse for the key. Damn him, he would be here. She'd thought about him all day. 

      “Can't find your key?” Hawk met her halfway and fell in beside her. The faintly teasing note in his voice said he could see the key ring snapped to the holder inside the top of her purse. When they reached the security gate, he said, “Invite me in. We need to talk.” 

      “All right, come in.” 

      As the elevator started up, Hawk clamped a strong arm around her. “Rough duty,” he murmured, his strong fingers massaging her shoulder. 

      Once inside the apartment, he turned her in his arms, but she pulled away, alarmed at how easy it was to fall under his sensual spell. 

      “Coffee, soda, or iced tea?” She tossed her purse on the end table. 

      “Something cold.” He followed her into the kitchen, his steps silent on the deep carpet. “Tea's good.” 

      Acutely aware of him leaning against the counter watching her, she busied herself putting ice into two glasses. She breathed deeply and let the air out slowly to calm her heartbeat, then poured their drinks, adding slices of lemon. 

      To break the silence, she said, “I'm sorry I don't have beer, wine, or liquor to offer.” 

      “Doesn't matter.” His fingers curled around the glass of iced tea. “Let's get down to business.” 

      She felt him follow her into the living room, where she settled on the couch. He sat, half-turned, facing her. “We traced the chopper.” 

      “The one from the seminar?” 

      “Yes.” His strong fingers captured her hand. Hastily she strengthened her inner barriers. 

      “You can get information from the pilot and locate the men who were in the helicopter.” She felt a rush of relief. “They'll know who's behind all these attempts on me. You'll have proof so the police can arrest them.” 

      His hand tightened on hers. “The pilot's disappeared.” 

      “What? I thought you found him too.” Charity saw the brief flash of regret in Hawk's eyes, before he assumed his unreadable expression. 

      “I went to his apartment today. His clothes were there. He wasn't. No one's seen him since the seminar.” He pulled a folded paper from his pocket, opened it, and showed her a small, dark blue address book. “Saw this on his dresser. Hope a number in here will help trace him.” 

      “Oh.” Charity felt a chill. Without touching it, she felt uneasy vibrations around the worn book. Hesitantly, she reached for it, knowing Hawk was right. The missing man's book contained a vital clue to his disappearance. 

      “You want to hold it?” She felt his probing scrutiny. 

      “Why?” 

      She couldn't let him see her uneasiness, so she turned her attention to the book resting in his hand. “It looks like the pilot used it a lot. It may help me see him.” 

      “The way you saw my grandfather when you touched my talisman?” 

      She stared at him, startled by the grim note in his voice. “Yes, like that.” 

      “No. Too much risk.” He folded the book back into the paper, the faint crackle rasping Charity's nerves. “I'll run a check on the names and addresses.” 

      “That'll take days. Let me try it my way. It'll be faster.” She caught his hand, feeling the callused edge under her fingers. “Forget your overprotective streak. I know my limits, and it's important to find those men before they find me.” 

      He turned his hand to hold hers. For a moment his thoughts weakened her mental barriers, and she read his worry. He tried to hide it when he said, “You talk too much. 

      The hell of it is, you make sense.” He thrust the package at her. “Here.” 

      Charity thought of the saying about being careful what you wish for as she opened the folded paper with one hand. Somewhere outside, a car horn beeped, but the only sounds in the apartment were the sudden click and whirr as the refrigerator compressor turned on, and the rustle of paper. 

      Slowly, she picked up the worn book, shivering at the uneasy aura around it. 

      Hawk squeezed her hand encouragingly. She sent him a faint smile, then closed her eyes to concentrate on the task. A chill raced up her arm from the pilot's book, then a warning prickle oozed down her spine. For one brief moment she was plunged into the missing pilot's emotional maelstrom of fear, anger, dazed disbelief, then a shattering blackness. Her viewpoint changed and she saw a man's body, facedown, under white-flowered oleanders. She heard the rush and roar of cars and trucks passing the spot, then the scene vanished. 

      Licking her suddenly dry lips, she said, “He's dead.” 

      “Yeah, could be.” He studied her expression, and said, “You just saw him.” 

      Too shaken to speak, she nodded. 

      He swore softly, then gathered her into his arms, muttering, “Sorry.” He rubbed her back, comfortingly. “Can you tell me anything to pinpoint the body?” 

      Drawing strength from him, she kept her cheek pressed against the cotton knit shirt molded across his chest. “Beside a freeway, I think. I heard heavy traffic. He was in oleander bushes with white flowers. His hand was just a few inches from a cement block wall.” 

      “Which freeway?” 

      She didn't want to, but she closed her fingers around the frayed cover again and concentrated. In a few moments she had her answer. “The San Diego freeway, near the Brookhurst turn-off.” 

      “Enough!” Hawk snatched the book out of her hand and threw it on the coffee table. He tucked her closer, then unclipped his cell phone. 

      She rested there, more upset than she'd first realized, while he called the police. Without revealing his source, he told them as much as he knew. All the time he spoke on the phone, his hand moved across her back. Gradually, her muscles relaxed, but a new kind of tension stirred in her body. 

      “Hawk,” she whispered, kissing the side of his neck. He laid the phone on the table while his pulse hammered under her mouth. His arms tightened around her. She tugged his head down and pressed her lips to his, seared by a hot rush of desire. His hand slid up her back to cup her skull, supporting her, turning her slightly as he took charge, kissing her with a force that left her breathless. 

      He lay back along the length of the couch, his head on the red pillow, taking her with him until she sprawled across his hard body. Her breasts grew sensitive where they touched his broad chest. She molded herself to him, and her legs draped on both sides of his thighs. His heavy ridge pressed against her lower belly. Languid heat poured through her. 

      Lord, he was so virile, so fiercely tender. He moved his hands across her curves, drawing her closer, murmuring erotic, tempting words. 

      She felt his fingers undoing her braid until her hair flowed past her cheeks, veiling them both. She raised her head enough to see the dark fire blazing in his eyes, then he brought her lips back to his, taking her mouth in a deep, carnal possession. His hand moved up her inner thigh, hot and questing, burning through the cotton jeans and panties. His fingers pressed and released, pressed and released, with a sure rhythm that had her straining for more. Blind and deaf to everything else but his mouth, his touch, his heat, she hovered, surrounded by exploding stars, submerged in the thunder of his mighty heart. 

      With a low moan, she collapsed bonelessly on him, her face buried in his shoulder, riding both the quickening rise and fall of his chest, and her own shattering waves of passion. 

      Slowly, she grew aware of where they were. With her eyes closed, she cataloged the sounds of Hawk's breathing, his heartbeat, her own pounding pulse, his warm, hard body under hers, her jeans-clad legs draped across his, the feel of his shirt under her fingers. Clothes? She'd flown to sensual heights and they were both still fully clothed? 

      “Hawk,” she whispered, “that was like flying.” 

      “Yeah.” He stood, taking her with him. She felt one hand tangle in her hair and the other press her lower body against his. His lips came gently down on hers, teasing, nibbling softly. His arousal once more stirred her body to aching need. 

      He kissed the tip of her nose and backed her toward the bedroom, murmuring, “We'll fly again, naked.” * * * * 

      Three weeks later, Charity sat at her computer work center in the astrophysics lab and worked on a series of calculations. She paused to caress the dainty carved squirrel perched beside her keyboard, warmed by the memory of dinner with Hawk the previous evening. 

      Emily came in, holding a stack of print-outs. She placed them beside Charity, saying, “Mr. Adams has brought you to work a lot, lately. He was leaving when I drove into the parking lot.” She grinned, pushing her glasses back with one finger. 

      “Yes, he has, but I drove today. I left my car in the lot and went to breakfast with him, then he brought me back.” She touched the stack of print-outs. “Thanks for running these. I'm looking for a glitch in my program.” 

      Emily cleared her throat and readjusted her glasses. “You really should ask Karl. He'll find your error.” Her brown eyes sparkled with excitement. “He's so smart. He's already pointed out two of your mistakes to the director.” 

      “He has?” Charity felt a warning tingle. 

      “Oh, yes. Just ask him and he can explain what you did wrong.” Emily smoothed her hair. “Karl's so nice. I shouldn't say it, but I'm glad he broke up with you at the university, because since he came to work here, we've had a wonderful time together.” 

      “Is that what he told you?” Charity held her temper, remembering how Karl had betrayed her. 

      “Uh huh. He said you were jealous because he won the Amberson Prize.” She blinked, apparently just realizing what she'd said. “Of course, that was years ago. I'm sure you don't hold any hard feelings.” 

      Standing quickly, Charity grasped the nervous young woman's shoulders. “Emily, look at me and listen carefully. You work for me. I won't tolerate you discussing my personal business or my work with anyone. What happened between Karl and me is in the past, and it's none of your affair.” 

      Briefly, she wondered if she should warn her lab assistant. She loosened her hold. “Enjoy your dates with Karl, but think about what he said. Since he talks about me behind my back, he could do it to you, too.” 

      “He wouldn't treat me that way.” Looking subdued, Emily went to her desk and started working. 

      With a sigh, Charity turned back to the computer screen, mumbling, “Now where is that bug?” 

      Karl passed her going to his work station. He stopped by Emily's desk to flirt for a few minutes, then settled down to work. 

      Scrolling through the graphs and formulas, Charity found the error and realized the numbers had been altered after she'd entered them. Before making any changes, she checked the time and date stamp for the file. It had been logged into and modified after she'd gone home the previous day. Working back, she located one more change and corrected both. What's going on, she wondered? If she'd left the wrong figures in, the first test of the solar engine would have destroyed it. 

      “I'd better tell Rampion,” she muttered, heading for the door. Five minutes later she was back, still smarting from the director's attitude. It was obvious he wouldn't listen to her or help her. She worked on a new portion of her research, wondering what to do about whoever had changed her calculations. By lunchtime, she had her plan. 

      Karl paused beside Charity. “The offer to go to lunch is still open.” He touched her cheek, grinning when she recoiled from his fingers. “We could say it's for old time's sake.” 

      “No. I have extra work to do. There's a problem with my calculations for the solar engine. I'll stay here and correct it.” She watched for his reaction, wondering if he'd been the one to sabotage her program. 

      Instead of looking guilty, he smiled his shark's teeth smile. “How about a private consultation at your apartment? I'd be very glad to show you a few techniques.” 

      Shuddering at the unwelcome lust in his voice, she said, “That won't be necessary.” She turned back to her computer screen. “Enjoy your lunch.” 

      He murmured, “Later,” close to her ear, then straightening, he went to where Emily waited by the door and draped his arm around her. 

      Charity sighed in relief when they left. She sent the corrected information to Michael's computer along with a message, then went to pick up the sandwich she'd ordered. 

      That afternoon, she noticed Karl had accessed the same program she had on her screen. Since that wasn't his area of research, and she'd used her new password to retrieve it from the mainframe, it made Charity suspicious. She said nothing, but deliberately made changes to invalidate the results. Then, for the third time, she changed her access code, deciding not to tell the director. 

      When she shut down for the night, Karl walked over to her with a smile. “Have I given you enough time? Are you ready to be friends again?” 

      She hid her annoyance. “Let's keep this on a professional level.” 

      Settling on the edge of the desk next to her, he leaned closer until she could smell his heavy cologne. “Come on, Charity. Director Rampion knows we were lovers in our university days.” 

      “That's a lie. A few kisses and flowers doesn't mean we were intimate.” 

      Karl put his hand on her shoulder, and she shrugged it off. She desperately wanted to move away, but refused to give in to his silent intimidation. 

      His cold smile said he recognized her uneasiness. “You and I know that, but our dear director is convinced it was more. In fact, he's delighted to think we're still attracted to each other.” Deliberately, he placed one hand on her knee, watching her expression. “He wants me to develop the solar blade while you finish the solar engine.” 

      “Impossible!” She snapped. “You forget this is my grant and my project. The solar blade is highly classified. You shouldn't even know about it.” 

      He inched his hand up her leg. “Rampion thinks you're unstable. I'm supposed to prevent you from doing anything to damage the lab or the foundation's image.” 

      “That's ridiculous.” She brushed his hand away and pushed her chair back. “Of course, you're the one who gave him the idea.” 

      He bowed, mockingly. “Especially after Rampion got an earful of stories about the weird, psychic Starr family. Pretty clever, wasn't it? If you want to keep your grant and your research, you'll have to be nice to me.” 

      “I don't have to prove anything to him or you. My work and reputation show I'm competent. You're the one who should worry. My agreement with the Sequoia Foundation gives me control over who works with me.” 

      “I'm employed by the foundation, not you. If they take away your funding and kick you out, I'll still work here.” He chuckled. “In fact, they'll give me your lab.” 

      He toyed with her heavy braid. “Besides, I've noticed your interest in that half-breed Adams. I'll use my very fertile imagination and tell him what a hot lay you are. He looks like the jealous type.” 

      She grabbed her braid and pulled it out of his hand, struggling to keep her temper under control. “He won't believe you.” 

      “Doesn't matter. Director Rampion and the board will. They're very conscious of the Foundation's image these days.” 

      Charity's anger was rapidly eroding her mental barriers. Tendrils of Karl's roiling emotions abraded her nerves. Jerking to her feet, she stepped behind her chair, putting it between them. “Damn you, Karl, get out of here.” 

      “As you wish,” he said in a sarcastic voice. “But don't you want to convince me to keep our little secret?” 

      “Go soak your head.” Charity set the locking password on her computer, grabbed her purse, and left. The blast of anger she felt from Karl made her stumble at the doorway. She braced one hand against the frame and plunged through on shaky legs. Furious, she had the awful urge to cry. 

      Blinking rapidly to stop unwanted tears, she ran into a solid, familiar body. Steely arms circled her. She looked up to Hawk's stony face as he fixed his gaze beyond her. 

      “Who upset you?” he demanded, a cold, dangerous light flickering in his eyes. 

      Before she could answer, a mocking voice behind her said, “Well, speak of the devil. How are you, Adams? Looking for a little fun with our mutual friend?” 

      Charity felt a ripple go through Hawk. Releasing her, he stationed himself between her and Karl. “Get lost, Kalinski.” 

      “You can't dictate to me, Adams. The little tramp isn't—” 

      Hawk lunged, and Charity turned to see him smash his fist into Karl's jaw. Her tormentor bounced against the doorframe then sprawled on the floor, with Hawk standing tense and watchful over him. 

      Karl spewed curses as two guards ran toward them, but Hawk ignored the men. 

      He pulled Karl part-way up by a fistful of shirt and promised, “Bother her again and you're dead.” 

      Dropping Karl, he joined Charity, rubbing his fist. He slipped an arm around her and faced the guards. 

      One guard, with a hand on his pistol, demanded, “What happened?” 

      The other one went to kneel beside Karl. 

      Hawk answered with outward calm. “Mr. Kalinski said something that disagreed with him.” 

      “Oh?” The guard studied him a moment, then turned his attention to Charity. “Are you all right, Dr. Starr?” 

      “Yes, thanks to Mr. Adams.” She pushed back several strands of hair loosened when Karl pulled her braid. “Mr. Kalinski grabbed me and threatened me. Hawk heard part of it.” 

      Hawk muttered, “The bastard.” 

      Silently agreeing with him, she let herself bask in the heat of his hard, fit body, pressed against the length of her side and hip. 

      Karl's angry voice came from behind them. They turned to see him standing with the guard's support. After glaring at Hawk and Charity, he raged at the man beside him. “Don't just stand there, you idiot. Can't you see I'm hurt? Call a doctor.” 

      “Yes, sir.” In a leisurely manner, the guard spoke into his communicator. 

      The other guard turned his back on Karl and grinned at Charity and Hawk. “We've had complaints from two other women about Kalinski, but the director ignored them.” He winked at Hawk. “It's a damn shame he fell and bruised his face. Probably slipped on something and lost his balance.” 

      He glanced back at Karl, adding, “Dr. Starr, you've always been friendly to us, not stuck-up like some. Kalinski's a bully and full of hot air. He won't want other people to know what happened here.” He saluted Charity. “Enjoy your evening and don't worry.” 

      She felt Hawk's hand tighten on her waist, and smiled at the guard. “Thank you, Frank. I appreciate your help.” 

      Hawk returned his visitor's badge at the gate and led Charity through the mild breeze and bright fall leaves toward his Jaguar. “Something's come up,” he said, surveying the parking lot. “You're going to my place where it's safe.” 

      “Wait.” Charity stopped, oblivious to the other cars and drivers. “We've been through this before. Ask, don't tell me what you want. Besides, who said I'd go to your home or anywhere else with you this evening? I have to call Michael and ask to meet with him about a problem at the lab.” 

      “Look, I don't have time for this. Give me the keys. Jim will drive your car.” He wrapped his strong fingers around her upper arm. “Michael called. Some goons have staked out his place. He said to stay away. He'll call later.” Hawk tugged at her arm. “Let's go.” 

      “Stop it. I'll go when I'm ready.” Frowning, she brushed at his hand. 

      He released her and stepped back. “What now?” 

      “Why didn't Michael call me?” she asked, capturing a loose lock of her hair fluttering in the rising Santa Ana wind. 

      “Security reasons.” 

      He quickly surveyed the area, then placing one hand on her waist, he coaxed, “C'mon, honey. You're too exposed here.” 

      “Okay. Walk me to my car if you want,” she said, turning toward the employee lot. 

      Hawk tightened his hold on her. “Come with me.” He guided her across the warm blacktop toward his car. Once there, he held out his hand. “Well?” 

      “No.” She gritted her teeth, seething over his I-know-what's-best manner. 

      Instead of an answer, he threw up his head as if sensing danger, yanked open the door, and thrust her inside. “Stay there.” 

      She watched as he scanned the surrounding area, his readiness evident in every rippling move. 

      Closing her eyes to concentrate, she reluctantly opened her extra senses. There, beyond the lawns and trees, she felt a malevolent presence watching them with the cold intent of a rattlesnake. Mentally adding another safeguard, she probed a little deeper. The sickening emotional stench sent her reeling. Almost frantic in her haste to get away from that source of corruption, she slammed her mental shields into place and rubbed her forehead. Just before the last one closed, she felt the presence leave. 

      Hawk opened the door. “You okay?” 

      “Uh-huh. Someone was watching, but he left.” 

      Hawk studied her, anger and concern smoldering in his eyes. “Sure you're all right?” 

      “Yes.” Taking a deep breath, she managed a tight smile. 

      Apparently satisfied, he motioned with one hand, and a brown-haired man jogged across the parking lot from where she'd parked her car. Watching him, she realized it was the same person who'd checked on her before the seminar. 

      Grimly, he showed Hawk a small electronic device. “Our informant was right. This was pretty well hidden.” 

      “Did that come from my car?” She slid out of the Jaguar to get a better look at the thin, metal box with its trailing wires. “What is that thing?” 

      The man glanced at Hawk, then said, “I found it in your engine. It's designed to receive a remote signal and shut down the systems in your car.” 

      “Yeah,” Hawk said in a taut voice as he took the device and turned it over in his hand. “It makes you a sitting duck. One minute out of our sight and they'd grab you.” 

      The memory of the evil she'd felt minutes earlier made her hands tremble. Gripping her purse, she braced her other hand against the car's warm side to hide her betraying shiver. “So the kidnappers haven't given up.” 

      “Hell, they're getting bolder.” He gestured to the other man. “That's why Jim and Dean've had some edgy moments guarding you.” The knuckles on the hand holding the electronic switch whitened. “From now on, one of us'll stick to you like glue.” 

      “But—” 

      “I promised to let you go your merry way unless the danger increased.” Hawk opened his hand to display the electronic switch. An ooze of blood marked a cut where he'd squeezed the sharp metal edge. “Smarten up. This proves it.” 

      Charity heard the worry he tried to disguise, and held back a sharp retort. Instead, she cupped his fingers in her hand, murmuring, “You've cut yourself.” 

      He went rigid, watching her with narrowed eyes. “So?” 

      “So, get your first aid kit. I'll doctor your cut before you drive me to your place. We'll discuss a bodyguard later.” She offered her car keys. 

      Jim took them. “I'll park it in your assigned place at the apartment complex.” 

      She nodded. “Thanks. Leave them with the guard.” 

      “Okay.” Jim's gaze swung to Hawk. “See you later, boss.” 

      “Tomorrow morning at eight. My office.” 

      Opening the Jaguar's door, Hawk said, “Decided to be reasonable, huh?” 

      “Don't rub it in.” She settled in the curved seat. “I know you're right, but I still don't like to give up any part of my freedom.” 

      As the sleek car throbbed to life, she opened her mental barriers again, casting about for signs of the evil presence she'd detected. It was gone, but the essence lingered like sulfurous swamp gas, tainting the air far beyond its source. 

      With an unwelcome prickle of foretelling, Charity knew the time would come when she'd face that being. Alone. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 13 
        
      

      

      Glancing at Charity, Hawk cut the engine. He knew she felt an unseen menace. “Honey?” 

      Pale and wordless, she faced him, glimmers of silver in her violet eyes. 

      “What's upset you?” He clasped her hand and frigid lightning flashed up his arm to buzz at the base of his skull. 

      For a brief moment he saw and felt what she did—something with the stench of evil. Jolted by the experience, he snapped back to the reality of sitting inside his car, on a wind-whipped parking lot, with her beside him. 

      “What the hell was that?” 

      She exhaled a long, shuddering breath, and squeezed his fingers. “A psychic link. Your gift connected with mine. You felt the menace too, didn't you?” 

      “Yeah. We were on the same wavelength.” He rubbed his still tingling arm. “Is that what you meant the night you said I was gifted?” 

      “It's part of your heritage from your mother's people.” She touched his cheek. Heat flowed from her fingers, beating back the cold. 

      “My mother,” he said with a new understanding. Childhood memories clamored to be examined, but they'd have to wait until he was ready to face them. 

      “The bastard's gone.” He carefully squeezed her fingers. 

      “You're safe with me.” 

      “I know.” She brought their linked hands to her lips. Her soft kiss scrambled his thoughts more than any jungle fever. 

      He turned the key in the ignition and pulled out of the parking lot, still shaken by the paranormal experience. Is that what his mother had gone through each time? 

      During the drive, Hawk felt Charity's gaze on him as he kept a running check on the traffic around them, alert to danger. 

      When they reached his home, he unlocked the door and stood aside for her to enter. Still gripped by uneasiness, he checked the monitor panel. All sensors showed green and secure, but he couldn't shake the indefinable sense that danger hovered over Charity like a poisonous fog. These hunches had saved his life too many times to discount them. For now, she was safe. That could change in a heartbeat. 

      “I can't get enough of this view,” she said, walking down the steps into the family room. 

      “It sold me on the house.” He fought to keep his voice normal. 

      Tense with another, new, bitter-sweet discovery, Hawk watched Charity as she stood in front of the bank of windows looking out at the sky and ocean. God, he loved her, but there were too many blocks against a permanent tie. The best way to show that love was to keep it hidden. Meanwhile, he had a plan to safeguard her if she'd go along with it. 

      His phone rang, providing a welcome distraction. He grabbed it. “Adams.” 

      Listening to the caller with grim attention, he knew, more than ever, he had to convince Charity to stay with him. 

      After the caller hung up, Hawk wrestled with the best way to break the news he'd just heard. 

      He put his arm around her shoulder. “That was Michael. The men who tried to kidnap you in the park got out on bail yesterday.” 

      She stiffened, then looked up at him with questions in her eyes. He tugged her closer. “Someone broke into your apartment an hour ago. The security guard couldn't reach you. When he called the foundation, they gave him Michael's number.” 

      “I have to go,” she said, heading for the door. “I want to see what's happened to my place.” 

      “Hold it. Do you have anything valuable enough there to risk your life?” 

      “Not really, but I want to check my family's photos.” 

      “Then stop and think. If they got in once, they'll try again.” 

      Hawk experienced a profound relief when she slowly returned down the stairs and settled into a chair. “I have something to say.” He paced to the window, looked out, then came back, running his fingers through his hair. Crouching beside her, he folded her hand in his. “Move in with me. Let me guard you.” 

      Charity struggled with a strange mixture of excitement and regret. She fisted one hand in her lap, studied Hawk's expression for a moment, then aimed for a we're-just-friends, tone. “Sure, I'll shack up with you and give my mother a heart attack. Maybe I should take an ad in Scientific American while I'm at it.” 

      His face tightened into grim lines, and she realized she'd hurt him. Deeply. “Sorry, Hawk. That was a bad joke. I can't tell you how touched I am that you care enough to offer your home and protection.” She smoothed back a lock of his hair. “We've made love and I don't regret it. You were tender and gentle, everything a woman could want. The problem is, my parents raised all of us with strong values. It would sadden them to think I'd forgotten those ideals.” 

      Hawk squeezed the hand he still held. “Honey, I'm asking you to be my wife.” 

      “Your wife?” 

      “Yes.” He stroked her cheek. “Let's get married.” 

      “Married?” she murmured, wondering if she was dreaming. 

      “I'll keep you safe. You already like it here, and you can continue your research. If I can't drive you to the lab and back, one of my people will.” 

      Bothered by a strange note in his voice, she looked at his closed expression, tempted to probe his thoughts. No, she wouldn't do that. 

      “What do you say, honey? Will you be my wife? We can fly to Vegas tonight.” 

      Aching to say yes, she pretended to study the fabric on her chair's armrest. “I can't marry you.” 

      “Why not? Look at me. Tell me what's wrong.” 

      She met his gaze, hiding her sense of loss. “I don't want to pull you deeper into my problems.” 

      “Bull!” Hawk slashed one hand down. “It's my choice to be involved. Say yes. I promise you won't be sorry.” 

      His rich baritone held a coaxing note. She wanted to accept his proposal with an intensity that left her speechless. But she couldn't. It wouldn't be fair to him. 

      “I...” She cleared her throat and searched his dark eyes filled with midnight secrets. At his strong face, already precious to her. “Hawk, you love children. I can't give you a child. So I won't marry you.” 

      “Children?” His breath rushed out and he closed his eyes a moment, then looked at her. Longing flickered in their depths, but left so quickly she wondered if she'd imagined it. 

      “Who said anything about children? I don't plan to have any. With my background, I'd make a pretty poor excuse for a father.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      “Drop it.” He hesitated, resting a hand on her knee. “Sorry to bite your head off.” 

      “Apology accepted.” Charity wrestled with the impulse to bend forward and kiss him. 

      Grim faced, he surged to his feet and turned his back on her. His shoulder muscles rippled and bunched under the cotton knit. She sensed his internal struggle, but kept her mental barriers closed to give him privacy. 

      “Hawk?” 

      He swung around, his expression flat, closed. “Let me explain. I'm proposing a marriage in name only, no kids. Face it, like you said, you've been raised with old-fashioned values. Your family will give you a lot of static if you move in with me.” 

      “You're right. I told you how they'd feel, but I make my own decisions based on my judgment, not theirs.” She folded both hands in her lap to hide their nervous tremor. “I'll live with you. You don't have to marry me.” 

      “We'll do it my way. You'll be happier in the long run.” 

      “But—” 

      “Wait. I'm not finished. You deserve a real marriage some day, and I'm not the marrying kind. Soon as we put the jokers after you out of commission, our marriage ends. My lawyers will draw up a prenuptial agreement. You'll have protection, my insurance if something happens to me, and your freedom in less than a year.” He took a step toward her. “What do you say?” 

      Charity shifted her gaze from his taut features to the gardens beyond the glass. His offer promised both heaven and hell. If she agreed, the brief time they spent together would give her memories to carry her through the endless, frozen nights and days after they separated. That thought softened the pain of discovery. She'd just realized what bothered her about his offer. He hadn't said anything about love. She considered love an essential part of marriage. Hawk made it sound like a business deal. It probably was to him. After all, his security company protected clients every day. Without his love, she couldn't marry him and give up her hard-won independence. 

      The beginning of unwanted tears stung her eyes. Hawk had never even intimated he loved her but she loved him enough to choose him over her family, and live with him until he told her to leave. 

      From some hidden corner, she pulled out a shaky smile. “I don't want your insurance or a temporary marriage.” 

      He released a long breath. His lips tightened in a thin line, and a muscle in his cheek jerked. He squared his shoulders, saying, “Okay, I'll have to live with that. What about the bastards stalking you? If you won't stay with me, go back to Virginia. Return when the danger's over. You'd be safe with your parents. Reports show their estate is well-protected.” 

      “Leave my parents out of this. I won't run home to them like a scared rabbit.” She heard the rising anger in her own voice, and forced it into a more reasonable tone. “You had no right to investigate them.” 

      “It was either my people or the Feds. The foundation hired Challenge Security after the first attack because your research is highly sensitive.” 

      “That doesn't involve my parents.” Suddenly aware of her aching fingers, she loosened her grip on the armrest. She'd sounded like a shrew. Common sense told her Hawk's investigators had followed standard procedure. 

      He stalked toward her. She tensed with the irrational urge to flee, then he stopped and stuffed his hands in his pants’ pockets. “Make up your mind, Charity. I sure as hell won't let you go back to your apartment.” 

      “You're not my guardian, so stop dictating.” Her quick flare of anger died, replaced by the realization that he was right. With a faint smile, she said, “Looks like I'm between a rock and a hard place, or is it between a Hawk and a hard place?” 

      Rising, she went to him. “Guess I'll have to give in to your macho streak for a little while. Since someone broke into my apartment today they can do it again. If you promise not to interfere with my going to the lab, I'll stay here until it's all over.” 

      “You got it.” 

      She thrust her hand toward him. “Deal?” 

      “Yeah, deal,” he agreed, taking her hand. “I'll send Dean and Linda to your apartment. Linda can pack some clothes and your photos while Dean looks for clues. Maybe he'll get lucky and come up with a lead to the crooks.” 

      “Okay, thanks.” Charity rested her hand on his chest, drawn by his tender concern. She lifted her gaze to his, seeing warmth and approval glimmer in his midnight eyes. 

      “C'mere.” 

      She went without hesitation, and he gently gathered her into his arms. Stroking one hand down her spine, he molded her to his heat. “Seal it with a kiss?” he coaxed. 

      Smiling, she slid her arms around his neck and raised her hungry mouth to him. 

      His natural male scent surrounded them as he skated kisses across her face then took her mouth in a deeply sensual kiss. 

      Lacing her fingers in his thick hair, her tongue did a wild dance with his. 

      He tightened his arms around her, one hand cupping her bottom. A murmur of longing for more whimpered in her throat. Her mental barriers slipped and she caught a flash of Hawk's fantasy—making love to her on the thick wool rug beneath their feet. Oh, yes, yes! she silently urged. 

      With a groan of hunger, Hawk broke the kiss. “Two seconds longer and we'd've been on the floor.” 

      “I know,” she muttered. 

      “How...? Never mind.” He led her up the steps to the ocean view living room. They sat at opposite ends of a couch near the fireplace. 

      His mouth curved with unexpected tenderness. “You look right at home.” 

      “Are you trying to confuse me? You kiss me until I'm weak, then stop.” 

      “I had to quit before it was too late. We'll sleep in separate rooms, live like brother and sister, not lovers.” 

      “If that's what you want.” She sighed, filled with aching disappointment. With an effort, she smoothed her features. “Remember, I'll continue my research.” 

      Hawk lounged at his end of the couch. “Yeah. I know. We had a deal. I'll keep my end of the bargain.” 

      In one smooth move, he uncoiled from his position and went to the fireplace. He took a wood and brass framed photo from the mantle, settled beside Charity, and gave her the picture. “My family.” 

      She studied the tall black-haired man with his arm around a strikingly lovely woman. Hawk's resemblance to both adults left no doubt they were his father and mother. Standing in front of them, a solemn-faced boy held the hand of a toddler in a dainty dress with a bow in her hair. 

      “These are your parents, you and your sister, right?” 

      “That's Julie. She was three years old in this picture.” 

      “You've never mentioned her.” 

      Sadness flickered over Hawk's face. “She died a few months after the photo was taken, killed by a hit and run driver.” 

      “I'm so sorry.” Charity laced the fingers of one hand with his. “Forgive me, Hawk, but I'm picking up your thoughts in spite of my barriers. Somehow you blame yourself, even though you were what? I see, you were six years old.” 

      “The details don't matter. I should've protected her, not left her where she'd dash into the street.” 

      Charity felt the turmoil inside him and squeezed his hand. 

      “You can't blame yourself for what happened. My God, you were just a little kid. Where were your parents?” 

      “Mother was visiting a sick woman down the hall from our apartment. Dad was on the outside steps, talking and having a few beers with the neighbors.” 

      He lunged to his feet. “Dammit, I said the details weren't important. I told you about Julie to show how one split second of careless action can be deadly.” 

      “Hawk, I am careful. I have to be or I'd blow a hole in the lab with one wrong setting in the solar engine.” She watched him pace toward the family room steps, then jerk around to study her. To lighten the mood, she added, “When I go swimming, I never dive headfirst into unknown waters.” 

      He came back to loom over her. “I wouldn't put it past you if you were distracted. You've already made other poor choices. What about walking in the park alone at sunrise? You could've been raped. For damn sure you nearly got yourself kidnapped.” 

      Charity jerked to her feet. “Those men were stalking me. That wasn't a random act. It could have happened any place.” 

      “You were stupid to go there at dawn.” He folded his arms, regarding her coldly. “At the seminar you went out the back door with a stranger. Not smart.” 

      “Being drugged a few days earlier left me vulnerable, and the crowd confused me. I fought him as soon as I realized his intentions.” 

      “Yeah, and almost got shot.” 

      “Please, let's not argue about this, Hawk. I've agreed to move in with you.” 

      He closed the gap between them, catching her in his arms. She pressed against his shoulders, trying to push away. 

      He murmured, “Don't,” and slipped his hand under her hair, where he massaged the nape of her neck with his warm, callused fingers. Gradually, she yielded to the languor flowing through her body. He tenderly cradled her head against his shoulder. His other hand curved around her waist, the heat from his fingers pulsating through her light cotton blouse. 

      “My turn to say sorry,” he said in a low voice. “From the morning I saw you fighting those goons, you've roused my protective instincts. After what happened at Quinn's, I tried to stay away. Hell, I damn near killed you that night with our stupid test.” 

      “I didn't tell you it might hurt me.” Charity slipped her arms around his waist, leaning into his strong body. 

      He pressed one hand against the small of her back, and slid the other down to her hips. “Honey, look at me.” 

      She tipped her face up toward him. “Hawk, I lose my senses in your arms,” she whispered. 

      “God, what can I do with you?” 

      “You can kiss me.” 

      “Honey, you know what I mean. You're too reckless.” Under the concern, his dark baritone held a tender note. He touched her hair with careful strength. “Promise you'll be careful until we find the mastermind behind the kidnappings.” 

      Before she could form a response, he brushed a kiss across her forehead. Her eyes fluttered closed. Wordlessly she clung to him, her senses acutely tuned to his touch as he feathered kisses on each eyelid, then traced the curve of her cheek with his lips. 

      “Hawk—” 

      His mouth caught hers. 

      Charity melted beneath his sensual power. Her lips softened, molding to his firm mouth. Excitement exploded into desire. She wanted this, to know his warmth wrapped around her. He carried painful secrets, hidden deep where no one, not even she could see. She yearned to heal his heart and restore peace to his soul. 

      With that thought, she moved her head back and looked into his shadowed eyes. “I promise I'll be careful.” She felt a ripple go through his body. His arms tightened around her until she could barely breathe, but she welcomed the closeness. She ached to be part of him, absorbed into his very being. 

      As his lips took hers with greater urgency, her thoughts tumbled away in the fire of his embrace. 

      “Lady, I just touch you and I go up in flames.” He skated another line of kisses down her throat, then pulled away. “But in the long run, you'll get hurt. I promised separate bedrooms and a platonic arrangement. Help me keep my word.” 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 14 
        
      

      

      “Hawk's plain stubborn,” Charity grumbled, stepping out of the white marble tub in her private bathroom. He hadn't touched her for a week, except accidentally. Standing on the deep rose rug, she grabbed a towel off the warming bars. 

      “Thinks he's making it easier for me,” she grouched, drying herself. “Nothing's easier with him.” 

      She slipped into the violet silk nightgown and heavy silk golden robe trimmed with embroidered violets Jade had brought from Paris calling it, “A mantrap for my baby sister.” 

      “Some mantrap,” Charity said to her reflection in the full- length mirror. “He won't come near me unless it's to hold my chair or open the door.” True, he hovered close by anytime they went out the door, always alert, protecting her, but she wanted him to be more than a bodyguard. 

      Returning to the bedroom, she gazed through a bullet proof window at the moon-bright ocean. What could she do? 

      She loved Hawk so deeply it filled every part of her being, yet her twenty-six years of old-fashion values put her in an agony of dilemma. Even more, her parents’ long, faithful marriage silently condemned her choice to live with him. 

      Charity wrapped her arms around her waist and rested her forehead against the cold glass, her unbound hair sliding across her cheeks. Beyond the cliffs, the constant ebb and flow of waves slowly ground the hardest rocks into fluid sand. 

      That's how she felt, habits and truths of a lifetime being broken, stripped away by her love for a tough, caring man. 

      “Hawk.” She whispered his name, felt the hot flow of desire along with a deeper knowledge that of all the men in the world, he was the one she loved. She'd made the right choice. Until the day Hawk nailed the mastermind behind the kidnapping attempts, she'd live here with her tender warrior. 

      Charity felt the tight, sharp ache of unshed tears at the final resolution. Once the danger was gone, she'd have to go, to leave Hawk as they'd agreed. He deserved a woman he loved, one who'd give him children. She did love him, but she'd never bring a child into the painful world of being a psychic. 

      Suddenly annoyed at her self-pity, she jerked away from the window and went toward the door. She'd get a drink of juice and go to bed. “No more whining,” she declared, heading down the hall. 

      As she passed Hawk's bedroom door, she heard a muffled cry. Hawk? 

      She dropped her mental walls and found herself plunged into a raging firefight. Something hot seared her ear. A stranger loomed up beside her, smelling of fear and hatred. She struck out with the knife held tightly in her hand. Knife? Blood? She couldn't think, but, muscles acting automatically stuffed the knife back into an ankle sheath, seized a suddenly-familiar M-16, yanked the charging handle, and pumped short bursts into the thick jungle ahead. Nearby, a man cried out and collapsed, disappearing into the tall grass. “Hollister,” she muttered, aware on another level she didn't know him, Hawk did. The scene switched in the surreal fading in and out of a nightmare. Men and women, grim, fearful, brave, appeared and disappeared, lived and died. She felt Hawk's anger and grief, his regret at the senseless violence and death. 

      Fighting the strength of his nightmare, Charity closed her psychic barriers and opened his door. In a shaft of moonlight from the upper windows, he twisted on the bed, covers tangled around him as he fought more unseen demons. Shouting, “Rod, look out,” he swept away a blanket and pillow. He groaned another name then swore long and viciously. Even with her barriers closed, she felt his flare of jumbled emotions. With one last heave, the top sheet slumped to the floor and Hawk's virile nudity dominated the room. 

      Charity's mouth went dry at the sight of his smoothly muscled body. Her pulse raced. She recalled the wondrous feel of him pressed to her, in her, filling her, holding her in the aftermath of their explosive coming together. Folding her arms, she squeezed them tight against the growing heat and sensitivity of her breasts. 

      In the suddenly quiet room, her gaze followed the path of moonglow up Hawk's torso to his face and stopped. 

      He was looking at her. 

      Silently, she stepped into the room. He didn't speak. She went to him, and sat on the edge of the bed, drawn by her need to touch him. His hair clung damply to his forehead. Moisture filmed his face. Closer, she saw the dark memories of loss and pain in his eyes. 

      Mute, his gaze followed her every move. 

      Filled with a wave of tenderness, she gathered him into her arms, longing to shield him from the soul-wrenching nightmares. 

      He hesitated, then his arms circled her and the hot strength of his hands bound her to him until it seemed their skin had fused. 

      “Relax,” she whispered, gently rocking him. “I'll help you get rid of those painful memories.” 

      “No one—” 

      She laid two fingers on his mouth, then brushed her lips against his and peppered his face with kisses. “I can.” 

      A deep groan wrenched from him. He broke the kiss and rested his head in the silk-clad hollow between her shoulder and the slope of her breast. “Dear God, Charity, don't tempt me. Help me keep my word.” 

      She sensed his valiant struggle with his own desires, and her heart swelled with loving tenderness. “Hawk, I never asked you to stop making love.” She stroked his rumpled hair, filled with an overwhelming need to guard him against the terrors that stalked his dreams. His body smelled of sweat, the musky male residue of the nightmare, and she was drawn to him to the depths of her feminine soul. Her eyes filled with tears. Her throat clogged with the power of a love so shattering, she couldn't put it into words. 

      Bending, she kissed his temple where hot blood pulsed through vulnerable flesh. “I want to sleep with you, make love to you for as long as we're together.” 

      “Dammit, I should be shot.” He sat up, one arm still around her. Running a hand through his hair, he said in apparent self-disgust, “Some bodyguard. You need protection from me.” 

      “No.” She slid her arms around his neck and held on. Her fingers wove through his hair. 

      He started to speak, but she hurried on, “Wait, I know we agreed to separate when the danger's over.” Her voice almost betrayed her with a sob, but she willed it to sound normal with the same fierce concentration that had conquered four years of university work in three. “Don't worry. I'll stick to the bargain.” 

      “Bargain,” he muttered, his hands gripping her tighter. 

      “That's right.” Charity kneaded the back of his neck with one hand, trying to relax his taut muscles and distract herself. She knew she was just a blink away from pleading with him to let her stay forever. “Let's drop it until tomorrow. Your muscles are in knots. Lie on your stomach. I'll rub your back.” 

      He moved away, studied her with an inscrutable expression, then stretched out face down on his bed. “Do your damndest.” 

      “What an opportunity.” She tried for a lightly teasing tone and failed. 

      This could be a mistake, she thought, looking at his powerful form. She'd promised a massage when she really wanted to hold him, to have him hold her, and make love. 

      Kneeling beside him on the firm mattress, she untied her robe and put it aside. She licked her lips, then leaned over and pressed and stroked her thumbs in a circular motion at the top of his spine. One silk-draped knee nestled against Hawk's ribs. With each move her knee slid along his side. His skin and muscles rippled against the white sheet. She felt the heat of friction, and another, more seductive heat gather once more in her breasts. 

      “ ‘S good,” he muttered, his fingers digging into the mattress. 

      Murmuring, “Umm,” she worked her hands across his shoulders, seduced by the sight and feel of his bronze, fit, physique under her fingers. 

      A swathe of moonlight played across Hawk's body. Shadows and light defined his spine. Bending forward, her silky gown and hair brushing his flesh, Charity set a hot, wet kiss on the back of his neck. 

      “Honey,” he groaned, moving his legs restlessly. “Enough.” 

      “I'm not finished.” She trailed her fingers across his upper back, avoiding a scar, then spread her hands at the top of his spinal column. Following the line of vertebrae, she pressed and kneaded the long muscles and tendons of his torso. His male scent coiled around her, drawing her closer. 

      Leaning down, she rested her cheek between his shoulders. “Hawk,” she said in a low, intimate voice. “I want you.” 

      He shifted, flexing one knee. “No.” 

      “Whenever you're ready,” she breathed, feeling his pulsing life-force under her fingertips, 

      “Don't hold your breath,” he panted, and moved his left leg and hip higher. 

      Hitching up her nightgown, she straddled his lower back, but left a layer of thin material between her body and his. “Stubborn.” 

      He moved restlessly, clutching double-handfuls of sheet. 

      Trying to ignore the feel of his firm buttocks, and the warmth of his body on her inner thighs, she tossed her hair over her shoulders, and stroked his back. Lord, I'm seducing myself. 

      She massaged along his ribs, rocking with each motion, while heat and pressure built where her body moved against his. 

      With predatory suddenness, Hawk rolled part way, caught her hand, and pulled her onto the bed. Growling, “You win,” he raised over her, circled her wrists with his powerful fingers, and chained them on either side of her head. 

      Seeing the dangerous gleam in his eyes, she wondered if she'd gone too far. A quick breath, then his lips caught hers in an electric kiss. He wanted her. 

      “Little witch,” he said thickly. “Now it's my turn.” He swirled his tongue inside the rim of her ear, then gently took her lobe between his teeth. Sharp pleasure cut through her, compounded when he feathered a line of kisses down the column of her neck. 

      He sat back, still holding her wrists in his careful grip. “Last chance, little star.” 

      “Don't stop.” 

      He hovered over her, and tenderly laid his lips on her forehead. “God, I want you, but you have to be sure.” 

      She tugged at one wrist, and he released her. “I'm more than sure,” she said, cradling his jaw. 

      With a groan, he tangled her hair in his hand, found her nipple through the light silk of her gown, and brought it to stunning attention with his lips and teeth. She twisted her other wrist to get free so she could cling to him more closely, but he kept it loosely manacled, his strength overpowering her futile effort. Instead, he trapped her gaze with his. She looked into the depths and saw the blaze of masculine possession, a dangerous, elemental passion. 

      She bit back a whimper, not of fear, but of pleasure when he shifted to her other breast, touching and stroking it with sensual fire. “Hot and sweet,” he said in guttural tones, releasing her hand, but holding her body in his wizard's spell. 

      His hard shaft nudged her thigh, and she undulated her hips, feeling reckless, powerful at his male reaction. He shuddered, clamping his fingers tighter in her hair, then his mouth was on hers, his tongue foraging across her lips and mouth in a tender assault. 

      Caught in his magic, she splayed one hand along his ribs, the other she flung out to the side, giving him ready access to her body. Restless, she gripped the pillow and hung on, her body taut with crackling waves surging from her breasts to her womb. 

      Hawk's fingers streaked down her body to the hem of her gown. She was lifted and the thin material stripped over her head, to disappear from her view. In the midst of almost-blind pleasure, hovered the stray thought that Jade was right. Then gentle, callused fingers stroked her inner thigh, taking her back to erotic pleasure. 

      She's so damned responsive, Hawk thought, can't get enough of her. He licked and kissed a path from the sweet curve of her breasts to her navel, listening to her cries and moans of delight. She tasted of violets and woman. Moonlight spilled across her delicate body, glinting on rosy nipples still moist from his lips. He buried his face between her breasts, breathing in her very essence, and imprisoned her hips. Her heartbeat raced beneath his cheek. 

      “Hawk,” she called, in a voice honeyed with passion. 

      “Not yet,” he said against her damp skin, his fingers exploring the warmth at the apex of her thighs. His eager foray sought moist, feminine petals, and found her ready. Her body surged and twisted against his fingers. Her hands tangled in his hair, tugging, demanding, and he reveled in the passionate wildcat he'd unleashed. 

      Lowering his head to kiss her nipples, he felt her jerk at the sensual-sharp feeling. “Want more, little star?” he whispered, kissing her again as he slid first one finger, then two into her welcoming body. She cried his name in a tight, breathless voice. He established a rhythm, then capturing her mouth, matched the movement. She clutched his head. Her body arched, and quivered. He knew her climax was nearly on her by ripples and shudders coursing across her form. 

      With a masculine growl of victory, he wedged one knee between her thighs, snug against her feminine cleft. “Ready?” 

      Gasping, “Yes,” her hands fluttered across his ribs until she gripped his back, her nails making a crescent of stings that heightened his sensitivity. Heavy with desire, aching to plunge into her liquid heat, he set himself at her sensitive core. Watching her face, he slowly pressed into her silken depths, withdrew part way, then plunged in again, filling her with one stroke. Her climax took her, tearing a moan from him as her inner muscles rippled around him. 

      Charity burned. Every nerve hummed. Hawk's body filled hers with unbearable pleasure. Through the sensual haze, she heard him groan her name while she floated in the realm of magic where he'd carried her, a wild, golden place. Clutching his hips, she held tight, caught in another passionate storm by his fulfillment. Tremors skipped across his powerful frame. His body pressed hers into the bed, and he lay on top, his head resting on her shoulder. 

      She stroked his firm buttocks, his sinewy waist and back, slick with the sweat of their lovemaking, and cherished their time together. 

      A sigh resonated through his chest. 

      Charity smiled with tenderness when Hawk moved to her side, keeping an arm around her, and pulled the sheet and blanket over them. Content, she drifted to sleep in his arms. 

      Hours later, when the moon hovered near the western horizon, she woke knowing the time had come to heal his memories. Quietly she slipped out of bed, went to the fireplace, and kindled the wood already laid. 

      “Playing with fire, honey? Come back to bed. We'll start our own blaze.” Hawk's arms snugged around her and his hard body radiated heat, warming her in the cool room. 

      “Not yet,” she murmured, leaning against him and clasping her hands over his. “I want to erase your nightmares.” 

      He chuckled wryly. “Not even a little witch can do that.” Gently, he tempted her with a line of kisses along the column of her neck, finally moving around to reach her breasts. 

      “No fair,” she gasped, pushing at him. “Don't try to distract me.” 

      Frowning, he stated in a flat tone, “You really mean it.” 

      “Yes.” She cradled his hand, turning it to kiss the scar made by the long-ago bully. “I want to do it now.” 

      The moment her lips met his palm, Hawk felt the shock of iced lightning. He saw and touched, with Charity, the rough edges of an old scar. It vanished, replaced by another scene. With a jolt, he saw himself, a wiry teenager of fifteen, facing off against Paco. Around them, young voices shouted, “C'mon, Paco, kill him!” He grunted as the knife stabbed his hand, then found himself back in his bedroom with Charity calling his name. 

      Disoriented, he rubbed his hand, staring at her. “Damn, it happened again.” 

      Her eyes were wide pools of violet as she held his arm. “We linked.” 

      Shaken, he examined his palm. “I saw the blade nail me, but it didn't hurt.” 

      She pressed into his side, touching his hand with trembling fingers. He gathered her closer, filled with a rush of possessiveness. “Hawk, that scar—I healed it when we were in my apartment. The pain is gone, only the memory lingers.” 

      “Yeah, how could I forget.” He nuzzled the side of her neck. “More talk later. Let's go to bed.” 

      “Lord, you have a one-track mind tonight.” 

      “You got it.” He swept her into his arms and started for the bed, already growing hard with anticipation. 

      She thumped him on the shoulder. “Stop. I have to keep my promise. I want to do it now.” A sad smile crossed her face, and her slim fingers rested on his chest. “We don't know how much longer we'll be together. Please, it could be our last chance.” 

      He went cold with the realization that she was right. How could he give her up? He had to. Reluctant to break the contact, he set her on her feet, then pulled a blanket off the bed and draped it around her. “Okay. What next?” 

      Wrapping the blanket around herself like a sarong, with her hair fanned over bare shoulders, Charity settled on the thick Navajo rug in front of the fireplace. Hawk moved silently to stand before her. 

      “Come, sit, and let me have your hand.” 

      “We've already done that.” He sat facing her, cross-legged, his hands lax across his knees. 

      She pushed back a stray lock, and Hawk's heart gave an extra thump. Damn, she looked innocent and yet ageless as she sat in front of the fire. 

      Firelight warmed the stone hearth. Dancing flames and the fragrant woodsmoke evoked memories of his own solitary dreamquest years earlier. There had been an elemental magic then. He felt that same quality now. 

      “May I?” At his nod, she laid two fingers on his forehead. 

      A strange warmth flowed from the spot. He understood her request meant more than a surface look. With that came a stunning memory—one he'd locked away for nearly twenty-nine years. His mother had drained her own strength using her gift of healing. It had left her body weak, without the energy to fight pneumonia, and she'd died. Now Charity said she wanted to heal his dreams. 

      “No!” Hawk shot to his feet beyond her reach. “It's too risky.” 

      “Not with you. Remember the afternoon in my apartment when I said you were my shield?” 

      “Yeah.” After she'd worked her psychic magic, there'd been more. “I tasted your breasts.” 

      She wrinkled her nose at him, saying, “Are you playing games with me? I'm serious.” 

      “Charity, I'm always serious about us making love.” 

      “Please, let me do what I can to give you peace.” 

      After more deliberation, he settled facing her. “You do, honey.” 

      “You know I mean something else.” Her eyes shimmered with love and concern. 

      “All right. Have at it.” 

      Bending forward, Charity felt a soul-deep relief as she clasped his wrists and closed her eyes to center herself and summon extra energy. 

      “Show me your hands.” 

      He opened them, palms up. The old scars were there, but this time she'd reach into his heart and mind. 

      “You've done many hard things.” She stroked each palm, watching a shudder ripple through Hawk at her touch. 

      “You still regret those violent deeds in your past.” Leaning forward, she dropped a kiss in the center of each palm. “Don't punish yourself. The honorable man you are today comes from the difficult choices forced on you.” 

      Hawk sat as if carved from stone while tremors chased across his skin. With him, she shared a thousand terrible scenes that flashed across his screen of memory. 

      He stirred, then looked at her with sad acceptance in his eyes. “My faults, my choices,” he said in a hollow, ragged voice. 

      “Wait. There's one more thing before I finish. Get your knife.” 

      Hawk, usually so strong and supple, moved as if every muscle were soft wax. Slowly, he went to the nightstand and returned with his knife. 

      “Sit across from me again,” Charity murmured, trying to conserve her strength for what she must do. “Hand me the knife.” 

      “Why?” 

      “You've carried it most of your life. It holds the impressions of past events.” 

      “Like the dead pilot's address book.” He clenched his hand. “Damn it, do you have a death wish? I saw what happened when you held his book. My knife'll be worse.” 

      “Not with your help.” She reached toward him with a faint smile. “I know what I'm doing. Trust me. I'll be fine.” 

      “Sure?” he asked, looking at her intently. 

      “I'm positive.” 

      Wordlessly, he gave her the knife, but kept his hand close to snatch it back. 

      “See. It's okay.” She set the knife on the rug and laced her fingers with his. “I'll need your help.” 

      He nodded, still hyper alert. 

      Examining the knife, but not touching it, she said, “I'll have to open my mental barriers wide for this. Please keep one hand on me.” She gave him a wistful smile. “I suppose we all have our own battles. I'm lucky to have you as my protector.” 

      “Protector?” Hawk shook his head, and rested his fingers on her shoulder. 

      “Ready?” Grasping the hilt of the knife, she opened the psychic doors. 

      A chill shook her. Snowflakes fell in heavy, wet clusters, clinging to her face. Now a part of Hawk's memories, she touched the throat of the small, wiry, blood-spattered man, slumped beside the rockslide. Dead. Sickened by another casualty in the endless war to help the locals free their mountain home, Hawk signaled to them, and pushed deeper into the high mountain pass. 

      Out of the swirling snow came an enemy soldier, his Makarov 9mm automatic spewing bullets. Hawk's knife flashed through the air, splitting the knit ski mask to lodge in the soldier's throat. 

      The scene changed. Charity gasped, suddenly melting in the relentless heat of a desert sun. Gunfire pounded her ears. A hot flash of agony seared her leg, and she pitched forward into the sand, rolling with the knife held in front. One quick slice and the assailant died. 

      Scene by scene, she relived the desperate battles of life and death—soaked with the blood of Hawk's enemies—into the well-honed metal. Screams, groans, cries of agony and despair flooded her mind. Dripping with the cold perspiration of horror, she fought to regain control. 

      “Charity?” Hawk sounded worried. 

      “I feel your shield.” She gripped the hilt more securely and shivered. “Knife hurts.” 

      “Stop, damn it. You don't have to do this.” Hawk fought the urge to snatch the knife away from her. Something told him the abrupt break in contact would cause her harm. 

      In the firelight, her skin had grown chalky. Drops of perspiration shown on her face and plastered wisps of hair to her forehead. Her face had an indecipherable expression as if all the pain and all the joy in the world fought in her small frame. 

      “Now.” She licked her lips like a little girl preparing to do something difficult. “Now we cleanse your blade, and free your soul.” 

      She bent toward him. “Hold me tighter.” Hawk clasped both shoulders, bracing her, giving her his support. 

      Before he could stop her, she said, “With my heart's blood I do this,” and pressed the blade's tip against her left thumb. A tiny drop of blood oozed out. In the age-old ritual of cleansing, she smeared it, with meticulous care, on both sides of the blade. 

      His heartbeat hammered in his throat. He wanted to snatch the knife away and protect her, even from herself, but some intangible force held him captive. 

      “Hawk,” she held the knife high, catching a glimmer of firelight. “With this blade you did necessary violence.” She brought it back, the handle touching her left breast, then extended it toward him, point down. “With my heart's blood, I've cleansed it. Receive it with my love.” 

      Filled with wonder, he accepted the knife. His fingers lingered a moment as they covered hers on the hilt. 

      “I'm finished.” She closed her eyes and leaned her forehead against his chest. A splinter of electricity flashed between them. Her icy flesh warmed against his skin. He gently uncurled her fingers from the carved haft. A small spark danced up the blade to the hilt. The knife felt—clean. 

      He laid the knife aside, then settled his arms around his woman. 

      Hawk felt chaos dissolve and a new freedom stir within him. Charity floated against him. Just an illusion, wasn't it? 

      Silence and peace surrounded them. 

      Would it last? 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 15 
        
      

      

      At the lab four days later, Charity tightened a set screw inside the silvery case of the solar engine, seething at this new evidence of tampering. Worse, Hawk had asked her not to confront Karl and accuse him. It might scare him off before they learned who was behind the kidnap and sabotage attempts. 

      Exchanging the screwdriver for a continuity tester, she checked every connection with the slender probe. Good, they 

      all worked. After consulting her notes clipped to the copystand on the workbench, she replaced the engine's access panel. 

      As she bent to inspect a minute scratch in the ceramic coating, a cool draft of air from the overhead vent chilled the back of her neck. She pulled up the collar of her lab coat, glad to have its warmth over her silk blouse and half-way down her slacks. 

      After a final inspection of the shoe-box size engine, including the display panel of lights, she found one more incorrect setting. 

      “I hate this,” she said through gritted teeth, making the final adjustment. Raising her voice to reach Emily and Karl where they were flirting at Karl's work station, she asked, 

      “Were either of you here when the cleaning crew arrived? 

      Maybe they accidentally jiggled the engine.” 

      Emily hurried over while Karl followed at a slower pace. 

      She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose then peered at her own shoes as if looking for the answer. “I left with...That is, I left right after you. The cleaning crew was still in the Bio-lab building.” 

      Impatient with Emily's manner, Charity bent to check the solar engine's internal switches before she closed and secured the cover. “The settings were correct when I left yesterday.” She tossed the insulated screwdriver into her tool drawer with an angry clatter. “Today they're wrong.” 

      Karl patted Emily's hand. “She left with me. We went out to dinner.” 

      “That's right. We left together.” Emily sent a worshipful look at Karl. 

      Frowning, Charity examined the solar engine again. “That's no answer.” She glanced at Karl, hoping to catch some betraying expression as she struggled with the temptation to open her mental barriers and check his emotional state. 

      “C'mon, Charity,” Karl said with a bored air of superiority. “Anyone can make a mistake. Even you.” 

      “Yeah, four years ago, a big mistake named Kalinski,” she snapped. Lifting her shoulder in disdain, Charity turned back to her work. “You did me a favor then. Don't push your luck.” 

      Emily picked up her clipboard from beside Charity. “I'll check on the new parts you ordered.” 

      “Good idea.” Charity glanced at the young woman. “Save your social life for after work.” 

      Determined not to let Karl upset her, Charity made a notation about new settings in her handwritten log, locked it in her desk, and opened a file in her computer. 

      She smelled Karl's heavy cologne. Some of his animosity leaked through her mental shields as he moved closer to peer over her shoulder. 

      “All finished?” 

      “Back off, Karl.” She fought to keep her revulsion and suspicion masked. “You're getting behind in your own work.” Facing him, she said, “We'll do the first full test tomorrow.” 

      He sauntered away, trailing arrogance and vindictiveness. 

      As he left the room, she wondered what she'd seen in him at the university. True, when he wanted to, he could turn on the charm. Charity felt a warning prickle and shivered. Danger hung in the air like heavy, invisible smoke. 

      There was nothing she could do about it right now, she realized, returning to her computer program. If only Emily were more cautious around Kalinski. 

      She worried about Emily's growing attraction to him. The young graduate was deaf to any warnings about Karl, and Hawk's people hadn't found any tangible proof against him. 

      * * * * 

      An hour later, Karl appeared at her work station with an ingratiating smile. He straightened his jacket, brushing off imaginary lint. “I'm ready for lunch. Join me? My treat.” 

      “She has a lunch date.” 

      Charity swung around, warm with pleasure at the sound of Hawk's voice. 

      “Hawk! Perfect timing. I'll get rid of my lab coat and grab my purse.” 

      She turned toward Karl. “You and I are working on the same project. That's all.” 

      Karl's smile faded. He stomped out of the lab. 

      Hawk slid an arm around her. “Kalinski pissed off? He giving you trouble again?” 

      “Not much. I hope he finally understands I'm not interested in him. He's dating Emily regularly.” She slipped her hands around Hawk's neck, pressing her body against him. “There's no room for anyone but you in my thoughts.” 

      “Little star,” his lips touched hers in a soft kiss. “I promised not to keep you away long, but I lied. Let's go home and spend the rest of the day in bed.” 

      “Sounds wonderful, but I'll have to take an IOU. Today it's lunch, only. The first test on the solar engine is scheduled for tomorrow. Once that's done, we'll have more time together.” 

      “Promise?” Filled with the desperate sense of time passing too rapidly, she touched his cheek. “You know it.” * * * * 

      In five minutes they turned into the parking lot of a small, natural-landscaped park. Hawk helped her out, and gave her a quick kiss before taking a picnic basket and the Navajo blanket from the trunk. 

      Charity took a deep breath. “Mmm, this definitely doesn't smell like the company cafeteria.” 

      “Sorry?” He oozed masculine satisfaction. 

      “Delighted.” She took the blanket, then laced her fingers with his. 

      He paused, scanned the surrounding area, and nodded at a man casually leaning against a tree. 

      “That's Jim Wolfe, isn't it? Is there trouble?” 

      “No trouble. Just cautious.” He gave her a rare, heart-stopping smile. “C'mon, let's eat.” 

      Even here, they had to worry, she thought. In spite of his assurances, she saw how Hawk stayed alert and ready for trouble. 

      Strolling past the play area, Charity smiled at the young mothers and their preschool age children. The small boys and girls looked like a flock of brightly colored birds. 

      Childish laughter still reached them when they found a secluded place, surrounded on three sides by massive boulders that trapped and radiated the sun's heat. Three graceful birch trees clustered near one of the boulders. Bright yellow leaves had fled cream-white branches to collect in the grassy hollow. Hawk helped her spread the blanket on crackling leaves, then opened the basket. After laying out a small, pale green tablecloth on part of the blanket, he poured warm soup from one thermos into large mugs. 

      Watching her, he tasted the soup, and handed the mug to her. She smiled at him, turned the mug, and placed her lips where his had touched. “Unique seasoning...tastes kind of wild, like hawk.” 

      He cradled her chin, brushed a kiss across her lips, then tasted them with the tip of his tongue. “Salty, too.” 

      “Oh?” She wrinkled her nose. “Is that a compliment or a complaint?” 

      “A fact.” He kissed her again, sending a warm tingle through her body. She set her mug on the ground to wrap both arms around his neck. He pulled her closer, changed the angle of his head, and took their kiss deeper. Her tongue tangled with his in a magic dance of seduction and retreat. She slid one hand down his back, seeking to fit closer to him, when she felt the gun in its belt holster against his spine. 

      She froze, hearing his soft curse at her withdrawal. 

      “C'mon, honey. Don't let it get to you.” He massaged the nape of her neck, studying her expression. 

      “I'm okay.” Charity figured a small lie didn't hurt. How could she tell him all she wanted to do was give in and bawl like a kid. “I know it's wise to be prepared for trouble.” She reached for the basket. “We'd better eat.” 

      He caught her gaze. “Jim's standing guard. Relax.” 

      She summoned a smile for Hawk's benefit. “I hear and obey, oh great chief.” 

      “When pigs fly,” he snorted, reaching for the sandwiches. “Roast beef or ham?” 

      “Ham.” 

      He gave her a sandwich. “Roast beef for me.” 

      His strong white teeth flashed against his tan as he took a bite. Charity had never thought seeing someone eat could be sexy, but as his firm, masculine lips moved, she recalled those same lips pressed against hers, nibbling on her skin, working hot, mind-numbing pleasure on her breasts. 

      Mentally she shook herself. Two could play this game. With him watching, she selected a pickle and slowly licked it. As she held it to her open lips, he muttered, “honey,” in a thick voice, his fingers cutting into his sandwich. 

      Her face flooded with heat when she caught his intensely erotic thoughts. Dropping the too-graphic green shaft, she grabbed a raw baby carrot, blushed again at the shape and settled for another bite of sandwich. 

      With a lifted eyebrow, he issued a silent challenge. Holding a pitted olive to his mouth, his tongue slid out and touched the firm, round fruit, toyed with the smooth opening. 

      “You win,” she gasped, rummaging through the cans of soda in the insulated section of the basket. 

      He accepted the drink asking, “Th’ game too hot?” 

      “Damn you, Hawk Adams, you're a tease.” 

      “That good or bad?” He popped the tab, tipped his head back, and took two healthy swallows. 

      Watching his strong jaw and throat muscles work, Charity silently admitted she didn't know. 

      Opening her own root beer, she sipped it, remembering her family gathered in a mountain park beside a lake, with food set out and conversation flowing. 

      “You look pleased. Wanna share?” 

      “I was thinking about family picnics. Seeing you swallow your drink reminded me of Father and Daniel relaxing with a beer. They'd tease me when I made a face at the beer-smell, saying I should try it because it would grow hair on my chest.” 

      He saluted her with his drink. “I like your chest the way it is.” 

      “So do I.” She looked down, fiddling with the last of her sandwich, suddenly embarrassed and secretly thrilled. “I've never seen you with beer or any kind of liquor, but I have seen you pour brandy for Michael.” 

      “I don't drink.” He crumpled the can in one fist. “My father was a drunk.” He looked at the mangled can. “Made life hell for Mom. After she died, he beat me more, so I ran the streets. When the neighborhood bar closed at night, I'd haul his ass home.” With a shrug he added, “The day I graduated from high school, I joined up.” 

      Swearing under his breath, he ran unsteady fingers through his hair. “Now you know I'm damn poor material to be a husband or a father.” 

      Saddened by Hawk's self-recrimination, Charity knelt beside him. “It's not your fault your father got drunk and abusive. And it was criminal to beat you. In spite of everything, you tried to help him.” She cradled his face in her hands. “It's in the past. You don't have one blasted reason to be ashamed.” 

      His arms settled around her, and she nuzzled his shoulder. “Little star, you don't know—” He swallowed. “You grab me where it hurts,” he tipped up her face with a finger under her chin, “and make me feel good.” 

      “Hawk—” 

      Silencing her with his lips, he cherished her with tender kisses and an embrace so exquisitely gentle it brought tears to her eyes. His hands, trained to battle, stroked her shoulders and spine while she wept for the little boy who'd lived through harsh years, and grew into the tender warrior who held her. 

      “Those tears for me, honey?” 

      Sniffling, she blew her nose on the handkerchief he gave her. “You won't cry for yourself.” 

      “Never.” He gazed at her with shuttered eyes. “We'd better finish lunch.” 

      “I don't want to go yet. This place is so peaceful.” 

      Reaching past her, Hawk pulled another container out of the basket and offered it to her. “Sliced fruit.” He watched her spear some out-of-season cantaloupe with a pensive look on her face. I can't let her go, he thought savagely. Damn it, she's mine. 

      She turned to him with a sweet smile and a plate of fruit for him. He accepted it with a nod of thanks. He wanted to throw her over his shoulder, and make a run for Laguna Mountain outside San Diego. They'd hole up in an isolated cabin, safe, secure, and spend the days and nights making love. He pictured her nude body, her sable-brown hair fanned on the pillow, cushioned by a soft blanket his mother had woven for her own bridal bed. 

      “Hawk, do you want some?” she asked. Her low question jolted him back to the here and now, and sent flames through him. 

      “God, you know it,” he said, his body growing hard and tense, hot with the urge to slide into her heated sheath. 

      She looked at him with a puzzled frown, and offered the last of the fruit. “You're hungrier than I thought.” 

      Damn, he'd done it again, forgotten their surroundings, forgotten Jim standing guard nearby, and lost himself in her. “Yeah. Guess I am.” 

      He stilled his mind and expanded his hunting senses, a trick he'd found useful even on the inner-city battleground. All sounds were normal. The intangible hunch that had saved his life and the lives of friends was quiet. Jim would warn them of trouble, but Hawk had learned long ago to depend on his own perceptions first. 

      Hawk looked at Charity, flooded with tenderness at the picture she made. Her head back, she studied a flock of sparrows flitting between the birch trees. When they rushed off in a flutter of wings, she turned to him. “Busy, aren't they?” 

      “Yeah.” He noted her relaxed shoulders and rosy color. “You're feelin’ better.” 

      She looked surprised, then smiled again. Hawk mentally filed the image. He'd need it when she was out of his life. 

      “You're right, Hawk. This time away from the lab has helped. Sometimes I get so frustrated I could scream.” 

      “Just hang in, honey. You're tough.” 

      “Thanks, I think.” She hugged her knees, giving him an impish grin. 

      His lips curved in response, and he realized she'd given him more to smile about in the last three months than he'd known for years. 

      Sitting on the blanket, her back against a boulder, Charity considered Hawk's expression while they ate and talked. In spite of his air of watchfulness, he exuded a quiet satisfaction. 

      Finished, she brushed off her hands and said, “You look like you've just proved there's life on Mars.” 

      He moved closer to her, wrapping his arms around her. “Not on Mars. Here. In my home, in my bed, in my life.” 

      With her fingers splayed on his back, she melted against him, sighing. “I like being with you, too.” Her thoughts flashed back to the previous night, remembering his body over hers, the feel of him inside her. For those precious moments out of time, they'd been bound together, a single being. 

      Hawk lifted his head alert, impatient at the sound of a low whistle outside the protective boulders. He muttered an obscene word, carefully setting Charity in a shelter under an overhang. “Jim's signal,” he said in a low voice. “Keep your head down.” 

      He stepped between her and the entrance to their rocky fortress. A moment later, and Jim appeared at the opening. 

      “Trouble?” Hawk snapped. 

      “No, boss. One of my old contacts called from Tempe, Arizona. Said he has a lead to Zellerman's activities.” 

      “Take the Learjet.” 

      “Right.” Jim left. 

      Hawk knelt on one knee facing Charity, and rested his hands on her shoulders. His fingers gently massaged her tense muscles. “Looks like a good tip.” 

      “Is Dr. Zellerman the mastermind?” 

      “No proof, but this could be the break we need.” 

      “How soon will you know?” 

      “Tonight, early tomorrow, it's Jim's call.” 

      “You'll have Zellerman arrested?” Her breath caught in her throat. Did her time with Hawk have to end so soon? 

      “Not yet.” His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth. “Can't get rid of me fast enough?” 

      “That's not it.” She nuzzled her lips against his fingers. “I'm happy with you as long as I can do my research, but it'll be safer for everyone when he's in prison.” 

      Hawk's hands moved up to frame her face. “I want you safe.” He looked at her intently, his eyes filled with dark fire. “I'll nail him and keep our deal.” 

      “Hawk...be careful.” 

      He touched his lips to hers in a tender caress. “Read my thoughts. Maybe they'll convince you.” Leaving a space between them, he sat cross-legged with his hands draped on his knees, poised and watchful. 

      “I don't need to try. It's all I can do sometimes to block them out.” She gazed at him reveling in the familiar rush of love and pride. Knowing the dark shadows that stalked his mind and heart made his decency and kindness even more striking. She'd healed many of his burdens, but others lingered. 

      He studied her with laser-intensity, his relaxed manner belied by one fist clenched tight against his thigh. 

      A spate of children's laughter reminded Charity of her own happy childhood in a love-filled home. She wanted Hawk to know love was real. 

      Sunshine warmed her back and shoulders. Cool shade from the high boulders caged Hawk in gloom. Reaching into the shadows for his fist, Charity eased his fingers loose then slipped her hand into his. “I'll make a deal with you.” 

      He stayed motionless except for his hand tightening on her fingers. “Go on.” 

      “Let's not talk about the outcome of Jim's mission until you have more information. In the meantime we'll just enjoy being together.” Suddenly nervous at his silence, she brushed some leaves off her slacks. 

      With a tug, Hawk tumbled Charity into his lap. His mouth fastened over hers. He poured his passion into a fiery kiss while he pulled her silky blouse loose from her slacks. Slipping his warm hand across her skin he unfastened her bra and cupped one breast. She felt it swell and push against his hand. He teased the beaded nipple sending sharp waves of pleasure along her nerve endings. 

      He raised his head to look at her. Light glimmered in his dark eyes. Tremors chased through her at what she saw there. 

      “Does that answer your question?” he asked, his fingers stroking her sensitive flesh. 

      Gasping, “Yes,” she slid her hand around his waist and clutched his shirt. 

      He pushed her blouse higher. His lips fastened on one breast while his wicked fingers pleasured her other nipple. The same honeyed heat gathered between her legs. 

      A mother calling her child reminded them they were still in a public place. 

      “Later,” Hawk promised. He fastened the bra, kissed the swell of her breasts above the lace, and smoothed Charity's blouse. “Lunch is over, honey. We'll feast some more tonight.” 

      Languid from his heated, pleasurable feasting, she raised her wrist to look at the slim watch. “You're right. We'd better go.” 

      “One more thing. Get rid of that damned watch. I'll get you another one.” 

      She froze, startled by the bitter note in his voice. 

      “Why? It was a gift from—” 

      “Doesn't matter. You're mine for now.” 

      “It wasn't like that.” 

      His tone softened. “I'm a jealous bastard. Let me replace it.” 

      “It has sentimental value. I'll keep it.” 

      He shrugged, picked up the basket, and held out his hand. 

      “Hawk, wait. I'll tell you why the watch is important to me.” 

      He joined her, his face set in an unreadable expression. 

      “It's tied in with my psychic gift. I would've told you before if you hadn't acted so demanding.” She glanced at him, then traced a pattern on the blanket. “Right after my birth, my parents realized I was an empath. Every time another infant in the nursery cried, I cried. When Mom held me, I drew up my legs in pain, echoing her aches and pains. Trying to shield my mind exhausted her.” 

      “You were too young to do it.” 

      Charity's gaze swept up to his compassionate expression. “Of course, and mother had to protect her mental gifts, too. That's when father sent for his brother, Devon.” 

      “Also an empath?” 

      “Yes. At first, according to mother, he taught one of my brothers, Micah, and my sister, Jade, to hold a mental shield around me when he had to be gone and anybody nearby was sick or injured.” She smiled faintly. “New teeth, tumbling out of trees, tripping over rocks, there's a thousand ways for seven lively kids to get hurt.” 

      “I bet you were a cute kid.” 

      “I was skinny.” 

      “Not skinny now.” Charity felt the heat from Hawk's hand as he cupped her breast. 

      “Tell me what you were like when you were a kid.” 

      “A tomboy. I tagged around after the other kids, dug in the dirt, bossed my dolls, swam in the pool. I thought I was like everyone else.” 

      “But that all changed on my fourth birthday.” She closed her eyes, recalling the hot September morning years earlier. “Summer was five then. She fell from the swing and broke her arm. Micah ran for help while I stayed beside my sister trying to comfort her.” Charity grinned wryly. “Some comfort. I sat there sobbing up a storm because my own arm throbbed and ached like Summer's. She kept saying, don't cry, Chatty, don't cry.” 

      Hawk's eyes gleamed. “Chatty? Nickname or description?” 

      “Nickname. Summer called me that until she could say my name.” 

      Charity shifted her legs to a more comfortable position. “For the next year Uncle Devon lived with us, teaching me what Mom and Dad couldn't. It takes a full empath to know when to push and when to hold back.” She rested her fingers on the gold timepiece as she remembered her uncle's slow, teasing voice and quick praise. “We became close.” 

      Hawk's warm hand closed over hers in silent support. 

      Smiling her thanks she continued. “Devon understood the pain and confusion I felt when I was a child. And he, more than anyone else, knew the risks. On my sixteenth birthday he gave me the wristwatch.” 

      “Pretty expensive gift for a teenager.” 

      “Yes.” She glanced at the precious timepiece. “I think my brother, Daniel, warned him of danger in the near future, because Devon made a joke about updating his will in case of flood, fire, or famine.” She clung to Hawk's hand. “He died a few weeks later. He was only thirty.” 

      “Sorry.” His voice held a deep note of sympathy as he caressed her hair. 

      Taking a ragged breath, she said, “He'd been working with the police to catch a serial killer. Single-handedly, he tracked Williams and a teenager to a mountain cabin. The girl was still alive. Devon confronted the man and managed to lure him outside.” Charity stopped, trying to hold on to her composure. 

      “That's enough.” Hawk pulled her closer, offering his comfort. 

      “You're still my shield.” Charity leaned into the solid wall of his chest. “I have to finish telling what happened so you'll understand.” 

      She rubbed her face. “Williams’ powerful mind drained Devon's energy. They grappled near the edge of a cliff. I was home, fifty miles away, when I felt it. I tried to help my uncle pull free, but even with my psychic energy added to his, 

      Devon couldn't block the madman's overpowering urge to kill. Uncle Devon went over the cliff, helpless, locked in the killer's grip. I was still tangled in his mind. And the killer's.” She shuddered. “Like being in a snake pit.” 

      Hawk swore in a low monotone, massaging her back. 

      “My uncle pushed me free of the mind-link at the last moment. Less than a breath later I felt both men's pain, and then a cold nothingness.” Blinking away tears, Charity shuddered at the memory. 

      Hawk muttered, “You went through hell.” 

      “Summer found me on the rug beside my bed, shivering and semi-conscious. After that, my family was even more protective. And I vowed to keep my paranormal talents locked away.” She buried her face above his heartbeat, and felt the slow, tender motion of his hand up and down her back. 

      When she felt calmer, she straightened up, faced him, and touched clammy fingers to her forehead. “I've often wondered if Uncle Devon might still be alive if he hadn't used that small fraction of time to mentally push me to safety.” 

      “Charity, he made the choice. You didn't ask him to do it. Remember, he saved the girl and you.” Hawk gave her a gentle shake. “Sounds like he was a helluva guy.” 

      “He was.” She rested in his arms while a cool breeze swirled around them. The park was quiet, and she wished these fleeting moments of peace could last forever. 

      Hawk leaned over and kissed her with stunning force. “You're mine, little star. I'll take care of you. Remember that.” 

      “I will.” Nestled against his familiar strength, she thought, Yes, I do belong in his bed, in his life. The question is, for how long? 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 16 
        
      

      

      Something's wrong. Hawk stopped at a red light and drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. From the moment he'd left Charity at the lab this morning, the vague sense of danger had grown. 

      Charity had fussed at him. “I'm perfectly safe. The guards are more alert since you talked to them, and I promise not to leave the grounds. Don't neglect your business because of me.” 

      Now, with white clouds piled above the distant San Gabriel mountains and blue skies overhead, Hawk drove to his appointment. As the signal changed to green, he felt a new jolt of apprehension. Charity needed him. 

      He made a U-turn, headed toward the foundation, and called Quinn to cancel their meeting with a client. 

      * * * * 

      “Morning, Emily.” Smiling at her assistant, Charity put away her purse and jacket then sat at her computer. 

      Offering a low-voiced greeting, Emily scurried to her station. 

      Charity frowned at her assistant's worried expression, but decided to let the young woman grapple with whatever bothered her. Besides, she had her own problem—an over protective Hawk. 

      “At least I convinced him I'm safe at work,” she muttered. 

      Smiling, she stroked the tiny carved squirrel he'd made for her. It perched beside her computer, a spot of whimsy in a scientific environment. Under Hawk's sometimes harsh exterior lived a tender, talented artist. 

      She entered her computer password, and recalled how he'd grudgingly agreed to no bodyguard inside the lab. Still, he'd stationed one of his agents outside the building, and insisted on personally driving her to and from the Sequoia Foundation. A compromise for both of them. 

      Ignoring the low hum of conversation, the clicks and beeps of printers and computers, she worked steadily to verify the numbers for the first test run. Thank God no one had tampered with her program this time. 

      As a precaution, she uploaded the test numbers and a message to Michael's computer. Still uneasy, she unlocked her desk and sent a scan of her notebook page containing the internal switch settings. 

      She pulled a sheet of numbers from the printer. “Emily, take these settings to Steve. I'll be there for the test.” 

      “Sure.” The grad student pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose, blinked, started to say something, then grabbed the paper and left. Minutes later Karl followed. 

      Charity watched him leave. Prodded by suspicion, she closed her eyes to concentrate. A basic part of her rebelled against violating another person's privacy, but this was an emergency. 

      She opened her psychic shield. There, at the farthest fringe, she caught hate and a sense of impending violence. Karl. Shaken by the raw, vicious emotions she closed her barriers. She had to call Hawk. No, not yet. Heather'd let it slip that Hawk had lost a client when he'd canceled an appointment in order to stay with Charity. How could she interrupt Hawk's business affairs again without stronger proof? She decided to wait and see a little longer. 

      With growing excitement, she exited the program, set her locking code, and walked briskly to the test facilities at the far end of the building. 

      At the entrance to the test lab, she paused filled with anticipation and a sense of foreboding. After years of research, her dream of efficient energy from the solar winds would come true. 

      Emily stood to one side whispering with Karl. Their words didn't carry, but Emily nodded at Karl, touching his cheek. 

      Karl left her and sauntered up to Charity, a broad smile on his handsome face. “Is everything correct, now? Director Rampion asked to see me right away. Sorry I'll miss the test.” 

      “There'll be a lot more. This is just the first.” 

      “Yeah. Right.” He looked at Emily and left. 

      Charity took a deep breath, glad to see him go. 

      Steve, the technician, scanned his switches then came out of the control booth. “Dr. Starr, check these settings. I followed the numbers you sent with Emily.” 

      “I will. Anything can happen at this stage.” She took extra time studying the panel. 

      “Looks good.” She gazed through the thick safety glass into the small, reinforced test room. The solar engine sat on a steel and cement platform. Its special ceramic coating gleamed like platinum. Lights on the engine display panel glowed stand-by amber. 

      Charity hurried to the test monitors at the far end of the lab, donned her headset, and activated the computer and gauges at her position. 

      Emily settled in, switching on her monitor. “We're lucky to have Karl. Yesterday he fixed the lock on the door to the test room. Earlier today, he discovered the mistake you made in the solar engine's internal settings, but he didn't tell Mr. Rampion. He just took off the panel and made the corrections.” 

      “What? Stop the test!” Charity spun toward the control booth, her heartbeat fluttering in her throat. 

      Over the whine of an overload she shouted, “Get down!” and pulled Emily behind a heavy counter. 

      Steve dove for cover. 

      Explosions blasted open the safety door. Gray smoke poured into the lab. Lights blinked out. Bits of metal and wiring flew in every direction. Something hot singed the side of Charity's neck. Debris rattled around her. 

      Emily screamed, a high, thin sound of terror, then went silent. 

      Ears ringing, Charity pushed to her feet. In the dim amber glow from safety lights, she scrambled over a fallen section of wall panel, slammed the safety door shut, and hit the outside alarm button. 

      Nothing. 

      “Damn, it's disabled!” She swallowed her panic. 

      Steve vaulted out of the control booth. “Let's go!” 

      “Go ahead. We'll be right behind you. Override the door code. Manual fire controls?” 

      “You'll be okay?” 

      “Yes. Hurry! Turn on the sprinklers before this spreads.” 

      Locating Emily under a fallen ceiling panel, she made a quick check of the unconscious young woman. “Open your eyes. We have to leave.” 

      Emily groaned, raised a hand, then went limp. 

      A fire, barely contained by thick walls, raged in the test room. The safety door popped open a few inches, stopped by a fallen bank of lights. Crackling sounds rushed out. Heavy, acrid smoke curled through the narrow opening. 

      Charity's face burned. Her eyes teared from the smoke. “Come on!” She clutched Emily's lab coat at the shoulders, braced the young woman's head between her forearms, and dragged her away from the heat. 

      Irrationally she thought, Hawk's honey will melt if we don't get out of here. 

      With a whoosh, flames leaped through the ceiling of the test room. Fury radiated from the cracked glass. 

      More panels and beams fell. Swallowing the sharp taste of fear, Charity pulled off her lab coat, draping it over Emily's face and head for protection. She strained to maneuver the unconscious girl over and around tangled plastic and metal. The resinous, acidic stench of melting chips and circuit boards burned her nose and stung her skin. Tongues of flame snaked through the debris. 

      Choking, she located the hallway door, dragged her assistant through, and fell over a beam. Broken glass pierced her skin. She struggled back to her lacerated knees, and hunched protectively over Emily's still form. 

      In a sudden gush, water sprayed from fire sprinklers. Steam billowed over dying flames. Charity faced the long hall and prayed for strength to get Emily out of the building before it crumbled around them. 

      * * * * A mile from the Sequoia Foundation Hawk's phone buzzed. “Boss, it's Pete. There's been an explosion in Miss Starr's lab.” “Is she hurt? God don't tell me...” Icy terror stabbed him in the stomach. 

      “Don't know. Door's locked. Guards kept me out.” 

      “Right.” Hawk slammed down the phone, swearing. 

      Haunted by images of Charity laughing and teasing, he gunned the engine. With reckless precision, he threaded through traffic as scene after precious scene of her sensuality, her sweetness seared his thoughts. 

      He slipped into his old remorseless self-control. Why the hell had he given in to Charity and left her without a bodyguard? 

      The next minutes were slow agony. He made and discarded plans, vowing that he'd never again leave her unprotected. He had to believe she'd come out of the lab alive. 

      As he arrived at the Foundation, Hawk heard sirens in the distance. 

      A building maintenance van blocked the driveway. He drove up over the curb and abandoned his car on the lawn. Vaulting a low stone wall he raced toward the cluster of buildings, past the guard stationed there, and through the open gate. 

      “God, let her be alive,” he groaned as an explosion at the far end of the building sent smoke and flame geysering into the sky. 

      People stood in small groups watching the spectacle of smoke and an occasional pillar of flame shoot through the roof. 

      Near the burning building, Pete fought to break the hold of two security guards. Yanking one hand loose, he signaled Charity was in there. 

      Evading another guard, Hawk dashed toward the entrance praying that someone had locked an override on the code so the door would open. 

      It did. 

      Two guards exiting Charity's lab yelled, “She's not here. Try the test lab.” 

      Down the corridor, through a haze of spray, he saw Charity dragging someone in his direction. Without breaking stride, he dashed toward the two figures, peeling off his suit coat. 

      He reached her, draped the sopping coat over her head and shoulders. “You burned?” 

      “No. Help Emily.” 

      The security guards reached them. “We'll take Miss Emily.” 

      “Good.” Hawk scooped up Charity, holding her close, shielding her body with his. Water drenched them. She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face against his chest. 

      Coughing and choking, Hawk refused a fireman's offer of help. He carried Charity across one edge of the parking lot to the lawn where paramedics had set up lifesaving equipment. He eased her onto a low stretcher, and brushed a strand of hair away from her face, his fingers registering her chilled, clammy skin. “How ya doin'?” 

      “I feel like a smoked salmon. Emily? Steve?” She tried to rise. 

      A paramedic draped a blanket around her then fitted an oxygen mask to her face. “We're checking the other woman now.” 

      Hawk knelt beside her. He raised his voice over the sound of more sirens and the firefighters battling the flames. “Steve's beside the outside sprinkler controls.” 

      “Automatic sprinklers...didn't...work.” 

      Hawk adjusted the oxygen mask on her face. “Someone'll answer to me for their failure.” 

      The paramedic treated the cuts on Charity's knees and the burn on her neck. 

      A cold, sick feeling crawled through Hawk at this new evidence of her vulnerability. He struggled to control a rush of anger. 

      Charity reached for his hand. “Let the paramedics check you.” The concern in her violet eyes mirrored his own feelings. He'd almost lost her. 

      “Shut up and rest your voice.” He squeezed her hand with careful pressure. 

      “Don't worry,” Charity said in a raspy voice. “I'll be fine in a few minutes.” 

      “Don't worry?” He wanted to pound something in frustration. “I'll make damn sure I don't have to worry.” 

      “What do you mean?” 

      Hawk welcomed Quinn's arrival. He knew Charity wouldn't like his answer. Her expression told him she'd ask again. 

      Quinn crouched beside Hawk. “I just got here. Street's a mess. How is she?” 

      “She'll be okay.” Hawk ran a hand through Charity's hair. Discovering singed strands, he shuddered with new, stomach-churning fury. 

      Struggling to keep his voice calm, he said, “You need a trim, honey.” 

      “I don't remember when it happened. Maybe in the second explosion?” She probed her frizzy hair and wrinkled her nose. “I smell like a wet poodle.” 

      “Stop talking. Rest your voice. You need a doctor.” 

      “No, I want to see Emily.” 

      He held her hand, studying the bruises beginning to show on her fair skin. “Forget it. Relax.” 

      Removing the mask, she sat up. “Emily first.” 

      “Damn, you're stubborn.” He helped her to her feet, arranged the blanket around her shoulders, and circled her waist with his arm. 

      “That's my new middle name.” She clung to him as they walked the few steps to Emily. Hawk felt Charity's determination in every wavering step. She swayed against him. He tightened his hold, cursing himself again for leaving her at the lab. 

      Emily turned her pale face toward them. “What...?” She blinked and swallowed. “Hazy...Fire...” 

      Charity's fingers tightened on his arm, but she spoke soothingly, “Everything's okay, Emily. Try to rest.” 

      “Can't...rest.” Emily covered her forehead with a shaky hand. “Settings...Karl...wrong. Why?” 

      “What settings?” Hawk knew a clue when he heard it. “Kalinski screw up the test?” 

      Leaning heavily on him, Charity answered her assistant. “Think about that later. Don't strain your voice.” 

      The young woman hesitantly reached for Charity. “You...saved my life.” 

      Charity clasped her hand. “You would've done the same for me.” 

      “Karl...you told me. I wouldn't listen.” Emily coughed, then gasped for breath. 

      The paramedic intervened. “No more talk from you, Miss.” “We'll transport her to Memorial West Hospital.” 

      “What did Emily mean?” Quinn asked. 

      Hawk's expression grew bleak. “Think I'll have a talk with Kalinski.” 

      Charity muttered, “You hold him. I'll kick him. Emily can stomp him.” 

      Quinn looked at Hawk in mock amazement. “What are you feeding her? Raw meat?” 

      “More like snapping turtle. She gets an idea and won't let go.” 

      “Don't look so grim,” Charity said. “I know when to give in.” 

      “When?” 

      “I'm living with you.” 

      “On your terms.” He felt another surge of anger and fear at her close call in the explosion and fire. “About time you showed some sense about your own safety.” 

      “Who says?” 

      He scrutinized her expression, seeing determination in the set of her graceful jaw. “I'm doing all right,” she assured, squeezing his arm. “Here comes Pete. He looks mad.” 

      Hawk watched his agent walk toward them. “Yeah. Mad as hell.” 

      The taut expression on Pete's face indicated anger under tight control. “Don't aim to upset you, Dr. Starr,” he said in his soft southern drawl, his lips pinched in a thin, angry line. “But ol’ Rampion blames you for the explosion.” 

      A string of foul curses slipped off Hawk's tongue. He watched Director Rampion approach the Battalion Chief. “That lying bastard. He damn well better not accuse you, or he'll answer to me.” 

      “You mean he'll answer to me. It's my project.” Furious, she pulled away from Hawk and marched toward the director. 

      Hawk paced beside her. “I'll back you up.” 

      “You'll stay out of it. This is between Rampion and me. 

      You're an investigator. Go investigate.” “I'll let you call the shots this time, but if he hassles you, yell and I'll be on him like flies on road-kill.” “Go investigate.” She made a shooing motion. “Rampion won't try anything with witnesses all over the place.” * * * * Charity left Hawk, hoping he hadn't noticed the faint tremor in her hands as she'd held the blanket. Anger still fueled her purpose, but her muscles bunched and trembled in reaction to the explosion and fire. 

      She willed herself to hide any weakness from the Director, and confronted him. “Mr. Rampion, I demand an explanation for your wild charges, and where's Karl?” 

      “Attempting to salvage what he can from your bungled test.” The self-important man brushed an imaginary speck off his suit and cleared his throat. “Dr. Starr, new information shows you made a serious error in testing the prototype. Karl has proof you caused the explosion and fire.” 

      “He's lying,” she snapped. “Karl changed the settings. That caused the engine to overload and explode.” She dug her fingernails into the blanket over her shoulders. She had to keep her thoughts clear, and not give in to her urge to do bodily harm to the smug official. “Why would I ruin everything I've worked for? I'm not stupid.” 

      “Now, now, Dr. Starr. Be reasonable. It's your word against his proof.” He stared at her with blatant disapproval. “Karl said you'd try to put the blame on him. Go home. I'll contact you.” 

      She took a step forward, gratified by his uneasy expression. “Did you forget the grant is in my name? I decide when I come and go. Not you.” 

      He pulled himself up and glared. “Your facilities were destroyed by your careless act. I decide who uses the other buildings.” He spun on his heel and rapidly walked away. 

      She started to follow, then stopped, pulled the blanket around her chilled shoulders, and mentally threw up her hands in disgust. 

      Hawk joined her. “You're still upset. I'll have a little chat with the bastard.” 

      She grabbed his arm. “Wait. Check Michael's computers. Just before today's test, I sent information on the numbers and settings I used to his computer.” 

      Quinn stepped in. “Think, Hawk. It's important to do this by the book, or Charity will lose credibility in scientific circles. Give Michael a chance to handle it. He's head of the Foundation board. That gives him clout.” 

      Hawk glared at him. “You weren't so damned mealy mouthed a few years ago.” 

      Charity felt Hawk's muscles tense. She sensed the war going on in his thoughts, and knew she had to conceal her weakness for a while longer. “Please. Read what I sent to Michael. It could be more important than we know right now.” 

      He took a deep breath, let it out, relaxing his hold on her. She watched the subtle change in his expression as he slipped into his controlled persona. 

      “You're right.” He touched her cheek with one finger, and she sensed the cold anger he held in check. 

      His arm tightened around her. He said in a harsh voice, “I'll call Michael, then we'll run a search on Kalinski.” 

      Quinn glanced toward the ambulance transporting Emily. “What should I check?” 

      “Help Steve find out why the sprinklers malfunctioned.” 

      Charity rested against Hawk, sleepily wishing she had more energy. She felt Hawk's warm breath on her face and looked up at him. 

      He murmured, “Honey, you're washed out. Let's go home.” Dipping into his pants’ pocket he put the small carved squirrel in her hand. “Frank grabbed it for you.” 

      Sudden tears flooded her eyes. “I thought I'd lost it. I want to thank him.” 

      Hawk picked her up and kissed her cheek. “Later. Time for my squirrel to go home to her nest.” 

      To Quinn he said, “Charity planned ahead again. Get back to me when you find out anything.” He hesitated. “Thanks, you and Charity stopped me from making an ass of myself.” 

      Charity whispered in his ear, “You have a nice ass.” 

      Hawk looked at her with a slow smile of masculine appreciation. “Guess I've corrupted you.” He kissed her again. “I like it.” 

      “So do I,” she murmured, safe in his arms as he carried her to the car. Gazing up at his somber expression, she realized it was good to be cared for sometimes. As she buckled her seat belt, she recalled saying, “Don't worry, I'll be fine in a few minutes.” His response, “I'll make damn sure I don't have to worry,” puzzled her. 

      It sounded more like a threat. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 17 
        
      

      

      Hawk woke to early sunlight licking around the drapes. For one horror-charged moment, he flashed back to the sight of fire spewing from the Astrophysics building roof as he raced to find Charity. 

      With a muffled exclamation, he pushed up on one elbow and looked down at her sleeping form beside him. Thank God she was safe. Her breathing was even and untroubled. Her silky hair fell in a cascade across the pillow. Hawk touched it and found the singed ends. “Damn,” he said in a low voice, shuddering with a bone deep nausea. Too close! She'd come too close to death. 

      When they'd reached home the previous evening, she'd been dazed with the lingering effects of shock. All he could do was coax her to drink some apple juice, sponge her down, slip her into a warm nightgown, and settle her in bed. Then, stretched out beside her, he'd held her and silently cursed the bastards who'd put her in danger. 

      Charity stirred. Her breath was suddenly choppy, coming in short gasps. She clawed at the covers and called, “Emily, where are you?” 

      Hawk caught her hand. “You're safe. Emily's safe.” 

      With her eyes half-closed, she murmured, “Hawk?” 

      “I'm here. Sleep some more.” He slid out of bed, tucked the covers around her shoulders, and went to shower and dress. 

      When he returned, she sat on the edge of the bed, tousled hair, sleep-warmed lips, and her nightgown bunched above her knees. Her shapely legs invoked an image of their satiny length folded around his naked body. God, she tore up his self-control. 

      Bandages on her neck and knees reminded Hawk she was still recovering from the lab explosion. With a silent curse at his randy thoughts, he asked, “Feelin’ better?” 

      “A little achy, but a warm bath will fix that.” 

      “Try the whirlpool.” 

      He felt the impact of her gaze as she looked him over, her eyes filled with tenderness. “And you? Any burns or blisters?” 

      “No.” He got her terrycloth robe and held it while she slipped it on, ignoring the surge of heat sparked by her feminine scent. “We have to talk.” 

      Tying her belt, she regarded him with an air of apprehension. “About what?” 

      He paced to the window and back. “Quit the lab. Now. Today.” 

      “Quit?” She laughed. “I've always admired your sense of humor. But quit my research? Come on, Hawk.” 

      “For your protection. Until yesterday, they wanted you alive. That's changed.” 

      “Wrong. Karl miscalculated the force of the explosion. He wants to delay the solar engine, thinks he'll get my grant. Sure, the sprinklers failed, but the test room should've contained the explosion.” 

      “Someone tampered with the lock.” 

      “Tampered?” Her voice sounded taut. She braced herself against the bedside table. “Emily said Karl fixed it. Damn him!” 

      “There's more.” Hawk watched her square her shoulders, and take a breath. “Charity, the sprinkler controls were smashed. Quinn traced it to phony building maintenance workers.” 

      “Did you catch them?” 

      “One. A guard pulled him out of the truck.” He gripped her shoulders. “Stay away from the lab until it's safe.” 

      She jerked away from him. “I won't let anyone intimidate me, not even you. I have a contract with NASA.” 

      “Get an extension. What's so damned important they can't wait a month? You built the prototype. Make another.” 

      She agreed too quickly. “I'll get on it immediately.” 

      “Not now. When it's safe.” 

      Color drained from her face. She sat on the bed, hard, her shoulders bowed. “They don't want the solar engine. It's information about my newest project.” 

      “Even more reason to stay here where they can't grab you.” 

      “You don't understand. Karl knew about the solar blade right after he started in the lab. Rampion told him, even though it's classified.” 

      He settled on the bed beside her. “That a new weapon?” 

      “No, but it could be turned into one.” Charity leaned against him. “I can't let anyone get the plans.” 

      “What the hell's so important you'd risk your life?” 

      She shrugged away from him, and walked barefooted across the polished wood and woven rugs to open the drapes and look out. He joined her, watching seagulls wheel and dive for food in the flashing, ocean swells. With one hand curved on her waist, he felt her tension. “Little star, talk to me.” 

      “I found a way to condense solar energy into a shaft so powerful and hot it makes a laser beam look like a candle, but compact enough to hold in your hand. The beam cuts and vaporizes dirt and rock, melts the sides, and makes it airtight.” She cupped her hands as if sketching a cave. “Astronauts can carve out protected living quarters in nothing flat.” 

      Hawk drew her closer. “And?” 

      “You can slice through a building like a scalding knife through ice cream. With the turn of a lever, you can fan the beam to reduce a square block of tall buildings into seared rubble.” 

      Hawk got a mental image of exploding buildings and torn bodies. Grimly, he locked away the memories. “Sounds like a small atomic warhead.” 

      “Same effect, no radiation.” Her slim fingers tightened on his. “Hawk, it was supposed to build, not destroy.” 

      “It's like fire, warm you and burn you.” 

      “Yes.” Her voice wobbled with anguish. “I didn't plan it for that. The wrong people could destroy a city with the population of a million in one hour.” 

      “Honey, don't beat yourself up. You've done your damndest to keep it out of their hands.” 

      He cupped her face in his hands, and set his lips on her forehead. “I have something else to discuss. Jim Wolfe is here.” 

      Stepping back, she slid her feet into slippers. “Isn't he the one who found the tracking device in my car and was on guard at the park?” 

      “Right. He'll be your bodyguard. I should've assigned him months ago.” 

      Charity pulled her robe closer. Anger flashed in her eyes. “Look, I won't have a bodyguard in this house. I've already given up a lot of my freedom. I can take care of myself.” 

      “Yeah, those bandages prove you do a hell of a job protecting yourself.” 

      “You'd lock me up in a tower someplace, wouldn't you?” She bunched her hands into fists. “Forget it.” 

      “Discussion over. Jim will protect you when I can't.” Hawk touched her shoulder. “He's my top man.” 

      She folded her arms and glared at him. Hawk had to admit she showed a lot more courage than many battle-hardened men he'd intimidated. 

      “Hawk, this discussion is not over. I won't have someone hovering over me every minute. If I have to, I'll move out.” 

      “And get yourself kidnapped for real?” His gut wrenched at the thought of her in the hands of people who'd twist information out of her any way they could, even torture. “Use your high-powered brain. Doctor Starr.” 

      Charity laid a hand on his arm and looked up into his face. His heartbeat accelerated at the sweet warmth in her eyes. 

      “I know you're afraid for me, Hawk. I'm not going to put myself in danger. Besides,” her voice dropped to seductive murmur and she stroked his arm, “you're the only one I want to guard my body.” 

      Hawk brushed his hand over her hair. “Rest up. If you want, we'll go out for dinner tonight.” * * * * 

      Director Rampion called later that day. “Dr. Starr, I have placed you on medical leave for an indefinite period. Kalinski will continue his part of the project and assume yours.” 

      Charity's stomach knotted with anger. Fighting to keep her voice steady, she said, “Karl is not to touch my work. I'll do my own research.” 

      Rampion cleared his throat. “You may as well know you're under a cloud.” She could hear the faint tap, tap of his pencil. “Your miscalculations caused the explosion and fire.” 

      “That what Karl told you?” 

      “A formal investigation will be conducted. I'll let you know when.” He hung up. 

      Angrily, she banged down the phone. No way would she let the false charges stick. She needed her handwritten notes and any other evidence possible. 

      Hawk had gone to his office for a few hours, leaving her without a personal bodyguard because she'd agreed to stay home. 

      Her conscience pricked at the thought of going to the Foundation, but this was an emergency. She had to get into the test lab and her office before proof of her innocence disappeared. 

      Glancing at her watch, she calculated she had enough time to get there and back before Hawk came home. * * * * 

      A wary guard stopped her in front of the closed gates of the Sequoia Foundation. Another guard watched from the small security building beside the entrance. 

      “Dr. Starr, after the blast I thought you'd stay home and rest.” 

      “I'm fine today, Bill. I need an ID badge to replace the one ruined yesterday.” 

      Bill Sanders looked around then lowered his voice. “You've always treated me right, so I hate to tell you. Director Rampion ordered us to give you a badge restricted to Administration only.” 

      Charity saw the regret in Sanders’ eyes. “I understand.” She accepted the new badge with a smile. 

      Entering the main building, she walked rapidly down the empty hallway, bypassed Rampion's office, and slipped out a door at the far end. A quick scan showed it was clear. She crossed the narrow strip of grass, ducked under yellow safety tape, and went into the shattered building. 

      In the burned-out test lab, she came to an abrupt halt, stunned by the devastation to the once-orderly room. Every inch of the floor was covered by broken and burned equipment or furniture. The melted coil grip of a continuity tester rolled under her foot. An insulated screwdriver had fallen inches away, its yellow handle strangely untouched by the same intense heat. The whole area reeked of smoke, scorched plastic, and charcoal-contaminated water. 

      Trying to breathe shallowly, she found the panel with incorrect settings still locked in, then went down the hall to her office. Rummaging through the rubble to reach her desk, she dislodged a beam and leaped back as part of the steel snagged her sweater and crashed down beside her. 

      Examining the tear in her cashmere sweater sleeve, she swallowed a small chunk of panic. God, that was too close. Good thing Hawk hadn't seen it happen. He'd be angry enough once he learned she'd gone against her implied promise. 

      Locating her notebook and readouts, Charity left. Sunset, she thought. Have to hurry. Now if she could just get home ahead of Hawk. 

      * * * * 

      “Where the hell is she?” Hawk dropped the handset into its cradle and stormed out to his car. He'd called home three times with no answer. She's gone to the lab, he thought savagely. 

      He ramped onto the southbound 405 freeway and hit the high speed lane doing sixty-five and climbing. 

      “You stupid S.O.B.,” he told himself. “Why the hell didn't you post a bodyguard on her sweet little tail and forget her protests.” 

      His fingers convulsed around the steering wheel. She'd promised...Or had she? Didn't matter. She'd put herself at risk just by leaving the security of the house and grounds. 

      Dr. Charity had just run out of second-chances. 

      He phoned Jim and issued instructions. 

      Once home, he stood in the gathering night, watching her car come down the driveway and park. Jim stopped just behind. The gates had already closed and locked when Charity stepped out of her car into the hard-edge beams of the security light, carrying a scorched section of test panel. 

      “Went to the lab, didn't you?” he growled. “Dammit, Charity, you don't have the self-preservation of a lemming.” 

      She gave him a tight-lipped glare. “You're not my boss. If I want to take chances, it's my neck I risk,” she tapped the discolored metal. “I had to get this panel, my print-outs, and notes before Karl found them.” 

      He scanned the fire-licked metal, proof she'd gone into the very heart of the destroyed building. His skin crawled at the thought. Then he saw the rip in her sleeve and went cold. Something sharp had sliced through that, split the air close enough to put her in danger. 

      Her tense voice broke the thick silence. “You can forget trying to intimidate me with that glare, Hawk. It won't work.” 

      “Later,” he said through clenched teeth, his temper still barely under control. 

      “Strong, silent type,” she taunted. “You don't scare me.” 

      “Then you're a fool.” He wanted to shake her, make her afraid of the danger stalking her, afraid of him if necessary. God, he wanted to drag her into hiding and never let her go. 

      He seized her left wrist, tightening his fingers against the blood vessels and delicate bones until he felt her pulse flutter and accelerate. “Don't bait me. It's dangerous.” 

      Releasing her, he was sickeningly aware of how her hand shook when she rubbed her wrist. She'd have bruises. Damn, he hated the thought, but temporary discomfort was better than agony. If the kidnappers got her, it would be worse, a painful, degrading death. 

      “Let's go inside.” 

      She trailed after him into the already lit house, and he led her into the bedroom. “Now we talk.” 

      As the bedside lamp blinked on, he closed and locked the bedroom door to give them privacy. “I told you to stay home today.” 

      “Yes, but it was vital to go to the lab.” 

      “Stop!” Hawk growled, furious with her. “You should've called me. But you're so damned stubborn you raced off at the first chance.” His eyes raked her with deliberate intimidation. “You broke your promise so all bets are off. You'll get a bodyguard and we'll protect you in spite of your stupidity.” 

      “Protect me from the kidnappers or you?” She touched a bruise already marring her wrist. “Mr. Hawk Adams, it strikes me you thrive on protection and control. You tell your people to come or go, they do.” She stood braced, with hands on hips. “You tell Quinn and Michael to jump. They ask, ‘How high?'” 

      She raised her chin another stubborn inch. “Here's a news flash. I'm the woman you won't control.” 

      “Control?” Hawk heard his own bitter laugh and raised an eyebrow to provoke her. “Wanna taste of what they'd do to you? God, woman, don't you care?” 

      Knowing she'd pushed him too far, Charity spun and made for the other side of the bed. She knew Hawk was right, but she was enraged at his attitude and ignored the truth of his warning. “Stop ordering me around. I'm an adult. Treat me like one.” 

      “Treat you like an adult?” Hawk stalked toward her, a menacing, angry figure. “Wanna see what your...pals would do if they got their hands on you?” 

      Too late, she realized she'd trapped herself between the bed and the wall. Hawk's hand flashed out and captured her wrists. 

      “Hawk, stop!” She tugged and twisted, trying to get out of his hold. His strength was brutal. He forced her over to the intercom, and warned, “Don't say a word.” 

      He punched the switch. “Everything buttoned up?” 

      “Yeah.” Jim hesitated and Charity wondered if he'd heard her and Hawk arguing. “Things okay?” 

      “We just have something to settle.” 

      Taking advantage of his momentary distraction, Charity tried to lunge away. His grip on her wrists hardened, and she kicked him. Hawk wedged her legs against the wall with one muscular thigh. “Lock up. Set the alarm, and go home. See you in the morning.” 

      Charity continued her silent struggle, but Hawk's hold was remorseless. 

      Jim's voice came from the speaker, tinged with concern. “Will do. Good night, boss. Tell Charity good night.” 

      “Yeah. See you.” Hawk listened a moment then grunted, “He's gone.” 

      He hoisted her in his arms with one sweep, sat her on the bed, and loomed over her, menace in every line of his body. 

      Shaky, she levered herself up with stiffened arms. “That's enough, Hawk. I get the message. You're in charge.” At least for now, she thought, shaken by his actions. 

      “Don't move,” he said, his eyes sharp as a raptor's. “I have a story to tell about what those bastards do to a woman.” 

      Charity's mental barriers wavered before Hawk's strong emotions. She felt the dark chaos he barely held in check, and the mental pain roiling in his depths. 

      His rough voice caught her. “I was undercover in Central America. A local woman acted as liaison between the agency and me.” Hawk paused, lifting a lock of Charity's hair. “Her name was Maria Celeste. Hair as glossy and thick as yours.” 

      He dropped the strands, but Charity felt a darker emotion gathering in his mind. 

      “Maria hated drug dealers with a passion. Her younger brother had died of a forced overdose.” Hawk looked bleak. “I was with her when we found him.” 

      Charity caught an image from Hawk's mind—a boy maybe nine or ten years old frozen in agony, his head drawn back, mouth open in a silent scream. She shuddered and closed her eyes, but it burned in her memory. 

      “Someone betrayed her.” Charity felt Hawk's control slip. She trembled at the fury hovering just under the surface. 

      “They took her to a place away from town where no one could hear her screams.” Hawk grabbed Charity's upper arm. “Just the way they'd do to you!” 

      She flinched at his tight grasp. Suddenly her internal walls fell. His mind linked with hers, and she plunged deep into Hawk's chaotic memories. 

      “They ripped off her clothes.” 

      Charity shivered at his rage, begging, “Hawk, stop.” 

      Hawk turned blind eyes toward her. His voice was low, deadly. “They raped her until she fainted. The way they'd use you.” 

      So great was the force of his emotion, Charity saw the picture clear in his mind. She choked and buried her face in her hands. 

      “They waited until she regained consciousness, and killed her...slowly.” 

      Charity sobbed as agonizing pictures ripped through her mind. Overwhelmed by horror, she bolted from the bed, and staggered through the darkened house toward the peace of the ocean and starlit skies. Nearly blinded by her tears, she reached the lawn near the cliff's edge. There, she fell to her knees and wept bitterly. 

      A moist, salty breeze stirred her clothes and hair. She licked her lips, parched, drained of energy. She felt a presence, churning with shadows and grief, and knew it was Hawk. 

      He knelt beside her. His hard, callused hand touched her bare arm and once more they linked. With her defenses gone and fury still raging through Hawk's mind and body, Charity saw and felt the agony and death that rode him. 

      In the quiet of his room, she'd cleansed his knife, but this was more, the final, deepest dregs of his past. She saw the men who'd died at his hands in the heat of battle. Their deaths battered her mind and body. She spread her hands flat on the earth, gathering her last shreds of will, forcing her gift to her bidding. 

      Lifting her face to his shattered expression, she whispered, “Hawk, hold me.” 

      “No.” He yanked away his hand and shuddered. “We linked. I felt it. Go before I hurt you again. Get in the house. Lock the doors. Call Quinn or Jim. Please...go.” His voice was ragged with pain. 

      She closed her eyes and willed him to feel her love, to drift in the calm of the night, to find life in the fire of countless stars. 

      “No, Hawk,” she brushed her lips over his forehead like a mother soothing her child. “I won't go. I trust you.” 

      She reached deep inside him to absorb his pain, channeling it away until she drained the last bloody scene. With one final surge of awareness, she reached for his soul, and saw it whole. 

      Whispering, “Help me,” she collapsed in his arms. 

      

      

      

    

    
      
        
          CHAPTER 18 
        
      

      

      Hawk swung Charity into his arms, shielding her against the bite of December wind. As he carried her into the house, away from the chilled night, her last words echoed in his mind. How could she trust him after the way he'd treated her? 

      He laid her on his bed, covering her with a woven blanket. 

      Slowly her dark lashes swept up. She looked at him, eyes still filled with the shadows of pain. 

      “Say something,” he demanded, waiting in agony for her response. “Curse. Scream at me. But say something." 

      She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Hawk, you went through hell.” 

      “Charity.” He clasped her hand and once more felt the cold, electric chill of their mental link. With her, he experienced the scenes she'd gathered from his mind as they'd knelt together on the cliff—sights, sounds, the stench of war. Men died all around them and he knew she walked in the haze of their pain. Two buddies fell at his side. He turned his battle rage against their killers. The smell of cordite mixed with the odor of rotting jungle and death as he watched a nameless enemy die at his hands. A voice called his name. He reached for a friend who lay dying, and the scene changed. It was Charity's hand he held. 

      She pulled away and he felt the link between them dissolved. Her hands fluttered against his chest. “Dirty,” she choked, clinging to fistfuls of his shirt. “I'll never get clean.” 

      “What?” He clutched her and tipped his head back in aching grief. “Ah, God, you felt them die.” 

      Another shudder. “Yes. Too much death.” She hid her face against him, burrowing in as if to escape the raw violence. 

      “Hon—” his throat felt paralyzed. He swallowed, forcing his vocal cords to work. “Hate me?” 

      “No. Don't hate. Trust. You're my friend, my lover.” Shivering, she curved deeper into his embrace. 

      The words seared his mind. How much of a friend or a lover had he been when she'd suffered from his memories of fear and death? He'd promised to protect her. Instead, he'd nearly destroyed her. 

      He rocked her in his arms, painfully aware of what she'd experienced. 

      She shuddered, rubbing one hand across her face. “I...can't get...mind clear.” 

      Whispering, “I'll help,” he pressed his lips to her hair and murmured soothing words. Her taut muscles slowly relaxed and color flowed back into her face. 

      She regarded him with eyes still shadowed by painful memories. In a husky voice she said, “Are you all right?” 

      “I should ask you that.” He traced the blue vein across her temple under the delicate skin. Heat and life pulsed under his fingertips. “I won't blame you if you never forgive me.” 

      “Forgive you?” She struggled to sit straighter, and he helped her. “For using my gift to give you peace?” 

      “For the hell I put you through and for this.” He touched the bruises on her wrist. 

      “You mean for worrying about me? For trying to protect me against a real threat?” 

      “How can you be so forgiving?” Hawk caressed her satiny cheek. “You read my mind when we linked?” 

      “Only a small part.” Her cool fingers tracked the tendons on the back of his hand. “Most of your thoughts were hidden, but I knew I could trust you.” 

      Her hand trembled against his as she glanced around. “You brought me to your room. Does that mean you still want me with you?” 

      “Honey,” he said, feeling a tightness in his throat. “I want you in my bed, in my life.” 

      He studied her, saw the fatigue in her face, and laid his palm on her forehead. “You're chilled. I'll warm you in the shower.” Lightly touching her cheek, he went to the fireplace, kindled a fire, and came back. “For later.” 

      He pulled back the covers and swept her into his arms. She leaned her head against his shoulder, a faint smile curving her lips. “Still hauling me around like the spoils of war.” 

      “Right.” He carried her into the bathroom, and stood her on the thick white rug. She braced one shoulder against the edge of the black marble as she tugged at the bottom ribbing of her sweater. 

      “Wait. I'll do that.” He stripped off his clothes, turned on the water, then quickly pulled off her sweater, bra, jeans, and panties, and lifted her into the shower. 

      Standing under the warm spray, she clung to his arm, muttering, “I hate to feel so limp.” 

      Noting he wasn't limp, Hawk changed position. “Hang on. We'll get this done.” He shampooed and rinsed her hair, ran a soapy washcloth around her neck, across her shoulders, and over the slope of her breasts. Warm water spilled down her trim body. Twin streams fell from each breast, split by a rosy nipple. He bent his head for just a taste. 

      “I'll finish,” she said in a high, breathless voice, taking the cloth. 

      Regretfully, he gave it to her, keeping one hand on her smooth waist to brace her against the cascade. He told himself to back off, while steam rose, fragrant with soap and their combined scents, tantalizing, provocative. 

      She bent to do her legs and inner thighs, then swayed against him, murmuring, “Sorry.” 

      “Gotcha.” He ignored his male response to her, carried her out of the marble and glass enclosure, and bundled her in heated towels. Wrapping a towel around his hips, he said, “It's warmer by the bedroom fire. Need help?” 

      She gripped the bath sheet tucked in above her breasts. “I can make it.” 

      In the bedroom, she took one quick look at the bed, then went to the Navajo rug beside the hearth. Hawk followed her glance, remembering her horror as he told her about Maria Celeste. “Have I ruined everything?” 

      “I'm just a little skittish.” She touched his arm. “You worry too much about me.” 

      “Someone has to.” He took one hand, cursing himself at the bruises he'd put on her wrist. “Wait here.” 

      He strode to the linen closet in the hall and came back with a thick quilt. Folding that in half to pad the rugs in front of the fireplace, he heaped some pillows at one end. After adding more wood to the fire, he said, “A massage is the order of the day.” 

      “Oh? Whose order?” 

      “Doctor Hawk's.” He patted the doubled quilt. “Stretch out. Let my fingers do the walking. You'll like it.” 

      She braced one hand against the rough quartz and feldspar granite, looking unsure. “It's not a good idea, Hawk.” 

      “Afraid?” 

      “Tired,” she answered, settling, cross-legged beside him. 

      “Drained by the visions? My mother was after a healing session.” 

      She nodded. 

      “Rest. I meant a massage, not sex. Be right back.” Hawk padded to his bathroom, scooped up a flask of scented oils, grabbed another heated bath sheet, and returned to Charity. 

      Kneeling beside her, he unwrapped her hair, urged her onto her stomach, tucked a pillow under her cheek, and replaced the damp towel wound around her body with the warm, dry one. Brushing her hair into gleaming, dark mahogany strands, he spread it fan-like before the fire. 

      The spice of burning cedar chips blended with Charity's delicate heat and scent. Suddenly the towel around his hips was too tight, and he had to steel himself against the blazing need to make love to her. 

      Idiot, he thought, she's exhausted. 

      Charity trailed her fingers across the folded quilt's edge, murmuring her appreciation in a sleepy voice. 

      “Your back next,” he said, shifting to rest his thigh against her leg. Deftly, he folded the towel down, exposing the gentle curve of her back and buttocks to the caress of firelight and heat. 

      “Hawk?” she asked in a low, drowsy voice. 

      “Just a massage, honey.” Draping the towel across her rounded bottom, he poured a small puddle of oil into his hands, rubbed them together, and placed both hands at the base of her spine. Muscles under his fingertips. 

      “Easy,” he muttered—willing his own reactions to obey him—and slid his strong fingers and palms up both sides of her spine, working the precious oils into her skin. 

      For the first time since his mother's death, a healing chant surfaced in his memory. He said the words in a low, measured cadence, matching his movements to the rhythm of the words. With the ancient wisdom of his mother's people filling the room, a new peace flowed through him and into the gentle woman under his hands. 

      She nuzzled her cheek into the pillow, saying, “Umm, feels good. Smells delightful.” 

      Thinking Charity didn't know the half of it, he said, “Heather sent the flask a couple of days ago. Said it's lavender, juniper, and sandalwood. Helps you rest and sleep.” He continued the long strokes and circles, moving across her arms and hands, and down her legs and feet. He turned her over, gently smoothed and massaged her, then covered her with a light flannel sheet. 

      She lifted a languid hand, brushing her fingers over his lips. “Thank you, Hawk. That helps.” Her hand settled on his arm as her eyes closed. 

      He lay down beside her, tucked another blanket around them, and wrapped her in his arms. Her warm skin against his sent desire blazing through him. He settled for an open mouth kiss on her shoulder. 

      * * * * 

      In the middle of the night, Hawk woke to do another security sweep of the house. He tucked the blanket around Charity, then prowled through the rooms and checked monitors for the outside. 

      Satisfied she was safe, he went to the bedroom window, and looked at the lights rimming the coast. The fragrant oils on his hand carried her feel and scent. Leaning his forehead against the cold glass, he relived the confrontation in the bedroom and the scene on the cliff. He knew what he'd done was nowhere near what could happen to Charity in the wrong circumstances, but he still couldn't forgive himself. In the midst of his hellish memories, she'd spent her energy on him. 

      Midnight passed as scene after scene flicked past. One o'clock. Two o'clock. Still tense, he reviewed the file on Dr. Zellerman and the kidnappers. He knew the link was there, but didn't have enough proof for conviction. 

      He returned to Charity. With her tucked in his arms again, he looked into a bleak future. Pressing his lips against the pulse-point in her throat, Hawk knew he loved her, but could never tell her. Soon, they'd find the connection. She'd be out of danger. Then he'd have to let her go. 

      Unable to sleep, he pulled on a terrycloth robe, and went back to his place at the window. The moon finished its swing across the sky. In the gray moments before sunrise, clouds gathered. A cold drizzle fell. He opened the window a few inches to let in the rain-freshened air. 

      He heard Charity move and turned to face her. 

      She was propped up on one elbow with her hair falling in a veil across her face. Pulling it aside, she asked, “Everything all right?” 

      He knelt on the rug beside her. “You're the one who was hurt. I should ask you.” 

      “Hawk, nobody, not even my family could help me the way you did last night.” She laid a finger on his cheek. “I'm fine.” 

      She looked toward the window. “Is it raining?” 

      “What difference does that make?” 

      She shook her head. “Is it dawn?” 

      He drew her hand to his lips. “Yes, the moon just set. It's dawn, and there's a drizzle.” 

      Charity murmured, “The tears of the sun and moon mingle.” Her eyes were dark with questions. She gripped his hand. “Hawk. You hold my heart. What will you do with it?” 

      He closed his eyes in relief that she was talking to him. Her heart? Hoarsely he said, “I want to keep you safe.” 

      Whispering, “I believe you,” she put one hand on his chest. “You have the power to destroy me, Hawk.” 

      He froze. Destroy her? Scenes of what he'd said and done haunted him. 

      Charity sat up, hugged her knees and studied him. Tension gathered in the air. Time, measured in rapid heartbeats, passed. Sighing, she said, “I know you'll protect me.” 

      A buzzer interrupted them. Hawk checked a small monitor set in the wall beside his bed. “Jim's here pretty damn early. Be back.” He walked out the door, closing it behind him. 

      She stared at the painted wood panels. The prophecy was fulfilled, but the door to Hawk's heart was closed. 

      Slipping into the heavy silk robe he'd left on the polished wood bench beside the fireplace, she went to the open window. Muted, pearled light touched the ocean, turning the swells pewter-gray. A light rain pattered on the low-trimmed shrubs and pungent chrysanthemums clustered against the wall. The tears of the sun and moon mingle, she thought, watching the day begin. 

      Her mother had warned her through the prophetic words, Let the daughter of the skies guard her heart from the son of earth and wind. Hawk had slipped past her guard. He held her heart, but wouldn't accept it. 

      Burning cedar and the scent of massage oils, reminded her of Hawk kneeling beside her, his powerful hands gliding across her body with carefully measured strength. She'd been too exhausted to respond then. Now, a heavy ache built in her breasts and belly. Lower, pressure and need translated into slippery, liquid heat as her body prepared itself to make love. She folded her arms tight against her breasts, willing the hot pleasure-pain to go away. Leaning her forehead against the cold glass, she inhaled the clean, rain-scented air, and let the soothing sounds of surf and rainfall help restore her peace. 

      She felt Hawk's presence. Turning, she saw him pause, look at her with his unemotional mask securely in place, then go to the bed and begin stripping it. 

      “Jim still here?” she asked, substituting that for the real question; how did Hawk know the bedcovers carried a residue of her grief and horror? 

      “Gone. Dean rousted him forty-five minutes ago with a new lead. Jim's checking it out.” Hawk dropped the blanket on the floor and bundled top and bottom sheets together. “I'll stay with you today,” he said, working on the pillowcases. 

      Charity folded the blanket from the pallet by the fire. “I'd like that.” She held the flannel sheet to her face. It carried the fragrance of lavender, juniper, and sandalwood, with a wisp of Hawk's scent. Reluctant to drop it, she put it with the towels to be laundered. 

      He gathered up the pile of bedcovers. “I'll start the machine, then get breakfast going.” 

      Charity finished folding the thick quilt, setting it on the bench with the other covers from the pallet. “My turn to make breakfast this morning.” 

      “No need. Rest today.” 

      “Wait.” She blocked the door. “If you tell me to rest one more time, I'll scream. I'm not some wilting flower who wants to curl up and let others tend her. Since you're starting the wash, I'll make the coffee and fix the meal.” 

      He stared at her as if studying an unknown species. “Flower? Try cactus.” He shifted the bundle. “Okay.” With one hand, he gently moved her aside and left. 

      Charity picked up her stack of laundry and followed him. She found him piling sheets and pillowcases into the washer. 

      He turned. Charity caught a brief glimpse of sadness before he composed his face. 

      She slipped her arms around his waist and said, “I got a bargain when you asked me to live with you. Not only are you a great hunter and kisser, you do sheets too.” 

      Smiling at his startled expression, she tweaked his nose and added, “Guess I better earn my keep or you'll return me for a refund and get a better deal.” 

      He tightened his arms around her. His voice turned low and rough. “I'll never get a better deal.” 

      She clung to him, enjoying the closeness. Even through the heavy fabric, she felt his heat and tempered strength. She nuzzled the “V” of tanned flesh exposed where the top of his robe overlapped, desire building inside her in shimmering waves. 

      He touched his lips to her hair and moved back. “Coffee, remember?” “All right.” Her body still tingling from the embrace, she went into the kitchen. * * * * 

      That afternoon, Michael came to see them. They settled in the light-filled family room with its bank of windows on two walls, and Hawk's worktable with carving tools set at one end. 

      After a short discussion of the lab explosion, Michael's expression grew even more serious, and he shifted in his seat. “I talked to Rampion earlier today. He was in a foul mood and still making wild accusations.” 

      Charity gripped the arm of the couch. “He called me yesterday to say I'm on medical leave and under suspicion. 

      Hawk reached for her hand. “Don't let him rattle you. We're working on the problem.” 

      “I know.” She squeezed his fingers, warmed by his comforting touch. “Michael, did you get the information I uploaded before the fire?” 

      “Yes,” he leaned forward, “It's proof your figures were altered and the original ones correct, thanks to what you sent earlier.” 

      She glanced at Hawk, then back to Michael. “Emily saw Karl make changes inside the solar engine just before the test.” 

      “The doctors wouldn't let us see her until today. I phoned Anderson, my attorney. We'll get Emily's statement at five o'clock.” Michael smiled encouragingly. “Don't worry about Rampion. He's somewhat pompous, but I can deal with that.” 

      Still holding Charity's hand, Hawk leaned back and crossed one ankle on top of the other knee. “Kalinski made a large bank deposit three days ago. Jim's following a lead on the source of the money.” 

      “Sounds good.” Michael stood. “I'll call after we talk to Emily.” * * * * 

      Six days passed, waiting for what Charity privately labeled, “The Inquisition.” 

      Once inside the boardroom, with its impressionist paintings and thick carpeting, Rampion's secretary indicated a chair at one end of the long, highly polished conference table. Hawk sat beside her, his casual grace deceptive until she saw the hunter's gleam in his eyes. 

      Kalinski came in looking smug. “Good morning, Charity. Has your friend found out about your strange little quirks yet?” 

      Charity studied his smooth, handsome face, seeing the weakness behind his facade, and wondered why she'd ever been attracted to him. “Go nova, Karl,” she said in a syrupy voice. “We can use the mindless energy.” 

      Director Rampion's appearance halted Kalinski's angry reply. 

      The other board members settled in their places. Michael walked in, took a sheaf of papers from his briefcase, and started the meeting. 

      After rambling reports by Rampion and Kalinski, accusing her, Charity was ready to explode. 

      She gripped her purse to hide her shaking fingers. 

      Hawk whispered, “Wait, it's okay.” 

      Grim-faced, Michael offered proof Charity's figures were correct, and that her program had been altered by another person. He said, “The tampering was traced to Kalinski's station.” 

      He shot a stern look at Karl then gave the Board Members copies of Emily's statement. “This shows Kalinski made unauthorized changes in the solar engine just prior to the explosion.” 

      The other board members read the proof, darting glances at Karl. Rampion whispered something to him, then turned away. 

      A rumble of voices rose as the men and women board members discussed the information. 

      Michael waited a few minutes before he brought the board to order. “I move we exonerate Dr. Starr of all charges and offer our apologies.” 

      Karl shot to his feet with a snarl. “She's sleeping with you, too, isn't she?” 

      Charity grabbed Hawk's arm as he snapped to his feet, a deadly expression in his eyes. “He's not worth it,” she gasped, hanging on with both hands. 

      “He insulted you,” Hawk said through gritted teeth. 

      “So, he's a jerk.” She tugged on his arm, knowing he could shake her off with one easy move. “Please, Hawk. Drop it.” 

      “I'll drop him.” Hawk clasped her shoulders with controlled strength, moving her aside. She made one more desperate lunge for Hawk, but Karl had already raced out the door. 

      “Let him go,” Michael said. “If the guards don't stop him, we'll call the police.” 

      “I'll check.” Hawk strode through the opening with Charity at a half-jog behind him. 

      The only sign of Karl was his car careening out of the parking lot watched by two bewildered guards. 

      Hawk dashed to his Jaguar and grabbed his mobile phone. She listened to him give Karl's license plate number and description of the car and its driver. When he clicked off the handset, he opened the passenger side door. “We're going home.” 

      * * * * 

      After early morning calls from Dean and Jim the next day, Hawk followed the aroma of cinnamon and fresh-brewed coffee to the sunny kitchen. He paused to watch Charity pour juice, thinking how right she looked in his home. God, he'd miss her when she left. 

      He shook off his gloomy thoughts and told her Kalinski and Rampion had disappeared. 

      “The director? That's how Karl got my codes. I wondered.” She put the pitcher of juice in the refrigerator. “Anything else?” 

      “I've been investigating Kalinski through my own sources. Turns out most of his references were false.” 

      “That's not surprising. If he'd known more, he would've recognized the information I planted was false.” 

      Hawk watched the clear morning light bathe Charity's slim curves and turn her golden robe to molten fire. He grabbed two mugs, filled them with coffee and set them on the table. “Let's eat.” He added silently, before I feast on you. 

      She wrinkled her nose at him. “Coming, boss.” 

      As she walked toward him carrying a plate of warm apple croissants, her graceful movement, and impish smile stirred a sudden flash of heat. 

      All during breakfast he fought for control of his rebellious body. When Charity bit into a flaky croissant or licked her lips, he mentally substituted himself. He studied the curve of her neck, the slope of her breast and quelled to urge to trace them with his tongue. 

      When they finished, he rose to hold her chair, and lifted a length of her hair to his face. Desire flared higher as he fingered the heavy silken texture and breathed in the fragrance of English violets blended with her natural scent. 

      She reached up, caught his hand and brought it to her lips. He quivered at the heat racing through his body. 

      With a muttered, “sweet,” he settled his other hand loosely around her throat, his fingers against her rapid pulse. He nuzzled aside the heavy fall of hair and pressed his mouth against the sensitive bundle of nerves at the nape of her neck. 

      She shivered and moaned his name. He slid his hand from her throat to her robe where he burrowed for the prizes under there. 

      “Hawk,” she sighed. Tilting her head back, she pressed his hand to her cheek. 

      He pulled her to her feet, and grinned. “Frozen Starr?” 

      “You defrosted me, you big hunk.” She bit his ear gently, then licked it. 

      “Big hunk, am I? Defrosted you, did I?” He picked her up, kissed her, and said, “Think I need more practice.” Striding to the bedroom with her in his arms, he dropped her on the bed and chuckled at her bounce. 

      Charity squealed, grabbed his robe and pulled him down. “Got you now!” They mock wrestled with her ending on top. 

      “I win!” she announced, pressing against his shoulders and pinning him with her light body. He circled her waist, and rested, enjoying the closeness. 

      “Too many clothes,” Hawk declared. Untying her robe, he pushed it open until it framed her breasts, the rosy crowns already tight with desire. 

      “The big hunk is right.” Charity fumbled with his belt. She opened his robe, leaned forward until her breasts brushed his chest, and kissed him. “Love your defrosting technique.” 

      “Let's refine it.” He slid the robe down her shoulders to her elbows, trapping her there in silken bonds. He touched his tongue to one breast, tracing its curve, deliberately avoiding the rosy areola and tight bud. 

      She shifted against his groin, tugging at the robe that held her arms. “Hawk, please.” 

      “Please what? More?” He swirled his tongue around one nipple. “No more?” He shifted to the other breast, fighting for control as her restless movements ground her thighs against his thickening shaft. 

      “Let me go,” she demanded. “I want to touch you.” 

      “Not yet.” He kissed one dark rose tip, watched it tighten more, then kissed the other. 

      She choked, “Hawk,” struggling against the thick silk fetters. 

      Afraid he'd find fear, Hawk looked into her amethyst eyes, finding a depth of trust that shook him. 

      Quickly releasing her, he gathered her close, holding her, protecting her from what? Himself? 

      Murmuring, “I want to touch,” she worked her hands under his robe and around his waist. They lay with their robes open, bare skin pressing bare skin, breast to chest, belly to belly, pulsing shaft to its natural feminine cradle. 

      “Hawk,” her warm breath washed across his chest. “Your fantasies are pushing at my mind. Should I listen or close the door?” 

      “Listen.” 

      She rose, straddling him. The golden robe with its delicate violets slithered down her body, across his legs, to puddle on the bed. She raised her arms in an innocently sensual stretch, morning light glowing on her creamy skin and chocolate-fire hair. 

      Her eyes darkened, the irises expanding with desire as she brought her hands down to his chest, stroking him, pushing his thick sleeves down his arms. “Turn about's fair play,” she murmured, bracing her hands on the fabric to pin his elbows. 

      He felt his own body go into overdrive at the loveplay. “No, you don't,” he growled, tugging halfheartedly at his bonds. 

      “Oh, but I do,” she said with a naughty smile, rocking forward. She found his flat, male nipples and laved them with her tongue. Her hair drifted across his skin sensitizing it, sending shudders across each place it touched. Heat and pressure built until he ached with each rocking motion of her damp femininity against him. 

      She set her teeth on the curve his shoulder and gently bit. He groaned her name, tugging against the fabric and slim hands that held him. He could easily pull loose. The expression in her eyes showed she knew it, too. But he was caught, not by her delicate strength, but by her obvious delight in the sweet torment, the erotic fire she'd kindled. 

      She leaned over him, rubbing her breasts against his chest, moving back when he tried to trap a budding tip with his lips. “Not yet,” she whispered, sliding down his legs. With her fingers still caught in the thick fabric of the sleeves, she stretched across his body, set her lips against his navel, and—blew. 

      “What the hell?” He arched up, caught by unexpected fire. 

      “I improvised.” She laughed, blew against his skin again. Straddling him, she flicked her hair away from her face. “Experimenting.” 

      “I'll get you for that.” He jerked loose from his robe, clamped his strong fingers on the outside of her thighs, lifted her, and set her on his aching shaft. 

      With a soft, “Oh,” she eased herself down, taking him fully into her warm, velvet heat. She paused, wiggled a little, bent down to whisper hot, erotic words into his ear, then began to move in a sensuous rhythm, faster, faster. 

      His hips surged in counterpoint, pushing, flexing, until he was ready to explode. 

      Her sultry cries of delight hung in the room. The heavy musk of arousal wrapped them in its spell. Her internal muscles stroked him, rippled against him as the pressure built. Barely holding onto his thoughts in the flood of pleasure, he looked at her arched above him, her head thrown back, her eyes closed, an expression of intense delight on her flushed face. She climaxed with a high, keening cry, and he joined her, pouring out his heat, his all. 

      Everything went quiet. Charity drifted down resting on his slick chest. He wrapped his arms around her, unwilling to break the precious silence. He felt her shiver as her damp body cooled. Hauling a blanket over them, he kept her secure in one arm. She cuddled closer, snuggling below his chin. 

      He drowsed halfway between sleep and waking, fighting the unfulfilled dreams of marriage to Charity, of holding their child in his arms. 

      With the strength of will that had sustained him through the most hellish, painful times, Hawk vowed to keep the secret of his love. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 19 
        
      

      

      The days raced past. Christmas dawn found Charity snuggled against Hawk, wishing she could always wake up like this, tucked close to him with his arm around her. The blanket had slipped halfway down his tanned back. Pale early light glowed softly on his ropy muscles. With greedy eyes, she traced his high-cheekbone face with its winged slash of eyebrows, thick, black lashes, and proud nose, to linger on his mouth. Heat washed through her as she recalled those warm lips touching, teasing, tantalizing her in the moonlight. 

      Hours earlier, he'd been gentle, demanding, passionate. She'd matched him touch for touch, demand for demand, passion for blazing passion. Silently, her lips formed his name. Wistful sadness made her throat ache. 

      Deliberately, she pushed away the uncertain future, and fingered a lock of hair tumbling across his forehead. In his sleep he was still aware of her presence, and his arm tightened around her. For a short time longer, she'd know the joy of being with him. 

      The next time she woke, bright sunlight filtered through sheer curtains covering the high fan windows. Drapes across the lower windows were still closed. 

      Slipping into her heavy silk robe, she walked down the hall. The aroma of fresh brewed coffee told her Hawk had been busy. 

      She paused at the entrance to the front room. Hawk sat in an armchair, facing the small Christmas tree set on a table to one side of the fireplace. He cradled a coffee mug in his hands, one finger absently tracing the raised holly pattern below the rim. 

      He turned his face toward her, his pensive expression warming into a smile. “Merry Christmas, sleepyhead.” 

      “Merry Christmas to you,” grinned. “Why didn't you call me?” 

      “It's still early. Figured the coffee'd get you.” 

      “You know me well.” Perching on the armrest beside him, she draped her arm around his shoulder. The fingers of her right hand brushed circles in the heavy velour robe, her early present to him. 

      “Sleep good?” He set his hand on her knee, his thumb rubbing the sensitive skin at the back. 

      She caught her breath at the sudden ribbon of sensation flaring up her leg. “Y-yes,” she gasped, squeezing his shoulder. 

      Chuckling, he set the mug on the small side table, and tumbled her into his lap. 

      “Hawk—” 

      His lips caught her mouth, plunging her into a torrid kiss. She twined her fingers in his hair, held him closer, and nestled in his embrace. His arms circled her, one large hand cupping her breast. She murmured his name against his lips, falling deeper into his heat. 

      He moved his head back, studying her face so intently she felt the pressure of his gaze. “Honey,” he muttered, dipping his head to brush his lips against hers, “gets better every time.” 

      “Better,” she whispered, seeing herself reflected in his brilliant ebony eyes. 

      She lay cocooned in his arms, drifting on a tide of love and peace against his warm male body scented with the soap of his shower. Her lips still tingled from his kiss. Their heartbeats resonated to the distant sound of the ocean. Dreamily, she absorbed the sights, sounds, scents, and feel of this precious moment in Hawk's arms, storing it in her quilt of memories. 

      A shadow flickered in his eyes. It disappeared and he nodded toward the tree. “First Christmas tree I've had since Mom died.” 

      “I'm glad we got it.” She traced his lips with her fingertip. 

      “Me, too.” He caught her finger in his mouth. She shivered at the hot, sensuous glide of his tongue and lips. 

      His eyes glittered with mischief. “Tastes good.” 

      “You're just hungry.” 

      “Yeah, but I'll settle for breakfast.” He shifted her into a sitting position on his lap. “First, I have something for you.” He took a small package out of his robe pocket. 

      Charity held the brightly covered gift, feeling a faint hum of power. “You gave me the carved hummingbirds and the cashmere sweater last night.” 

      “This is special for Christmas morning.” Hawk's voice held a wistful note. She sensed him bracing himself for rejection. Why would she turn down anything he gave her? 

      She kissed his cheek, then unwrapped the gift with all the care something precious deserved. Holding the plain, white box, she felt the same power vibrate from him. 

      Opening the lid, she cautiously tugged the cotton aside. A dainty ring of braided silver and gold was set with a small chunk of raw turquoise. A matching necklace coiled around it. 

      “But they're—” Her gaze flew to his tanned chest where the robe opened, “like your sacred talisman.” 

      “Yes. Tom's a Navajo Elder and silversmith. He made both pieces from a bracelet my grandfather gave me one summer.” 

      She fastened the necklace around her throat, and fingered the small amulet. “It's lovely.” 

      Hawk slipped the ring on the third finger of her left hand. “Don't panic. It's for friendship, not an engagement ring.” 

      Wondering at her sharp disappointment, she examined the gleaming jewelry. “I don't know what to say. They're both beautiful.” 

      “Say you'll keep it.” He touched her hair, sending a sweet tremor down her spine. “The silver is me. The gold is you. The stones bridge both worlds.” 

      She took a deep breath and let it out, mourning all the might have beens if he truly loved her. Forcing a bright note into her voice, she said, “Of course I'll wear them. Thank you.” 

      The ring lay quiescent on her finger, its power dormant for now. Intuitively, she knew both the necklace and ring would activate when she concentrated on Hawk, just as they had when he gave them to her. 

      * * * * 

      Late afternoon they drove to the Archer's home with the Jaguar's trunk full of gifts to celebrate the holiday with Quinn, Heather, the children, and Michael. 

      After a traditional dinner of ham, all the trimmings, and pumpkin pie, Heather, Charity, and Brianna cleared the table. The men volunteered to ride herd on Michelle and Adam. Charity grinned when she looked into the family room and watched Hawk and Michael sprawled on the floor playing with the two babies. Quinn lounged in a comfortable chair, lazily offering suggestions. 

      Heather took Charity's left hand. “Okay, give. Tell me about the ring. Engaged?” 

      “No. Hawk said it's for friendship.” She touched it wistfully. “He had it and this necklace made for me from a piece of family jewelry, and that means a lot.” The silver and gold pulsed against her skin, and her gaze sought Hawk. 

      He faced her, one hand pressed where his talisman rested. He looked at her a moment longer, then went back to playing with the children. 

      Heather offered an encouraging smile. “He'll come around. He watches you the way a man dying of thirst eyes a glass of water. Be patient. Give him time.” 

      Charity bent to load plates in the dishwasher murmuring, “Time's almost up.” 

      While Quinn and Heather put the twins to bed, Michael drove away. 

      Keeping her promise to Brianna, Charity went to see the girl's new computer. Exiting the room a few minutes later, she saw Hawk step into the nursery. 

      Drawn to him, she walked quietly down the hall. Hawk stood beside Michelle's crib, his lithe, powerful body bent over the side rail as he tenderly pulled the baby quilt around her. He smoothed the sleeping child's hair with one finger, then turned to Adam and settled the quilt around his small body. Resting his long hand on the boy's back, his fingers curled protectively around the small ribcage. Charity's heart ached with sad joy. 

      She sighed and Hawk looked up, his unguarded expression full of longing. He blinked and relaxed. 

      With a faint smile of apology, she returned to the living room. Hawk loved children and so did she. If only he loved her too, they could help their sons and daughters learn to protect themselves from the stress and pain of paranormal gifts. 

      She jolted to a stop. Lord, where'd that thought come from? For the first time since her uncle's death, the guilt was fading and her dream of having children once more flowered. 

      * * * * 

      Charity watched the rain puddle in the driveway. Feeling a little homesick for her family, she'd spent part of the gloomy day in the kitchen. Now the aroma of fresh baked bread filled the house and two loaves cooled on the counter. 

      She smiled at Jim who'd just come in from another security check. “Be sure to take a loaf home with you.” 

      “Boss lady, I just finished the last one.” 

      She glanced at the kitchen clock. Hawk would be home in another forty minutes, but she was tired of staying in the house. 

      “Jim, I'm going to Kelly's Korner in Fashion Gallery to pick up my new skirt and jacket. I left them to be altered, and they're ready this afternoon. Coming?” 

      “You know it.” He slipped his gun from the shoulder holster and checked it. 

      “You always do that before we go anywhere.” 

      “Yep. Mother's little helper.” Jim's jaunty grin didn't hide the cool determination in his eyes. 

      “I'm glad you'll be with me.” She looked at the deadly looking weapon. “But I hope you never have to use your little helper. What's it really called?” 

      “A Sig Sauer. Highly accurate. Fifteen in the clip and one in the tube.” He slid it back under his jacket. “Ready?” 

      Buttoning her hooded jacket, she said, “Ready.” 

      By the time they turned onto Pacific Coast Highway, the rainstorm had been swept away by a cold rising wind. 

      Jim slowed abruptly when a florist's delivery van pulled in front of them. “Traffic's a pain in the ass.” 

      Charity glanced across him at the black Cadillac with tinted windows in the next lane. “Rush hour's extra heavy today. That car's crowding us.” 

      “I know.” He drove a couple minutes longer, then muttered, “Damn. Now what?” 

      “Is there trouble?” She looked all around. The delivery van still crawled in front and the black car beside them. 

      “Cops turned on their lights.” He pulled over to the side of the road. Now Charity saw the reflection of police lights against her car's interior. Strangely, the van stopped just ahead. 

      Jim rolled down the window. Charity watched a policeman move to the driver's side with his gun pointed at Jim. A rap on her window jerked her around. The second officer held a gun aimed at her. Her heart pounded. Why were they doing this? 

      She heard Jim's low curse, then a male voice saying, “Open the door slowly and ease out. The lady gets it if you don't.” 

      As she heard Jim's door open, the man on her side growled, “You, too.” 

      She stepped from the car, caught in fear and the bite of wind sweeping from the mountains. 

      Jim groaned. Horrified, Charity saw him crumple and fall past her line of vision on the other side of the car. 

      “C'mon. He ain't dead—yet.” Roughly, he jerked her arm behind her back and held it. Prodded by the gun, she stumbled toward the van. The gunman shoved her inside. She fell on her hands and knees, rolling halfway to one hip against the cold side. Someone slapped a blindfold across her eyes. She heard the rasp of tape pulled off a roll, then the pressure of it wound around her head over the fabric. 

      The van rocked as another person got in shouting, “Cops. Get the hell outta here.” With a jolt, the van accelerated. 

      “Okay, girlie, we'll finish.” Coarse fingers gripped her hands together in front of her body. Heavy tape bound her wrists. Disoriented, she wiggled around, bracing her shoulders and spine against the side. 

      The faint fragrance of flowers mingled with the odor of cigarette smoke from the harsh-breathing male beside her. 

      Careful not to lose her balance, she asked, “What happened to my friend?” 

      “Spider sapped him with a gun barrel.” She felt cold metal against her cheek. “Wanna demonstration?” 

      Blindly, she faced away from the sound of his voice. “That's not necessary.” 

      “Knock it off,” a different voice commanded. “Zellerman wants her alive and kicking.” 

      Muttering curses, the man hissed, “I can wait.” 

      She held her breath against the odor of stale food and tobacco smoke emanating from him. Instead, she concentrated on building up mental barriers. Even the random wisps of emotions festering in the van sickened her. 

      Somehow she'd survive the terror. Hawk would come. Her task was to stay alive until he did. She'd try to contact him. If nothing else, she could be alert for clues to where the men were taking her. 

      Blanking out everything else, she listened and felt. A few minutes and three turns later, with the deep roar of jets nearby, the van stopped. The man beside her grunted, “We're here.” The door rumbled open. She felt her hood pushed up around her head, disguising her features and hiding the blindfold. 

      “Let's go.” Hands gripped her shoulders, pulled her out of the van. They propelled her a few steps, and shoved her into a car. 

      Frantic, she fumbled for the door handle. Her fingers hooked it, and for one brief second she hoped. A heavy arm clamped around her throat. Someone held her arms, then there was a sting in her hip. Charity had just enough time to know she'd been drugged before she plunged into nothingness. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk slipped through the heavy flood of vehicles, taut with the growing awareness that Charity was in distress. Nobody answered the home or car phone. He tried Jim's cell phone for the second time. 

      “Wolfe here.” Jim sounded dazed. Hawk heard traffic noises and a jumble of voices in the background. 

      “What the hell's happening? Charity okay?” 

      “No. Gone. Kidnapped.” 

      The words slammed into Hawk with the force of a bullet. 

      “Damn you!” He gripped the steering wheel fighting the red haze threatening to blind him. His throat muscles froze. All he could think of was Charity taken, terrified. Swallowing, he forced the words, “Where? How?” 

      “PCH, a mile south of Mac Arthur.” 

      “Wait there.” 

      Minutes later, Hawk saw the flashing blue and red lights of police and paramedics. An ambulance passed him coming from that direction. Was Jim injured? He hadn't asked, only cursed him. 

      Hawk found a place to turn and pulled in behind a police car parked just to the rear of Charity's white Probe. The driver's side door of her car was open. Jim sat there facing an officer, apparently giving his report. 

      “Boss.” Jim shot to his feet, then grabbed the door frame, his face pale in the fading light of sunset. 

      Hawk saw the bandage behind his friend's ear. Biting back his anger, he said, “Sit down before you do more damage.” * * * * 

      An hour later, Hawk had assigned everyone he could shake loose to trace Charity. Michael's vast resources and connections were focused on finding her. Now Hawk, in tight, hard-earned control of his emotions, talked to the detective in charge of the case. 

      “We're doing everything we can, Mr. Adams. Wolfe gave us the license number and a description of the van. There's an APB out on it.” He consulted his notes. “FBI's been notified.” 

      Hawk scowled at the officer, willing him to do more. They were talking about his woman. He curled his fist, holding back the horror. She'd been kidnapped, maybe tied up somewhere and hurting. He closed his eyes, and touched his sacred talisman. God, what would happen now? 

      * * * * 

      Charity's head ached. Her mouth had a dry, sharp chemical taste. She felt smothered. Why couldn't she see or move her hands? It all came crashing back; the cars crowding them, the fake police, Jim falling, maybe dead. She was still blindfolded and her wrists bound. Her body told her hours had passed since the men took her from the van. Hopeless, it was hopeless to think she'd be rescued. 

      As she felt herself drifting deeper into despair, her ring finger tingled under Hawk's gift. From deep inside came renewed hope. He would come for her. Charity felt strength flow back into her body. Somehow she had to discover her location. 

      Pretending to still be unconscious, she stayed motionless and listened. 

      “How much of that stuff did you give her? She's been out for hours.” 

      Another voice answered, “Give it another two or three minutes.” 

      “Sure this will work, boss? I'm damn tired of hauling her around.” 

      “Shut up, you fool. She'll wake before we land.” 

      Land? The steady drone of jet engines registered. 

      Cautiously, she opened her mental barriers a crack, then slammed them shut. Nausea churned her stomach. Her skin crawled at the dark, sick emotions around her. Cold sweat chilled her face, but she'd learned what she wanted to know. There were five people on the airplane. Terse words about course correction,’ and new heading, located the pilot and co-pilot. She realized it was a small jet, probably a private one. 

      Without warning, the seat, with her still belted in, fell, then floated up. Her mind said, air pocket. 

      They dropped again, longer this time, and she moved her hands in reflex. 

      “So, you're awake.” The man chuckled. “Spider won't have to carry you this time.” 

      Her tongue felt too large for her mouth. She mumbled, “Where...you takin’ me?” 

      “To your new home. In five minutes we'll transfer to a chopper.” 

      She heard the muted scrape of metal against leather, like a weapon pulled from its holster. 

      “Recognize that sound?” the man she identified as “boss” asked. “Or this?” It was a distinctive rasp and click. Once more, she felt the cold metal of a gun pressed against her cheek. 

      Wearily, she nodded. 

      “Good. Mr. Heckler and his friend, Mr. Koch can put a big hole in your pretty skin. Be good at the airport. Anything happens. People die.” 

      “I understand.” 

      A rough voice interrupted. “Airfield ahead.” 

      Listening to the terse instructions between the pilot and air traffic control, she caught the name, Lindsey control. 

      Pretending she hadn't heard, Charity pasted an expression of fearful acceptance on her face. 

      The gruff man pulled her hood up. “Keep your hands close to your body,” he ordered. 

      Even through the heavy fabric of her winter jacket, his fingers dug into her arm. Something hard pressed against her side. Her mind identified it as a gun. 

      “Walk.” With another prod to her ribs, she was led down steps, then across a hard surface. In spite of the hood, icy wind with the scent of snowfall stung her nose. 

      Soon she was buckled into another, less cushioned seat. The boss said, “You won't need this anymore. Zellermanwants you to see there's no escape from where you're going.” 

      Charity felt the jerk and sharp pain of her hair being pulled. Suddenly the blindfold was gone. After being in the dark so long, her eyes teared, even in the weak cabin light. Blinking to clear her vision, she glimpsed the sign, Wyoming Charter, lit by a spotlight on a timbered building at one side of the runway. 

      The pilot revved the helicopter engine, lifted off, and turned toward the dark bulk of high mountains behind the airport. 

      Through the window wrapped around the pilot, Charity saw the strings of lights below disappear into the night, and the bright constellations of the north overhead. 

      They changed direction several times as they moved deeper into the snow-covered range. 

      “Only way here's by chopper unless you're a hiking freak,” the gunman growled. “Don't try to escape. This is Canadian wilderness. Weather or wild animals'd get you.” 

      The helicopter descended between two high peaks to land on an expanse of level snow. Tall pines and thick bushes rimmed the area. At the end of the leveled space, a path, illuminated by strong lights, led to a sprawling, two-story house built of stone and logs. 

      “Everybody out.” The gunman unbuckled Charity's seatbelt and pulled her up. “Time to meet your new boss.” 

      Across the clearing, Charity saw two men, flanked by guards, walk toward where she stood. 

      “Karl Kalinski. I should've known,” she exclaimed. “Is that Dr. Zellerman?” 

      “Yeah. Don't mess with him.” He prodded her with his gun. “Let's go.” 

      Charity staggered out of the helicopter, then caught her balance. 

      Karl grinned. “Well, if it isn't Miss High and Mighty. Not in control now, are you?” He stepped closer, rocking back on his heels with a smug expression. “I give the orders. You obey.” 

      “Traitor.” She kicked him in the shin. “That's for Emily and the sabotage.” 

      The gunman snickered. “She got you good, Kalinski.” 

      Karl grabbed her by the hair. “You'll pay, you little bitch!” 

      Dr. Zellerman interrupted. “Release her. I have a more civilized way of gaining Dr. Starr's cooperation.” 

      He motioned to a nearby guard. “Bring her to the library.” 

      She looked ahead at the stone and log mansion. Evil surrounded her. Its source, Zellerman. 

      Charity was led into an elegant library. Two huge picture windows faced a breathtaking view of high, snow-covered peaks shimmering in the moonlight. Two other walls had floor to ceiling book-filled shelves. An enormous fireplace dominated the fourth wall. After the cold helicopter ride and walk to the house, she welcomed the heat. 

      “Sit down, please, Dr. Starr. We're quite civilized here, even if Mr. Kalinski sometimes forgets his manners.” Dr. Zellerman spoke from behind Charity. 

      She turned to face the gray-haired man, but her guard said, “You heard him,” and shoved her into an upholstered chair. 

      “Easy. She's our guest.” Zellerman settled behind his desk. He removed his silver-rimmed glasses, polished them, and put them on with precise movements. 

      “Now,” he picked up a letter opener and tested the sharp tip on his thumb, “we have something important to discuss. You have information I want, and I'm willing to pay for it.” 

      Dismissing the guard, he smiled at Charity. “You won't give me any trouble, will you?” 

      She glared at him. 

      Dr. Zellerman sighed. “Choose to be stubborn, my dear? That will change.” He stroked his neatly trimmed, iron-gray mustache and studied her a minute longer. “I will raise my offer to two and a half million dollars and safe passage back to your lover.” 

      Charity didn't respond. 

      “So that's your answer.” He stood up and walked to the window. “At this altitude, it often drops below zero. Perhaps a night in our little stone storage shed will help change your mind. It does contain a small heating unit.” He spread out his hands as if reasoning with a reluctant child. “You see how merciful I am? I prefer your cooperation to more drastic punitive measures.” He went to the door and gave his orders. 

      The guard grasped Charity's arm and jerked her down the central hall to the back entrance. Outside, he led her to a small stone building. He opened the thick wooden door, cut the tape on her wrists and shoved her inside. 

      The door slammed behind her and a key turned in the lock. There were no windows, but she felt fresh air on her face and found a small screen-covered pipe. At least she wouldn't smother. 

      Fumbling around, she located a bucket. The odor told her its purpose. So much for sanitary facilities. 

      As her eyes adjusted to the dark, Charity could make out a vague scrap of moonlight in the air pipe. That would help her know when morning came. 

      Shivering, she found the heater bolted to a wall. It did little to dispel the cold. She huddled beside the trickle of warmth, away from the bucket, with her hood pulled over her head and her feet tucked under her. Sleep was out of the question. Hypothermia could kill her. Instead, she closed her eyes to concentrate and reached out for help. 

      An evil fog surrounded her mind. She clasped the ring Hawk had given her. Its gentle vibrations comforted her. Hawk would come. 

      Voices moved past her small prison. The temperature dropped, she guessed another ten degrees. 

      With a sharp squeak, the door opened. Startled, Charity plastered herself against the wall, desperately searching for a way to escape. A flashlight held her in its beam, blinding her. The guard's voice said, “Here's a blanket.” A heavy bundle landed beside her. The light flashed off, and the door closed. 

      She finally resorted to the sanitary arrangement then wrapped herself in the blanket and settled against the rough-stoned wall. She debated whether she should sleep or would she freeze if she did. Nature took the decision out of her hands. 

      Exhausted, she fell asleep whispering Hawk's name. 

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 20 
        
      

      

      Just before dawn, Hawk fell into bed with Charity's necklace clutched in his fist. He dreamed of her curled on her side in a dark, cold place. Shivering, she murmured his name. 

      He fought an invisible wall to reach her, to hold her, warm her. Then he woke with the bitterness of defeat burning his stomach. 

      Michael called him at six in the morning. “A guy sleeping off a drunk near a private airstrip saw a woman carried on board a small jet. Description sounded like Charity.” 

      “Carried?” Hawk froze. She couldn't be dead, could she? 

      No. His talisman throbbed with its connection to her. “They drugged her.” 

      “Suspect that, too.” 

      Hawk heard voices in the background. Michael came on the line again. “Can't say more yet. New info expected within the hour.” 

      “On my way.” 

      * * * * 

      Charity woke at the sound of a key turning in the lock of her stone prison. Her mental barriers reverberated to the evil outside with a wrench that left her gasping. In the eyelash- flick of recognition, she identified the person beyond the door. 

      She'd felt his presence as he'd lurked in the trees, the afternoon Jim showed her the electronic device to stop her car. Hawk had linked with her, experiencing the same vile stench. 

      Now, as her paranormal gift had foretold, she had to face that terror alone. 

      Double-sealing her psychic shield, she braced herself. The door opened and she gasped, recognizing her attacker from the park. 

      “Remember me, baby? I'm Rhino.” He leveled his wicked-looking assault rifle at her. “Zellerman wants you.” 

      She pushed to her feet, wary as if she faced a rabid wolf. 

      “Move.” He prodded her spine with his weapon. 

      Blinking in the daylight, she rubbed her arms. The thin morning sun felt warm after her night in the cold. 

      “Nothing stupid,” her captor said roughly, “unless you want a bullet.” 

      She nodded. The flesh down her spine tensed. 

      He marched her up the cleared path, through a side door, and into a sun-filled room where Zellerman and Karl sat at breakfast. 

      To her annoyance, her stomach rumbled at the sight and aroma of food. 

      “Observe, Karl. Our honored guest has arrived.” Zellerman fingered his mustache a moment, then waved toward an empty place-setting. “Take off your jacket and sit, my dear. Have breakfast with us.” 

      “I'm not your dear,” she said, determined not to give in to the fear licking at the corners of her mind. 

      He gestured to the guard. “See that she obeys.” 

      With deliberate cruelty, Rhino spun her around, ripped open the front buttons, jerked the garment off, his fingernails raking down one arm, and pushed her into the chair. 

      Shaken, she refused to cringe or acknowledge the oozing scratches. Instead, she assumed her frozen Starr facade and coolly stared at Zellerman. 

      He sipped his coffee as his gaze searched her face. “That's better. Karl, fill a plate for Dr. Starr. Since she was not available at dinner last night, she must be hungry.” 

      While Rhino watched with cold eyes, Kalinski dished up scrambled eggs, ham, and toast from pans kept warm on the sideboard. Charity noted he and Zellerman were eating the same kind of food and hoped hers wasn't drugged. 

      Playing the gracious host, Zellerman asked, “Sleep well last night?” 

      “Guess.” She took a bite of toast, and waited. When her tongue didn't sting or grow numb, she ate a forkful of eggs. 

      “Afraid of being drugged?” Zellerman spread marmalade on his toast. “I admire your caution.” 

      With slow, deliberate motions, she chewed and swallowed, making him wait for the answer. “If that happens, I won't be able to think, much less work on the solar blade.” 

      He patted his lips with his linen napkin, then smiled. “You will accept my offer?” 

      She ate three more forkfuls while she still had the chance. “Wrong again.” 

      Zellerman jumped to his feet, spilling coffee on his pants. “You're saying no?” 

      Wordless, she smiled. 

      With the speed of a striking rattlesnake, Zellerman knotted his fist in her hair, twisting her head back at a painful angle. 

      “You will build the blade,” he hissed. 

      Charity glimpsed the guard's surprised grin as Zellerman clamped his fingers around her throat. 

      Choking, she clutched at the doctor's hands. Black dots fogged her vision. She dug her nails into his skin, fighting to ease the pressure. 

      “Rhino, restrain her.” 

      Massive fingers encircled her wrists, held her hands immobile behind the chair. 

      The grip on her throat eased. She drew in great gulps of air, fighting to stay conscious. 

      “Look at me.” The mastermind slid his hand from her throat to her breast. “Next time, I'll let Rhino rape you.” He stepped back, smoothed his knitted vest, adjusted his tie, and sat. 

      “Throw her in the shed.” Zellerman dabbed at the stain on his pants with his napkin. “Two days, no food.” 

      In a short time, she huddled against the cold stone wall beside the barely warm heater, wrapped in her jacket and the blanket. Her throat felt raw. She rubbed the throbbing skin where Zellerman had choked her. Her wrists ached. 

      In the small beam of light from the ventilation pipe, her breath made little wisps of white fog. She'd never felt so helpless or so afraid. 

      Somehow she'd survive. * * * * Two days later she stood in front of Zellerman, trying to hide her shivers. “Have you changed your mind?” He touched her hand before settling in his chair behind the massive desk. “Too bad you're so stubborn. We have a warm, well-equipped lab for your use. Say the word and you can resume your research with Karl's help.” 

      Charity's feet burned with the hot needles of returning circulation. She knew another night in the cold could do permanent damage in spite of the small heater and the hours she'd spent pacing to keep up her blood flow. The long, hungry wait had convinced her to fake cooperation and stall for time. 

      “You win. I'll work on the solar blade.” 

      Zellerman smirked and leaned back in his chair. “I'll have you escorted to your new accommodations.” 

      Rhino directed her upstairs to a small bedroom. “Bathroom's in there,” he said pointing to an open doorway. Bare hinges showed the door had been removed. 

      At the exit to the hallway, he looked at her with raw lust in his eyes. “We'll be watching.” 

      After the door closed, and a key turned in the lock, Charity collapsed on the bed with one arm flung over her face to shade her eyes. Cautious, she studied everything in her field of vision. The heating outlet high in one corner held a small surveillance camera. Damn, no wonder Rhino radiated lewd excitement. He expected to see her naked. 

      Hiding her fury behind a yawn, she got to her feet. She felt someone watch as she went into the bathroom. Washing and drying her face, she located another camera, this time in plain sight. Sickened by the discovery, she fought back a growing knot of nausea, and returned to the bedroom. 

      The door opened. 

      “Zellerman told me the good news.” Kalinski swaggered across the room, and planted his hands against the wall, trapping her. His heavy cologne hung like a threat in the air. “Be nice to me, Charity. It'll make things easier and more pleasant." 

      “Get a life.” She pushed at him and ducked under his arm. 

      He shoved her against the wall. “Wanna play rough, huh?” His mouth jammed down on hers, and he ground her lips in a parody of lovemaking. 

      She kneed him in the groin, then twisted away, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 

      Cursing, he bent over, clutched himself, and finally fell to his knees. Between retches, he shouted, “Rhino, get in here.” 

      The guard appeared. “Christ.” He caught Charity around the waist and threw her on the bed. 

      “No!” Horrified, she rolled away from him, scrambled off the bed, and dashed through the unlocked door to the hallway, the burly man's heavy steps pounding behind her. As she reached the stairs, another guard raced up the steps, his assault rifle aimed at her. 

      Zellerman joined the guard. “I am not amused, Dr. Starr. Go back to your room or Rhino will carry you. If that's your choice, I'll allow him to slake his obvious need.” 

      She looked at the large man, seeing the bulge in his fly. In spite of her hard-held mental barriers, his primitive lust leaked through. She shuddered, feeling soiled. “Okay, you win. Just keep them away.” 

      Turning, she went to her room, determined to hide her feelings. 

      “Bitch,” Karl snarled at her as he limped past. The door closed, and once more she heard the click of the lock. * * * * 

      That night, she watched another helicopter land, and men unload boxes and crates. After it left, the guards made their rounds, slogging through new snowdrifts. 

      Aware of unseen observers, Charity, curled on the bed with her back toward the camera. She pressed her lips to Hawk's ring and closed her eyes. 

      Breathing deeply to center herself, she sent out a strand of thought, spinning over the thousands of miles. With all her love, she searched. The ring vibrated, grew warmer, and then she found him. 

      His face was etched with lines of tension and grief. Holding a picture of her, he clasped his turquoise and silver talisman. She saw the gleam of a second chain and amulet around his neck, the one he'd given her. 

      Whispering her name, he looked around. In that moment they connected. A maelstrom of revenge and hope swirled around her. She saw a clear image of her face in his mind, and poured her energy into giving him an image of her location. She felt his bright joy of recognition. 

      As the link began to dissolve, she felt his assurance, I'm coming, sweetheart. I'm coming. 

      * * * * Five days passed as Charity worked in the lab, always under the critical observation of a guard. Each day, Kalinski studied her work. Despite the danger of her sabotage being discovered, she made changes to invalidate the project. 

      She had to wait, hoping Hawk would reach her, here in the wild Canadian Rocky Mountains, before Zellerman learned of her deception. 

      * * * * Night covered them as Hawk and his team flew deep into the mountains in Zellerman's supply helicopter. Jim, seated in the co-pilot's position, monitored the pilot, ready to take the controls. “Keep your mouth shut,” Hawk instructed the co-pilot tied up in a passenger seat. “And you'll survive.” 

      Michael checked his gun. “I'll be here to watch.” 

      The heavyset, middle-aged man, his expression taut, stared at each member of the team and nodded. 

      Jim's voice came over the headset. “Zellerman's security demanded the password. Our friend gave the right countersign. We land in two minutes.” 

      “Good.” Hawk signaled alert to his men, then turned his attention to the ground. Behind him, he heard the last minute recheck of weapons and the gritty banter of men going into battle. 

      He spotted the hunting lodge ahead, its cluster of buildings alien in the vast, dark, jagged peaks and valleys. Lights flashed on around the tree-rimmed landing pad a short distance from the house. Pale beams lit the trail through thick groves, connecting the pad and lodge. 

      His talisman vibrated. Charity was close. He felt her presence, and had a quick mental glimpse of her in a bedroom, standing at the window. 

      His fingers curled tighter around the grip of his Sig Sauer, and he rammed it back into its holster. God, the terror, the frantic search, the plans made and discarded to be revised again, all came down to this point in time. 

      Closing his eyes, he focused on his internal picture of the architect plans Quinn had located. Except for the master suite, all the bedrooms were on the second floor. 

      A sudden shout yanked his attention to the front. The chopper dipped and wavered. While Jim struggled with the control yoke, Michael pulled the pilot from his seat, and knocked him out with one punch. 

      Hawk allowed a grim smile at the quick end to the pilot's aborted sabotage attempt as he dragged the unconscious man behind two crates lashed to the deck. 

      Jim set the hijacked helicopter on the small landing pad with its door facing away from the house. 

      Hawk rocketed out, assault rifle in hand, and crouched in the frigid dark, assessing the situation. 

      He straightened at the approach of three guards, slung his Ruger AC 556 over one shoulder, and pulled a crate from the chopper. Other members of the team followed with boxes and crates, heading up the path past the guards. Behind them, Jim blocked the entrance. 

      “Where's the regular crew?” one man growled, swinging his rifle to cover Hawk. 

      “In jail.” 

      The guy laughed. “Suckers.” Casually, he cradled his weapon in one arm and walked beside Hawk toward the lodge. 

      Hawk's keen hearing picked up the scuffle as Dean eliminated a guard at the end of the path. 

      They'd reached the expanse of snow-covered lawn when an abrupt yell sounded the alarm. Diving at the nearest guard, Hawk took him out with a karate chop, and dashed toward the door. 

      Behind him, he heard his team go into action. He had to reach Charity before she was killed. 

      He pulled a surprised guard away from the partially open door, leaped through, and raced up the broad stairs in time to see a door close down the hallway. 

      “Karl!” Charity's voice came from the room. 

      One kick opened the door. Holding his battle-fury tightly leashed, Hawk slipped in, balanced, senses on high alert. At the sound of a struggle and muffled cry, he moved toward the source. 

      Charity stumbled out of the bathroom with Karl holding her hostage, a deadly hunting knife pressed to her throat. 

      “Stop, Adams, or the bitch dies.” 

      For one hot moment, rage blinded Hawk. He tensed, ready to move. In the dim light coming from the bathroom, he saw Charity's eyes wide with fear, both hands clutching Karl's arm. 

      She pleaded, “Karl, don't hurt me.” 

      He grinned viciously. “That's right, beg for your life.” 

      “Please—” Suddenly she pushed backwards, stamped on his foot, and bit his arm. 

      Swearing, he fought to keep his balance. 

      Hawk seized Kalinski's knife hand, and Charity slid out of the loosened grip. 

      “Stay back,” he ordered, keeping his attention on Kalinski. 

      Karl yanked a gun from his belt. Hawk knocked it from his fingers. They grappled just as a guard raced into the room aiming an AK47 at him. He heaved Karl at the mercenary, dove to one side, heard the spurt of gunfire, and the sound of breaking pottery. 

      Rolling to his feet, he watched Karl fall, and the guard slump to the floor. Charity stood behind the guard with a broken lamp in her hand. 

      She dropped it, raised haunted eyes to him, then ran to his embrace. Arching against him, she choked out, “I knew you'd come.” 

      He held her, overwhelmed by feeling her in his arms again. “Charity,” he kissed her quickly, aware of their peril, “God, I've missed you.” 

      A commotion in the hallway alerted him as another guard ran into the room. Thrusting Charity behind him, he dropped the man with a roundhouse kick, closed the door, and pulled the unconscious form out of the way. 

      He peeled off his jacket. “Wear this.” 

      “Hawk, you'll freeze.” 

      “Put it on.” He crouched beside Karl, glanced at the bloody wound in his back, and touched the pulse point on his neck. “Dead.” 

      She brushed a hand across her face. “He was awful.” 

      “Let's go.” Hawk opened the door and scanned the hall. 

      She slipped her hand in his. “Did I kill the guard?” 

      He looked at the man sprawled beside the doorway, pieces of the broken lamp scattered around. “Just knocked out. You did good, honey.” 

      She clung to him, shivering. 

      “Hold on awhile longer?” Hawk asked. 

      She took a deep breath, and moved out of his embrace. “I have to.” 

      “Good.” He tucked her hand in his and led her toward the staircase. Distant gunfire and explosions showed his team was on the job. 

      A huge, grinning man waited at the bottom, his AK47 trained on them. 

      Charity gasped, “Rhino.” 

      He leered at her, his fingers grasping the trigger. “Leaving?” 

      “Yeah.” Hawk fired two shots into the burly guard. Rhino fell, his fingers squeezing the trigger as he died. Spurts of gunfire blasted the wall and floor. 

      Hawk grabbed Charity's wrist, and dashed out the door. An Arctic chill gripped them. Leaving the lighted path, they surged through low, night-bound snowdrifts, lit by a pale gibbous moon, to a small stone shed. Crouching in the protection of the wall, he heard Charity's low sound of distress. She shrunk away from the rough side. For a moment he knew pure agony. “You hurt?” 

      “I'm all right.” 

      Comprehension flashed through him. He wrapped one arm around her. “They kept you in there?” 

      She nodded, breathed, “Sometimes. To punish me.” Hawk held her closer, his blood boiling over what she'd gone through at Zellerman's orders. He whispered fiercely, “Never again.” 

      Charity touched his face. “I know.” 

      In that brief contact, her open trust wiped away the last bitter drop of Felicia's long-ago deception. 

      Someone shouted from the upstairs window, “She got away. Find her. Stop her at any cost.” 

      “Zellerman,” Charity whispered. “He makes my skin crawl.” 

      “He'll get his,” Hawk vowed just as Quinn and Dean settled beside them. 

      Quinn muttered, “Four guards between us and the landing pad.” 

      “Take them out. I'll get her to the chopper.” His two friends melted into the deeper shadows. The sound of rapid gunfire erupted from both the house and woods. 

      “Get the hell outta here!” He grabbed Charity's hand and plunged into the pine-scented blackness. Senses stretched to the limit, he guided her through the pitch-black line of trees beyond the path. 

      She tripped and fell. Hawk picked her up, carried her to the shelter of a log. 

      “Put me down,” she whispered. “I'm all right.” 

      Bullets rattled past them. Hawk shoved her onto the snowy ground, covering her with his body. Chips flew from the log and trees. A muzzle-flash left darker spots in Hawk's vision. He felt the shock of heat from a bullet searing the back of his upper arm, and swore. 

      “Hawk, you hurt?” She tried to push him off. 

      “‘S okay. Stay put.” 

      Before she could answer, he ducked between the low branches of a cedar and worked toward the hidden shooter, knife in hand. Moments later, the gunman silenced, Hawk was back with her. 

      He tugged her to her feet. They ran through the last narrow grove of pines and cedars to the edge of the brightly-lit landing area. As they dashed into the open, a gray-haired man stepped from the trees, firing at them. 

      “Zellerman.” Hawk returned fire. Bullets ripped through the mastermind's body. His weapon thudded to the ground as he sprawled in the snow, dead before he hit the ground. 

      Hawk felt a savage satisfaction knowing the lifeless man could never again menace Charity. 

      Michael ran from the other side of the clearing, firing at the shooters. Between bursts he shouted, “Pilot and co-pilot stashed in the trees.” 

      “Okay.” Hawk scooped up Charity, ran in low to avoid the whirling blades, and thrust her into the chopper. 

      Relieved to see most of the team there, he ordered, “Dean, keep her down,” and spun to lay down a covering fire for Michael and Quinn as they plunged past him to the door. 

      He half-turned to follow when something slammed him against the metal edge. Pain exploded in his head. Hands grasped his arms, then he slid past a cold world of agony into nothingness.

      

      
        
          CHAPTER 21 
        
      

      

      “Hawk, no!” Charity struggled to reach him, but Dean held her back. 

      Quinn and Michael pulled him away from the opening and slammed the door. The helicopter leaped into the air pursued by gunfire. 

      Charity sat frozen by shock. She watched the two grim- faced men lay Hawk on a cargo pad behind the pilot's position. Eyes closed, his face chalky under its usual tan, was turned toward her. Blood flowed from above his temple and down one cheek. Her heart sank. A head wound, but how bad? Fatal? 

      Quinn pressed a thick pad to Hawk's head, and, with Michael's help, worked to stop the blood welling from the wound. Their quick, efficient moves spoke of experience, yet Charity sensed their quiet desperation. 

      “They know what they're doing,” Dean said over the throb of the helicopter's engines. 

      Nodding, she searched for Hawk's mental waves. She found them spiraling down in a long, slow glide. 

      Grief stricken, she fell on her knees beside him, and touched his face. “Hawk, hold on. Please hold on!” 

      Michael pulled her away. “Give Quinn room to work,” he said buckling her into the seat. 

      Clinging to Michael's hand, Charity watched fearfully as Quinn's expression grew more and more grim. 

      She heard a voice urging Hawk to wake up and realized it was hers. Shuddering, she hid her face in Michael's shoulder, torn by the realization the man she loved was slipping away from her. 

      She turned and implored Quinn, “Can't you do more? He's losing ground.” 

      He looked at her, then Michael. Sadness flickered across his face. “Charity, I've done all I can. He's still losing blood. A head wound's tricky. Looks like the bullet glanced off, but it could've fractured his skull. Can't do more until we get him to a trauma center.” 

      Tucking a survival blanket around Hawk, he said, “We'll try to keep him warm. He's strong. Maybe...” 

      Charity opened her barriers and was assaulted by the turbulent emotions of the men around her. Hawk's brain activity slowed. His presence moved away, and she felt the darkness stalking him. 

      “I won't allow it!” she snapped pulling away from Michael. With a jerk, she undid her harness, and went down beside Hawk, her knees banging on the cold metal deck. Carefully, she laid her hand on the bandage swathing his head, beside the thick pad where blood still oozed. 

      “Let him rest.” Quinn caught her arm. 

      “Don't touch me!” she spat, hunching over Hawk protectively. “I love him. I won't hurt him.” 

      She saw Michael clasp Quinn's shoulder, and barely made out his words, “Give her time with him.” 

      Quinn checked Hawk's pulse. Over the thunder of the helicopter engines, Charity heard, “He's sinking fast.” 

      She slid her fingers under the blanket to hold Hawk's hand, then glanced up at the other members of the team. Each man's expression had settled into deep lines of grief. 

      Touching Hawk's face tenderly, she kissed his lips, set her fingertips on his throat, and measured the labored beat of his pulse. Still kneeling on the deck beside him, she embraced his blanketed form, careful not to move him, and laid her cheek over his heart. 

      Gathering her resources, she caressed his clammy cheek and felt hot tears glide down her face. Under her, the helicopter seemed to vibrate with new urgency as if even it was shaken by sorrow. 

      She smoothed the cover around him, and lost touch with everything else as she focused all her thoughts on one desperate chance. 

      Delicately, she placed her fingers over the bandage and opened every mental barrier. She called softly, then more demanding, “Hawk, come back!” In the far reaches of his mind, he struggled to answer her, but his battered body and mind rebelled. 

      Choking back a sob, she stepped into his dark pain, using her gifts to absorb it. To ease him as only an empath could, she experienced the depths of his physical and mental trauma. 

      His heart labored. The once strong, vibrant body lay motionless beneath her touch. She felt the cold as it tried to seize him. Fighting frigid death, she searched through the echoing darkness for his essence, calling out to him. 

      With her heart, Charity saw his presence far ahead. She followed, reaching out with her love. “Come back to me!” she cried. 

      They moved, dream-like, up an endless road, arching across an infinite clouded void. Her strength began to go. In one last agonizing attempt, she reached out to find the power pulsing between worlds. Throwing every molecule, every atom of her body, mind, and spirit open, she caught the potent force, channeling it toward the man she loved. With handfuls of light, she touched his mind and body, feeling his response. Her renewed strength flowed into him in life-filled energy. The fierce energy streamed through her body searing nerves and synapses even while it healed him. 

      In one glorious moment she learned he loved her. It was enough. 

      Drained beyond recovery, she pushed one last surge toward her beloved. Helpless, her strength gone, the power of the stars gone, she drifted away. The last thought she sent was, Remember our love. 

      * * * * 

      Hawk opened his eyes. He was tired as hell, but there was no pain. What happened? The last thing he remembered was a bullet slamming across his skull. 

      Charity, covered by the men's jackets, rested on a cargo pad beside him on the vibrating deck of the helicopter. She looked peaceful, asleep. It felt good to have her close once more. Quinn leaned over her. Why? 

      Michael sat with his head in his hands. Dean, grim-faced, stared at his own fingers. Had someone died? A quick scan of the team showed they were okay, but strangely subdued. So he was the only one down. 

      “I'm not out of it yet,” he said in a low, hoarse voice. 

      Michael's head jerked up. He stared at Hawk with an expression of shock and disbelief. His hand trembled when he touched Hawk's arm. “Damn, I didn't think you had a chance.” 

      Quinn knelt on one knee and laid an unsteady hand on Hawk's shoulder. “We thought you'd bought it.” 

      “Hell, no.” 

      He heard Dean's whoop of joy. Stunned exclamations came from the rest of the team. 

      Michael looked at Charity, a clouded expression in his eyes. “Been rough on her, too.” 

      “Charity?” Hawk remembered. He'd felt her come after him in a dark void. She'd called him, held him, refused to let him go. She'd taken his pain and, in a flood of light, given him her strength and love. 

      What had she said? Filled with a sense of dread, he looked at Quinn. “What the hell's goin’ on?” He propped himself up on one arm. “What did she mean, remember our love?” 

      Quinn pressed him back down. “Dammit, you'll start bleeding again.” 

      “Shove that. What's wrong with her?” He sat up and cradled Charity's face between his hands. He didn't like the chill in her skin or the boneless way she lay. 

      “I don't know. She put her hand on your wound and closed her eyes. I thought she was saying a silent good-bye to you.” 

      Quinn shook his head. “It's as if all her strength and will are gone.” 

      “What do you mean, a good-bye? Dammit, I'm not dead.” 

      “You were minutes from it.” Quinn looked at Charity with a worried expression. “She crouched over you awhile, then collapsed.” 

      Hawk was furious and scared. Charity's eyes were closed. There were deep lines on her face. Her skin was ashen. Tears still glistened on her cheeks. He folded her delicate hand in his, fingers resting on her pulse. 

      “Do something. She's in shock.” His throat closed with grief. He smoothed a lock of hair from her cheek. He couldn't lose her. 

      Tightening his fingers on her wrist, he growled, “Wake up, Charity. You yelled at me to come back. It's your turn.” 

      He heard conversation in the background, but his thoughts centered on his love for the precious woman beside him. With a curse, he gathered her close, warming her with his own body's heat. 

      Behind him, Jim raised his voice over the chopper engines, “ETA thirty minutes to the Lear jet. Canadian authorities've secured Zellerman's compound.” 

      Quinn squeezed Hawk's shoulder. “We'll get you both to a hospital.” 

      “Hell, I don't need a hospital.” He pressed a kiss to Charity's cheek, tasting the salty residue of tears. She'd said a hospital was the worst place for her because of all the pain and sorrow. She'd had enough of those. 

      “Her pulse is stronger. She hates hospitals. I'll take her home.” * * * * 

      Charity felt confused and weak. She remembered holding Hawk—fighting to channel healing power into him on the deck of the helicopter. When her energy failed, she'd claimed and done the impossible, but had paid the price to the last, taut nerve in her body. After that, she'd tumbled into the void, lost in the drift of time. 

      Now, cocooned in warm blankets, she smelled the fresh scent of the ocean in the cool breeze touching her face. 

      “Feels like home,” she murmured, thinking of Hawk. His voice had been her guide when she'd lost her way in the endless dark. 

      “About time you woke up.” 

      “Is it you?” Her eyelids refused to open. 

      “Depends on who you mean.” His voice held a note of frustration. 

      “You, Hawk, of course.” With an effort, she looked at him under half-closed lids. Highlighted by sunlight coming through partially pulled-back drapes, he stood facing her. A bandage above his right temple was the only visible reminder of her rescue and the frantic flight. Beside him, white curtains moved in the ocean breeze flowing through the half-open window. 

      He stalked toward her, his jaw muscles tense. “Dammit, woman, you scared the hell out of me. Do you know how long you've been asleep?” 

      “Since last night?” She searched his expression for any sign of the man whose voice had called her away from the stygian void. 

      “Try two nights ago.” He caught up a heavy robe, thrusting it at her. “Get up. We have to talk.” 

      “Talk?” she asked blankly, feeling dazed. Her head ached. Worse, Hawk's emotions leaked through her seared barriers, like sand through a screen. 

      “Go away,” she gasped. Sitting up, she clamped her hands against the sides of her head in a futile attempt at self-protection. 

      “Charity?” His strong fingers gently curled on her shoulder. His voice softened. He massaged her shoulder, his male warmth and vitality settling around her. 

      “Shields almost gone,” she said, pain slurring the words. 

      The bed dipped under his weight. His arms circled her, enfolding her in his strength. “I'm your shield,” he said, tucking her closer. Her finger circled by the talisman ring warmed under the band. A slow heat spread up her hand and arm, across her body, down to her toes. 

      Hawk murmured a chant she recognized as one his mother had used, his hand stroking her back in slow circles. Her muscles relaxed. She let him support her. Bit by bit, the tattered mental barriers filled in and firmed. The abrasive flow stopped. She opened her eyes and looked up into the depths of his. Love glowed there, the same love that had called her back from the grim dark. The same love that sheltered her now. 

      “Better?” he whispered. 

      “Better.” 

      His lips touched hers with sweet, aching tenderness. She melted against him. His hold tightened, and he lifted her onto his lap. This time his mouth took hers in the hot, intimate kiss of lovers. His hand cradled the back of her head while his lips and body declared his love. She tangled one hand in his hair, and slipped the other around his waist, holding him, welding herself to him with all her strength. 

      He groaned, taking the kiss deeper, and she trembled in the hot weakness of his sensual spell. 

      They came up for air. She rested against him, cherishing and being cherished. 

      He kissed the sensitive place below her ear, and murmured, “Charity Elizabeth Starr, I love you. Will you marry me?” 

      Stunned, because he still could hide many of his thoughts, she pulled back to see his face. 

      “Don't look so damned surprised.” Crooking one finger under her chin, he kissed her. “I love you, love you. I won't let you go. Answer the question.” 

      “When?” she asked, throwing her mental doors open to pour her love and joy over him. 

      “Soon as possible. Tomorrow?” 

      “Yes, and yes.” 

      “My little star,” he muttered, clamping his steely arms around her. 

      She felt the familiar prickle and tightening of her scalp. This time, a golden glow spread around her and Hawk, blocking out the rest of the world. She stepped into the vision with Hawk beside her. 

      A beautiful vision of their future... 

      
        It was dawn. In the dim quiet of their bedroom, she smelled the fragrance of wood smoke and heard the cheerful crackle of the fire. 
      

      
        Safe, she was safe at home. Even ten months after the time of terror in the mountains, she still shuddered at the memory. She'd known Hawk would come for her, but there had been hours and days when she'd felt too vulnerable. 
      

      
        She placed her hands on her abdomen. Three days ago she'd been pregnant. Now their precious baby was home with them. 
      

      
        Her breasts felt full. Time to nurse their son again. “Our son,” she whispered, smiling with the knowledge that he'd been safely born, and she'd already heard his first, newly formed thoughts. 
      

      
        A sound drew her attention. She looked into the warm shadows. 
      

      
        Hawk, fresh from a shower, a white towel wrapped around his hips, sat on the rugs before the fire with their son cradled against his bare chest. His ebony hair gleamed in the firelight as he bent over their child and murmured to him. 
      

      
        Sliding out of bed, she went to him, kneeling on the thick wool Navajo rug. 
      

      
        The infant he held so tenderly had fine black hair and blue eyes with a hint of wild violets. 
      

      
        "Our son,” she whispered, sliding her arm around Hawk's waist. 
      

      
        "Our child,” he said, his rich baritone choked with emotion. 
      

      
        Her heart throbbed with love as she looked at her tender warrior. This strong man who never surrendered, who'd brave any danger to protect his family and friends, who never, ever shed tears, her beloved Hawk was crying. The tears glittering on his cheeks as he gently kissed their child's forehead were not born of sorrow or desperation. 
      

      
        They were tears born of joy... 
      

      The picture dissolved. She faced Hawk in the bright sunlight of their room. 

      His hands cupped her face. “We joined.” 

      Charity whispered, “Yes,” and touched a crystal teardrop on his cheek. 

      

      
        
          Barbara Clark 
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          The End
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